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      Follow Samantha and Hashiru as they climb the steps of a stunning shrine and become immersed in the beauty and significance  of the blooming cherry blossoms. During their visit, they encounter Akihito, Sam’s ex-boyfriend, at the spot where each has hung an ema, a small wooden plaque with a wish written on it for the deity of the shrine to receive. What did they wish for? Will their wishes be granted?
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      “Your dad gave me money for dinner,” Hashiru told Samantha as they continued up the shrine’s main approach. It was an intimidating two hundred and sixty-two steps, but Hashiru had assured her it was worth the effort, especially during cherry blossom season.

      “I’m not surprised,” Samantha said, “Did he…”

      Her voice trailed off.

      Hashiru kept going, but Samantha stopped.

      She found herself admiring the small komainu statues and glowing lanterns that peeked out from the lush green grasses lining the path upward. As much as she liked them, she wanted to forget cherry blossom season this year. Why Hashiru seemed to want the opposite, she wasn’t sure. In the past, he never seemed to care about the cherry blossoms. But this year, his attitude was completely different.

      The sound of heavy, labored breathing caught Samantha’s attention. A middle-aged man, struggling to catch his breath, stepped around her. He was impressively fast for his age and health. A competitive one, Samantha decided but she wasn’t sure who he was competing with.

      As he hustled past, Samantha checked to see how many steps she had climbed then looked up to see Hashiru standing a short distance away, patiently waiting for her. She hurried to catch up, taking two steps at a time. When she was near, he offered his hand to help her recover the lost distance. It was a familiar gesture. He slowed his pace to match hers whenever they ran, so he had extra energy to boost her up if their route unexpectedly included stairs.

      “Sorry. Did he tell you to use the money to carb load?” Samantha asked, reaching for him.

      As Hashiru bent over for her, his short, black hair fell forward. When they arrived at the shrine, it had been damp from the shower he’d taken after their run. It looked dry now, but the cool, minty scent of his shampoo still lingered.

      “Actually, yeah,” he said, taking her hand. “He did.”

      “It’s his way of showing support. My dad doesn’t really get running, but he’s heard ‘carb loading’ enough to know it’s a thing runners do.”

      “So, he’s basically blessing my race by filling my belly.”

      “Yes. Are you complaining?” Samantha asked.

      “Have you ever heard me complain about meals?” Hashiru smiled then…that subtle, rare smile of his. “Where do you want to eat?”

      “It’s your race. You should choose where to carb load.”

      When they reached the last step, Samantha wasn’t out of breath, but her heart was racing. The middle-aged man from before stood off to the side, doubled over and wheezing loud gasps. Hashiru seemed unfazed. Samantha pushed the sleeves of her blue hoodie up over her elbows and decided that, even though her body felt warm right now, she was glad she grabbed it. The late afternoon’s spring air continued to cool the higher they went. Hopefully, Hashiru’s grey joggers and black running jacket would be enough to keep him warm. He couldn’t get sick—the whole purpose of tomorrow’s race was so he could judge his standing against others seeking Olympic qualification.

      Hashiru led the way to the torii gate where the two bowed then walked through—a little to the right of the center pathway, leaving that empty space for the kami. Others walked through with them—some respecting the deity’s center space, some not. Most carried Hanami essentials. Locals. Tourists. They all had the same goal—find a perfect spot to sit and enjoy a long picnic under the flowering cherry blossoms. They’d take pictures. Some using just their cell phones. Others using professional equipment.

      Samantha remembered taking pictures last year, hoping to capture a perfect memory.

      The kind that you frame, is how she explained it to her ex.

      They’d gone to a cherry blossom festival with friends. Her favorite pictures were the ones she took at sunset, when the trees were first lit up. She almost had one of those pictures framed. In the darkness, those cherry blossom trees took on a different kind of beauty. The lights made them come alive with a golden, warm glow.

      A man passed by, catching Samantha’s attention. He wore his brown hair up in a man-bun like her ex. But she couldn’t be sure it was him. He whipped into the crowd and was lost, leaving Samantha with nothing but the memories from last year.

      Do I still have that picture? She reached into the thigh pocket of her running leggings and started to pull out her phone.

      “This way,” Hashiru called over his shoulder.

      “Coming!” Samantha shoved the phone back into her pocket and hurried over to a stone pathway riddled with imperfections. But, it was those flaws that made it truly perfect.

      Each stone had likely been laid by hand centuries ago. It now revealed a route that quickly curved off from the heavily trafficked tourist area into what felt like an untouched pocket of an ancient Japanese fairytale. As they followed it, Samantha noticed emerald-green moss covered the outer edges of the pathway’s stone, giving off a musky scent of decaying leaves and fertile soil. A strong whiff of the nearby ocean mingled with that air, adding a salty, slightly briny undertone to the earthy smell.

      Samantha hummed to herself, looking up.

      Giant, humbling cedars surrounded them, making it feel as if they were being received into greatness. Sunlight filtered through the trees, casting patterns on the path, while the leaves rustled and whispered secrets. As Hashiru walked on, each step he took seemed hesitant. Samantha found she needed to pay more attention to where her foot landed than the landscape around her, but, when she had a chance to peek at Hashiru, she found his serious grey eyes scanning the grounds, searching.

      “How long has it been?” she asked him.

      “A long time. My favorite area is the pond on the eastern side of the shrine near the ocean. It can get busy there, but it’s peaceful.” He closed his eyes for a moment then took an unusually deep breath. “When I was in high school, my coach always compared my teammates to me. I received praise, and they received punishment laps. I hated it. They hated it. They hated me because of it. I’d go to the pond after practice to relax before heading home. My favorite time here has always been when the cherry blossoms bloom, especially this one sakura. I want to show it to you before we go pray at the main hall.”

      “Knowing what I know, that pressure must have been tough to deal with.”

      “Yeah, I never lived up to my dad’s expectations.”

      It didn’t take long for them to reach a small stream of water. It flowed under a bridge made with little more than thick rope and wooden logs. In time, that stream became a pond—Hashiru’s pond.

      “There,” Hashiru said, pointing.

      Samantha stepped next to him, lowering his arm so she could see.

      Her heart stopped then fluttered, beating a little faster.

      A stunning cherry blossom tree stood alone in a small field. Its trunk appeared to weave two trees together, hugging itself into one. Its weeping branches drooped with full, multi-layered pink blossoms that nestled against a backdrop of blue ocean.

      Farther in the distance, the landscape was dotted by other cherry trees, but their beauty was incomparable to this one.

      “Whoa,” Samantha gasped, feeling her body infuse with warmth.

      “I told you. Makes you forget all those steps, huh?” Hashiru’s serious expression cracked momentarily, exposing a shy but confident smile. “Come on. It’s better up close.”

      Together, they passed Hashiru’s pond and walked under the lone sakura’s canopy of pink blossoms. Samantha stopped just behind her friend as he pulled a branch down.

      “Every time I think I don’t like cherry trees, something changes my mind,” Samantha said, pulling the branch closer.

      “What are you talking about? Isn’t this your fourth year seeing them bloom?”

      “Yeah.” She reached up and gently touched the petals dancing in the breeze. They seemed like an oddity compared to what she was used to. “This tree doesn’t have five petals.”

      “Not this variety. It’s a double cherry.”

      “They look like little ballerinas,” she mused, her mind fascinated at how the individual petals felt so fragile, yet the bloom emitted such a robust appearance.

      “You sure you don’t like sakuras?” Hashiru teased, his voice more expressive than normal.

      “I just don’t like how they’re supposed to represent love.”

      “Love?”

      “It never made sense to me. The bloom is so fleeting. Why would anyone want love to be like that?”

      “Is that maybe an American thing?”

      “Maybe,” she said, letting the branch go.

      She studied the distant trees. Their blooms were ending. Like pink and white snow, their petals fell. Petal after petal after petal falling to the ground. Leaving nothing but a mess to clean up. Samantha’s happiness faded as memories of her last relationship crept back in. She didn’t realize how badly that loss still stung. But she wanted a relationship that could last.

      She scanned the garden. Around them, children chased pigeons. The calmer ones wandered after hummingbird hawk moths. Just beyond that, couples walked here and there, pointing out one thing or another. She lowered her eyes, not sure where to look. All she was sure about was that it had been too long to still be thinking about her ex. She didn’t want to ruin her time with Hashiru. She knew he refused to date until after he finished competing, which was a smart rule, but there had been a time when she wished he'd break it. Or at least bend it. She knew how competing went—there’d always be another race.

      Samantha sighed. Next to her, Hashiru unzipped his jacket pockets and stuffed his hands inside. “Are you cold?” she asked him.

      “No. I…” he trailed off, sounding lost in a thought.

      His hand shifted around something in his right pocket as Samantha stepped closer.

      “Your ears are starting to turn red,” she noted.

      “I’m fine. I was just thinking,” he said, blushing. He pulled his hands out of his pockets, zipped them closed again, and looked back up at the pink petals. “I guess I like blooming sakuras because I think they symbolize new beginnings.”

      “New beginnings?”

      “Yeah. You never heard of that?”

      “No.”

      “Huh. The last time I was here for Hanami was before our first year at university. I normally didn’t ask the kami for anything. But that year I asked for a new beginning. It took a while to get, but, like the trees, we all don’t bloom at the same time.” Hashiru’s blush deepened, his eyes falling from the tree to her. “Their meaning is different for everyone, but that’s what I think they represent. New beginnings.”

      “I never thought of it like that.”

      Hashiru nodded to himself then let out a soft “sou, sou, sou,” even though he seemed to be wrestling with his thoughts. He watched the people around them for a minute then glanced over to the main hall and asked, “Want to get emas and pray? It's not busy over there.”

      “Sure,” Samantha said, smiling. “Lead the way.”

      In the ema-den, Samantha fingered through a box of small, wooden plaques, searching for the perfect one. She didn’t want tourist art on the offering’s front. She wanted her prayer written on a traditional white horse ema, something worthy of eliciting kami attention, something that symbolized the historical traditions of Hashiru’s culture. Only, she’d been having trouble finding one.

      “You sure you don’t want to run the Nagoya Women’s Marathon next year?” Hashiru asked, deciding on his own ema.

      “I’m sure. I like the relay. I like running the road with our team.” She felt herself growing more frustrated. “Am I missing the traditional emas?”

      “What are you looking for?” Hashiru asked, glancing over at her.

      “I’m trying to find a traditional white horse.”

      “I haven’t seen one.” Hashiru picked an ema out of the box to show her. “There’s a sakura tree.”

      “Funny.” She glowered even though she knew he was teasing.

      He shrugged, putting it back. “Some would say it’s traditional.”

      “If emas play important roles in communicating with the kami then I don’t want to ruin this wish—Oh, here’s one!” Samantha proclaimed, bouncing on her toes and humming softly to herself. She pulled an ema depicting a white horse out of the box and, holding the plaque with both hands, examined the art. She figured Hashiru would wish for something like good race results, but she worried about his physical well-being ever since they ran the university relay a month earlier and their team captain finished the race injured. She didn’t want to see anyone else undergo knee surgery. “Find one?” she asked, looking over at him.

      “I kind of made my own,” he told her.

      “You made one?”

      Hashiru pulled an ema out from his left jacket pocket. The plaque followed the expected design and format.

      “Are you even allowed to do that?” she asked.

      “I talked to a friend who works here. And made a nice contribution.”

      Samantha’s eyes widened in surprise as she studied the ema in Hashiru's hand. “You made this yourself?” she asked, genuinely impressed. “Why didn’t I know you were such an artist? They look like our running shoes.”

      He shrugged, maintaining his usual serious expression. “I know.”

      “Okay,” she giggled back, imitating his shrug.

      Samantha went and paid for her ema, then rejoined Hashiru who was already filling his out. She gave him a playful nudge and asked, “Make any more art while I was gone?”

      “No,” he said, picking up and passing her a black permanent marker from the table. “I was just waiting for you.”

      He quickly turned back to his ema, writing his name, prefecture, and the date. On the blank side of her own ema, Samantha did the same then added her wish. It didn’t take long for them to finish, hang their emas on the ema display, and make their way to the main hall to pray to the kami.

      They started at the chozuya purification fountain. Like all approaching the kami, they needed to use the water to purify their bodies. They each picked up a provided ladle and filled it. With those single scoops of water, they purified their hands and mouths then spilled the remaining water down the handle and over the land.

      When they were done, they made their way to the shrine’s altar where Samantha watched locals complete their prayers with a flowing serenity. Even after four years, she still found herself in awe of them. Their silent nature tended to be countered by the more vocal, inexperienced nature of the foreigners who approached—some with guides, others without. Either way, each respectfully awaited their turn to experience the Shinto practice.

      The family praying before them left. Samantha and Hashiru stepped forward and gently tossed coins into the offertory box. Samantha took the rope and, as best she could, rang the bell twice. If the bell’s coarse, metallic sound really did wake the kami and call it to service, she wanted to make sure she attracted the god’s attention properly. Without hesitating, she then bowed twice to express her humility and clapped her hands twice to show her appreciation for the enshrined god.

      Hashiru took the bell’s rope and did the same.

      Then, with silence as a guide, they pressed their palms together and conveyed the specific prayers they wanted to have granted. When she was done, Samantha thanked the deity and smiled to herself. She couldn’t run the race for Hashiru, but this was another small contribution she could make to ensure his success.

      When she blinked her eyes open again and turned to leave the alter, she sensed the crowd. Its vibe. Its sudden rise in energy. Its growth. They walked around like they carried the joy from some long, awaited victory. But, as she left the Shrine’s main hall with Hashiru, Samantha sensed something else. She couldn’t place what shifted, but, in the midst of the crowd, her attention was immediately drawn to the unusually tall local from before.

      It has to be him.

      He stood at the portable white table in the ema-den wearing a pair of brown hiking pants and a simple, hooded shirt that peeked out from the collar of his trendy, dark green jacket. His outdoorsy clothing matched the tall evergreens that rose behind him. Contrasting that, his brown hair had been pulled back and knotted just above the nape of his neck in a samurai-like look that fit in with the formal structure of the shrine’s vermillion-lacquered wood buildings and polished gold embellishments.

      Akihito capped the black, permanent marker he had used to write his wish, dropped it on the table, and picked up the heart-shaped ema by its red cord, flipping it over. The one he’d chosen depicted a pink koi with a white heart painted on its forehead. With his other hand, he grabbed the white plastic bag filled with fresh tuna and scallops that he’d purchased from the city’s fish market just before coming to the shrine. One of his dad’s old fishing buddies had given him prawns as a gift for the evening’s Hanami picnic. Akihito didn’t share how his mom wouldn’t be able to go but merely thanked him instead.

      “All right, let’s get this done,” he whispered to himself.

      Akihito promised to take his little brother and sister to Hanami right after school, but they were nosy. It was better to send his wish off to the kami without them. He didn’t need his little brother teasing him, and he definitely didn’t need his little sister pressuring him to get back together with Samantha. Romance mangas filled her head with too much mushy nonsense lately. Plus, unlike the ema-den, chozuya purification fountain, and alter—which were protected under an asymmetrical, gabled roof—the ema display basked in the open. If his siblings knew his wish was there, they’d peek. It was hard enough to hang his ema on the display board and walk away knowing any of his neighbors or friends could read his wish. To him, placing an ema was like taking his already fragile heart off his sleeve, puncturing it with a bright red chain, and leaving it to weather the elements with no way to protect itself. The last time he let himself be so vulnerable was the day Samantha first met his family—he knew she’d ask about his dad, and he knew he’d have to tell her what had happened.

      In the distance, the metallic clanging of the shrine’s bell sounded a need for Akihito to hurry. His pulse quickened from thoughts of how many from the Hanami crowd would soon roam this way to pray. For now, the ema display was empty except for a young boy wandering around holding a heart ema of his own.

      Hopefully, this boy was less nosy than his brother.

      He’s just a kid, Akihito reminded himself. You can handle this.

      At the ema display, wishing plaques dangled one on top of another on weathered hooks. There were other heart-shaped emas, but most people picked sakura emas. He frowned, lifting one. Samantha had chosen one like it the first year they had gone to Hanami together. An unexpected sigh escaped as he realized the last time he’d felt this lonely was after his dad died.

      He looked upward trying to push away those feelings of loss, closed his eyes, and strained to hear the smooth, confident roll of the ocean’s waves. His dad loved working on that water, but Akihito couldn’t bring himself to take over the business. Fishing conjured thoughts of typhoons which conjured images of his dad’s last moments. Akihito wished he could suck in a deep breath of ocean air the way he used to before his dad’s death, but it wasn’t the same anymore. Now, the closest scent to that was the briny, sweet smell his clothing picked up from the market’s fresh fish—which, honestly, didn’t bother him. His dad had always smelled like the fish market.

      Instead of hearing ocean waves, the serene sound of water burbled at the nearby chozuya where mountain water trickled out of hollow bamboo pipes and landed on smooth black rocks. Deeper in the forest, bush warblers sang to announce the coming of spring while crows purred their deep kahs to create a sweet tension that ensured the surrounding air never fell into awkward silence.

      He opened his eyes again.

      This was the year Akihito had planned to bring Samantha to this shrine, show her that ocean water, let her hear those sounds with him. This was the year he was going to tell her why he loved this place as much as he hated it. He was going to explain everything to her about his dad and his fears and…

      He glanced down at his heart ema.

      And…and instead, he let his fear of losing her drive a wedge into their already strained relationship.

      Why am I doing this?

      The young boy shyly tugged on Akihito’s jacket, startling him but snapping his brain out of the painful trance. When he looked down, the boy gestured for help hanging his ema but didn’t speak.

      “You want me to hang it?” Akihito asked then pointed to a spot. “Here?”

      The boy nodded, a smile breaking over his face, and handed over his wooden wishing plaque, unconcerned that his writing was visible. Akihito didn’t read it but instead flipped the ema over to show its design. He had picked the same one Akihito had chosen for himself.

      The young boy reached up and touched the bottom side of Akihito’s heart ema.

      Akihito cringed. He can see my wish.

      As quick as the boy’s smile appeared, it faded. “Is your girlfriend lost?”

      “Something like that.” Akihito shifted his ema into the hand carrying his fish and looped a free finger through the boy’s ema cord. There was no reason to tell the boy that she was away at university, nor any reason to tell him that she dumped him for trying to protect her.

      “Are you a fisherman?” he asked Akihito, pointing to the white plastic bag.

      “My dad,” he replied as he hung the boy’s ema.

      “Mine too. You smell like him.”

      Akihito smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      I miss being young. I wish I could say whatever was on my mind.

      He was tired of fighting struggle after struggle.

      The boy said something else about hoping he finds his girlfriend again, but Akihito didn’t catch it all nor did he see the boy run off because an ema with its wish exposed drew his attention.

      “Impossible,” he whispered to himself.

      He leaned closer.

      The handwriting looked like Samantha’s.

      This is exactly what I worry about. I shouldn’t…

      His fingers fidgeted with his ema’s red cord.

      What if it doesn’t say what I want it to?

      What if it said she missed him?

      Samantha brought light to the shadow he always felt like he was standing in.

      As he reached for his ex-girlfriend’s ema, Sam suddenly emerged from the shrine’s main hall. Hashiru walked with her, which did and didn’t surprise Akihito. They were always running together. If Hashiru didn’t make it known to everyone that he refused to date until after he finished running competitively, anyone would assume they were a couple. Hashiru was strict with his self-imposed rules though. So, while Akihito was never comfortable with Samantha being around him, he trusted Hashiru more than their team’s captain.

      With so few people around, he easily heard Hashiru ask, “Isn’t that Akihito? Do you want to say hi?”

      A nauseous weight quickly formed, churning Akihito’s stomach. He glanced back down at his heart ema. He hadn’t yet prayed at the shrine, but the kami might be granting his wish.

      He quickly stepped away from Sam’s ema and hastened to pick a spot for his own. He tapped the pink koi on the front of his ema once as a way to assure himself that his wish was hidden then stepped in front of it, offering a slight wave. Sam’s hand lifted hesitantly, as if to wave, but stopped midair.

      No, not stopped…paused.

      She adjusted her hair before her eyes locked with his in a shared understanding.

      Then, she waved back.

      She must have been at the garden first, Akihito decided. The cool air made the color of her cheeks match the pink hues of the blooming sakuras. He remembered how quickly her cheeks always colored when she stepped outside. Judging by how warm his own cheeks felt, they were the same color, just for a different reason. They always blotched and burned when his nerves took over. Thankfully, the breeze stroked and cooled them.

      “Hi,” he said softly as they approached, voice cracking as he forced himself to push past his tension to greet them.

      “Hey,” she said, flashing the same smile she used to show whenever she flirted with him at school. It felt awkward to smile back. When she got close enough, she hooked her finger into his jacket’s pocket and tugged on it, pulling him slightly closer to her. She smelled like the past, like the early morning dew she used to run in. “I like the clothes,” she cooed, then let him go.

      He tried to mask his feelings but was sure his eyes betrayed his true emotions. He didn’t dare glance over at Hashiru. “Ah, thanks. I wanted to test their warmth at a higher elevation before starting my new job.”

      “New job?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I’ll be teaching an avalanche safety course at Suki Resort. Well, most of the year I’ll be teaching it. The plan is to work as a mountain guide once mid-summer hits.”

      Samantha’s eyes opened wide in what Akihito hoped was recognition. Her family skied, and Akihito recommended the Suki Resort to them several years back. She knew the area’s ski season ran long. She also knew what kind of people he would meet. “That’s a long drive. Are you moving there?”

      “I got lucky with that too. There’s employee housing. I’ll be making enough money to cover myself and support my mom and siblings.” Akihito rubbed the back of his neck. In truth, he wasn’t lucky. He wanted to work long hours to fill up the time he spent alone. He didn’t have a team of friends for social support like she did. Living at the resort meant working around the clock…hopefully. “Our little prefecture is becoming an adventure destination.”

      “That’s perfect for you.” Samantha smiled in a way that came from deep inside, lit up her eyes, and spread beyond her to every part of him. Then, an expression of sadness passed over the top. She reached over, took his hand, and gave it a warm squeeze, making him nearly drop his fish. “Your dad would be proud.”

      “Thanks,” he said again.

      He finally glanced over at Hashiru. The man wasn’t any taller than Sam and had a runner’s build, lean and without broad shoulders. Akihito couldn’t imagine anyone ever describing Hashiru as intimidating, but Akihito did feel intimidated. He wasn’t sure if he liked Hashiru knowing about his dad. It wasn’t something he shared with a lot of people. However, Hashiru didn’t appear to care one way or another; his fixed expression seemed focused on the empty space of air between them.

      A few awkward heartbeats passed. The white plastic bag Akihito held began to stiffen from exposure to the cool air. The handles felt sharp in his sweaty palm and rustled uneasily as he adjusted the bag.

      Around them, a group of six locals gathered, looking for spots to hang their emas. Akihito didn’t notice them until Sam suggested, “Let’s move.”

      Only then did he let his eyes glance around the ema display. Unlike the emptiness he expected, both the ema display and the chozuya fountain had filled with crowds. He shouldn’t have been surprised. It was Hanami, after all. This is what she does to me. I get so lost in her that I forget to pay attention to what’s happening around me.

      When they settled into a spot away from the ema display and closer to the shrine’s alter, Hashiru pointed at Akihito’s bag of fish. “Are you going to Hanami?”

      Akihito looked down and flipped the plastic bag onto his wrist, shoving his hands down into his pockets. “Kind of, yeah. I’m going to make food at home before I bring my brother and sister back. I wanted to stop for a quick prayer without them. What about you?”

      “Same,” Sam broke in, a renewed happiness shining through in her voice. “Hashiru’s running the Sendai University Marathon tomorrow.”

      Akihito caught her hand briefly touch Hashiru’s forearm in what appeared to be a moment of pride. “You’re not running?” he asked her.

      Sam shook her head. “Invite only. It’s a new race.”

      Without thinking, he jangled some change in his pocket then, dropping his eyes, admitted, “I saw you run on TV.”

      He hadn’t watched the entire race, just her leg of the relay. He knew it was her responsibility to hand the tasuki sash off to Hashiru. What he wanted answers for was what happened after. Images of her and her captain after the sash exchange still haunted him. Everything Akihito feared about that man became crashing truths from that televised moment. He looked up to see her reaction, unsure if she knew it was aired on TV for anyone to see.

      Sam’s cheeks burned red.

      I’m ruining this, he realized.

      But, he needed to know if she thought what happened was some acceptable form of teammate unity or if she realized how that public display looked to him.

      “They showed him helping you stretch out.” Akihito winced, struggling to form the words he didn’t want to say. “His hands were all over your thighs.”

      Sam’s head lowered before her right arm came to rest in front of her body like a protective barrier. Then, as if suddenly appearing again, Hashiru stepped between Sam and Akihito.

      “He was stretching her hamstrings. He wasn’t feeling up her thighs.” Anger flashed in Hashiru’s voice but calmed when he glanced over his shoulder at Sam with an apologetic look. “Chiaki told me. She saw it on⁠—”

      “Chiaki?” Akihito interrupted.

      “She’s our teammate,” Sam explained.

      “So, I wasn’t the only one who noticed?”

      “It was her job to notice. Sam neglects her post-run recovery. Chiaki ran first and was in the car watching the TV coverage. It was her job to make sure someone helped Sam stretch. She asked our captain to do it,” Hashiru explained. His slate grey eyes squinted a bit, giving Akihito the impression that he was invested in correcting the course of the conversation. “If I weren’t running, it would have been me. No matter who it was, the team was there. They would have stopped him if our captain acted with any disrespect.”

      “I see.” Akihito ran a hand over his pulled-back hair, staring sightlessly at the ground as he considered the new information. I’m a fool, he thought right before he backed up into a family with a new baby. He quickly bowed to them and apologized.

      Sam changed the subject, her eyes focused on the family’s new baby. “Did Giichi and Kamoni have their baby?”

      “Yeah,” Akihito told her, remembering how badly she had wanted to hold their friends’ new baby after they’d announced the pregnancy. “A boy. Giichi also picked up a job at the train station with his dad.”

      “So, his family forgave him?”

      “Yeah, but he said it wasn’t easy.”

      “Forgiving someone is never easy,” she said, pulling her hands into the sleeves of her sweatshirt then crossing her arms around her body.

      He knew forgiveness was difficult. For a while, it was all he thought about at night while staring at his ceiling, hoping for sleep to come. Forgiveness meant reestablishing a relationship with someone who made you feel unsafe. Only, Sam didn’t know just how much leaving to attend university made him feel abandoned again. She didn’t know how much her choice to live with three male teammates made him worry, and she didn’t know how badly he wanted to be there to protect her from them. At the same time, he failed to grasp how much his insecurity morphed him into a controlling monster until he finally broke her spirit, and she dumped him. Giichi warned him that people often saw forgiveness as giving permission for a behavior to continue. That’s not how Akihito saw it. Sometimes forgiveness is just telling someone you love that you accept their mistake. If only he had the courage to say that to Sam.

      “How are things at home?” Sam asked, her jaw starting to tremble from the cold. “How’s your mom?”

      “Still working two jobs. She said she’d quit one after I finished settling into the new work.” He checked his watch, suddenly feeling the same empty ache he’d felt when she broke up with him. “Actually, she starts work soon. I should finish up here.”

      “Oh. Okay,” Sam said, looking over at Hashiru then back to Akihito. “Let your siblings know I say hi?”

      “Why don’t you join us for Hanami? They’d love to see you.” He slipped the white plastic bag from his wrist back into his hand and lifted it. “I have plenty of food.”

      Hashiru cleared his throat. As cold as the man came across, there was something in his voice that didn’t match that when he told Sam, “You can go, if you want. My parents don’t live too far from here. I could visit them.”

      Her attention wavered between the two men for a moment before turning towards the garden. It wasn’t yet dark, but small flashes of light illuminated a few trees where families and couples took pictures to capture the quickly fading beauty of the sakura blossoms’ bloom. “No, we should go now,” she said.

      Akihito felt his eyes get hot. He nodded quickly. “Yeah, ok.”

      Then he turned to Hashiru. “Good luck at your race.”

      “Thanks,” Hashiru said, stepping aside and revealing the entrance to the shrine’s main hall. “Did you say you needed to pray before getting your siblings?”

      “Yeah.” Akihito started toward the purification fountain. Its running water burbled peacefully as if lives weren’t being changed around it. Chances crushed. Opportunities opened.

      “Wait, Sam,” Akihito called, turning back around, “at least let me apologize before I go.”

      She stopped—not turning to him but also not following Hashiru.

      “I shouldn’t have acted the way I did when I came to visit you that day. I was jealous and worried and…”

      Akihito’s free hand raised across his body where he rubbed his palm over the scratchy material of his jacket’s upper arm sleeve. The coat was too thick to feel any comfort from the movement, so he stopped, letting his arm hang for a second before it dropped to his side again.

      Without glancing at Hashiru, Samantha walked over to Akihito.

      “I was stupid, Sam. I hit rock bottom and was at my worst.” He sighed, accepting his loss, then whispered, “I thought our love was strong enough to fight through struggles like that.”

      Samantha’s chin lifted. When their eyes met, Akihito broke it off.

      The light he was used to seeing in her eyes was fading.

      “I know why it wasn’t,” he finished.

      She squeezed her hazel eyes shut.

      When she opened them again, the light was gone.

      She leaned over and touched his chest, one palm resting directly over his heart.

      “Do you think that I don’t know what’s going on in there?” she asked. Her face took a wounded look that triggered an urge in Akihito to comfort her, but he couldn’t. Instead, his arms and that damn package of fish just hung at his side, defeated.

      “I never fell out of love with you,” she told him. “You’re a good man. I’m not blind to that. But⁠—”

      “But you’ve moved on.”

      “It’s not that I’ve moved on. It’s that I’m not willing to give up my running team for you. They’re my family. I’d never ask you to choose me over your family. But I’m also not willing to make you feel unworthy of the kind of love you need. You don’t deserve that.”

      As Samantha spoke, Akihito saw a soft smile form on her face, like the break of sun at dawn. It was as if she finally found closure but also a feeling of renewal. He nodded in understanding, absorbing her words. A pang inside him made him smile back at her, knowing she was right. Then Akihito felt his face grow cold. It was possible this would be the last time he saw her. Is nodding really all I’m going to do? He wasn’t feeling the same closure that she was. He wanted more time together with her. And yet, a part of him wasn't sure if he deserved it.

      “Maybe the best is yet to come for both of us.” Samantha said. “Maybe we haven’t been ready for our new beginnings. Maybe that’s why we’re meeting now, while the cherry blossoms are blooming. I haven’t figured out what my new beginning might be, but you have. You’re moving soon,” she paused and took a deep breath. “You should spend tonight with your siblings. They deserve your undivided attention this Hanami. I love you and I love them too much to ruin that.”

      As the two of them stood there, Akihito’s heart broke into a jumble of memories and regrets. Sam may have been his past, but the wounds of their separation had not healed. What he wanted and what she wanted…they weren’t the same anymore.

      “You’re right,” he told her, nodding. He wouldn’t ruin Hanami for his siblings.

      Hashiru watched Akihito drift off toward the shrine then wandered over to the heart-shaped ema and peeked at it.

      I wish Sam knew I had been right here, waiting for us.

      Hashiru sighed, unzipped his right jacket pocket, and pulled out the papers he wanted to show Sam when they were near his favorite sakura. They were a week old, and Sam still didn’t know about either one of them. One—a handwritten invitation from the owner of the company both his father and her father worked for—wanted Hashiru to join their corporate running team after graduation next year. The other was a printout of entry requirements for the next Tokyo Marathon.

      “Did you miss me?” Sam asked.

      A relaxed but excited air bubbled around her as she purposely walked too close to Hashiru and bumped into him. Her touch sent a shockwave down his body. His hand instinctively squeezed the papers to hide them. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “Let’s go,” she whispered, leaning close. “Someone still needs to carb load.”

      Her smile teased memories from before they ran into Akihito—when they stood together underneath the lone sakura’s canopy of pink petals, when he had planned to open up to her about the papers in his pocket.

      He needed her opinion on them. No, what I need is for her to choose a sports medicine program, so I can select my next running team. Why wouldn’t she just pick?

      This was their last year to be collegiate running partners. He hated waking up each morning with the burden of choice hanging on his shoulders; he hated being so uncertain about his future’s next steps.

      Then the truth started to sink in for him.

      It was more than wanting to start a new beginning with her. What he truly craved was experiencing their next step in life together. What he truly feared was what she’d say when she saw the papers. He dreaded the possibility of them drifting apart.

      He shoved his hand into his right pocket, tucking the papers away again, and zipped it back up.

      “Did you see this?” he asked, slipping Akihito’s heart ema off the worn hook and offering it to her.

      “No. Why?”

      “It’s Akihito’s wish.”

      Sam untangled her hand from the warmth of her blue sweatshirt sleeve, and Hashiru placed Akihito’s ema onto her open palm. He remained uncertain of whether or not he wanted her to read her ex’s poetic words but standing on spiritual grounds and dismissing Akihito’s request after seeing it seemed like an impurity.

      Instead of taking the ema from him, Sam angled the words in her direction to read.

      An adrenaline spike made Hashiru’s heart beat the same way it did in the last few paces of a race, unsure if he would win or be outrun by a rival.

      “He still loves you,” Hashiru told her.

      He was surprised when she pushed the ema away.

      “He doesn’t love all of me,” she told him, tucking a loose wisp of hair behind her ear.

      Then she gave his running jacket a quick tug. It was the same quick tug she always gave him when they ran together to wordlessly direct him down the path she wanted to take. Today, she led him away from Akihito, away from the shrine, and away from the sakuras.

      As they walked, Hashiru felt like they were a pair of koi swimming against the current. He followed Sam as she effortlessly weaved around the locals and foreigners that engulfed them with a graceful elegance. Conversations came from every direction, sounding no clearer than muddled words except for Sam’s humming. He recognized the song immediately. It was the song she always hummed before races to help her focus and clear her mind.

      “You okay?” he asked her.

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      Her body turned, expecting to find him at her side—running together had become such a natural part of their world that it was almost a given he’d be right next to her. To Hashiru, she looked like she had started seeking him without fully realizing what she was doing as she made a quick pivot and walked backwards. It took no more than a moment for her eyes to find his. She flashed a playful grin at him, the smile he normally saw whenever she was about to challenge him to an impromptu race but was going to cheat with a head start. He always caught up, but she loved trying to catch him off-guard.

      He smiled back at her now, half expecting some playful banter, but instead she said, “I was just thinking, there’s a bakery near Sendai University that has the bread you like. Want to stop after check-in?”

      “Sure. I haven’t had that since Christmas.”

      “I know,” she giggled, twirling back around. “I was the one who bought it for you.”

      They passed under the torii gate then turned and faced the main shrine before bowing a final time. The gesture thanked the kami for accepting them onto the sacred grounds. When they finished, the shrine’s coarse metallic bell rang in the distance, leaving Hashiru to wonder if it was Akihito who had approached and called for the kami’s attention.

      Then he contemplated his own wish.

      The kami appeared eager to grant wishes today, but the papers he wanted to show Sam still sat in his pocket.

      “Can I ask what you wished for?” Hashiru asked.

      “On my ema?”

      “Yeah, you said you didn’t want the wish ruined. It must have been important.”

      “It is,” she responded. “I wished for you to have a healthy run. The thought of something happening to you tomorrow…”

      She trailed off, probably thinking of the injury their captain suffered in their last race. But her concern for his health, her desire for him to have a healthy run…Hashiru sensed a new kind of comfort in that. Her worry made him feel safe as he thought about tomorrow’s race.

      “The team needs you, Hashiru. You’re captain now,” she paused and then looked back over at him. “What about you? What did you wish for?”

      Before he answered, he hastened his pace. They neared the steep two hundred and sixty-two steps they’d need to walk down, and he knew the only thing more intimidating than climbing up those steps was the first glance back down. He took ahold of the handrail and turned to offer his free hand to her. “I wished for you to keep running by my side.”

      Sam stopped, her hand frozen midway through the air, inches away from his.

      That little bit of space crushed him.

      “Really?” she asked.

      He lifted his hand to hers, forcing the barrier between them away.

      “Yes,” he said. “That’s why I made the ema with our running shoes. I hate the thought of this being our last year running together.”

      Sam bit her lower lip.

      “I haven’t run without you for three years, Sam.”

      Hashiru was sure she knew what he meant. Every morning, they woke up and went out for a run together. Every night, they ate dinner then went out for a run. What she didn’t know was that he was thinking about getting rid of his strict “no dating while competitively running” rule. Between the papers in his pocket and the marathon tomorrow to gauge how ready he was for the Olympic Trials, Hashiru knew his future was lining up.

      He wasn’t naïve, though. The potential to accomplish that goal wasn’t a given, and as much as he strived to make it to the Olympic stage, he feared—regardless of how his future went—it could all happen without Sam.

      This is why you took her to see the sakura that stands alone in that small field. It’s why you wanted her to see how its trunk looks like two trees weaved together. It’s why you made that wish, he reminded himself.

      He lowered his arm, leading Sam to the step he was on. Her cheek color still matched the pinks of the sakuras from earlier.

      “I don’t know what to say to that, Hashiru.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” he told her. “I just don’t want our time running together to end.”

      Hashiru turned, taking the lead as they started down the steep stairway, wanting to make sure he was in front in case she slipped. The farther down the steps they walked, the quieter the bush warblers’ song and the crows’ deep kahs became, replaced with the background chatter of traffic and busy streets.

      And, with each step, Hashiru’s mind whirled.

      Love was such a gamble. You couldn’t measure love. You couldn’t predict its outcome.

      Running was simple. Run faster. Run farther.

      He liked simple.

      But, there were times when he wondered what falling in love felt like, not realizing it was happening. Now, he didn’t know what to do with it.

      When they entered the parking lot, Sam reached into the thigh pocket of her running tights. A quick beep, beep sounded as she unlocked the sedan with her key fob.

      “I can’t believe how warm it is down here compared to up there. Will you hold these?” she asked him, extending her key and phone towards Hashiru.

      He took the two items from her, and, as their hands touched, he remembered how it felt when he had taken her hand just moments before. He couldn’t downplay how much that meant to him.

      Love was a gamble, sure.

      But, I don’t mind taking risks for her.

      Hashiru leaned against the car as he watched Sam pull off her hoodie, ball it up, and open the back door. The car’s interior released a mixed odor of sweaty, unwashed clothing and used running shoes from their morning miles.

      “Want your phone?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I need to look up directions for dinner.”

      “Have you figured out where you want to go?”

      “I was thinking about Kira and Kako’s Ramen.”

      “I love that place!” Sam’s voice cooed just before she placed her knee onto the rear seat and shoved her sweatshirt into her backpack. Hashiru watched as she dug through his belongings looking for his phone. He knew she loved Kira and Kako’s Ramen because he’d overheard her talking to her mom about it just before her dad gave him money for dinner. She rezipped his backpack’s pocket then inhaled slowly. “Is it weird that I like this scent?” she asked, emerging from the back seat.

      “Our body odor?

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe.” He gave a short, half-suppressed laugh to try and hide that he liked the smell too. It relieved some of his tension and was much easier than explaining why he didn’t find it weird at all. He knew why they liked the smell.

      She giggled, deciding on her own answer. “It smells like accomplishment.”

      He snorted in amusement.

      When he didn’t say anything more, Sam leaned against the car next to him, her right elbow bent on the roof so she could rest her arm behind her neck. “You okay? You seem off today.”

      “I’m okay,” he said.

      It was a partial lie.

      For the moment, he was too busy noticing how her ponytail had fallen in complete disarray from taking off her hoodie. Sakura petals adorned strands of her long hair; the pink petals complementing her warm brown highlights. A few wisps of hair swayed then floated down to caress her face when a gentle but noticeable gust of wind wrapped around them. One strand of hair clung to a crack in her lower lip. She’s dehydrated. He reached up and gently pulled it away, his hand accidentally grazing her cheek. It was the first time he had ever touched her face. She moved under his fingers but didn’t flinch, more like subtly leaned into where his skin met her skin for that split second.

      As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t enjoy it.

      He didn’t know if Sam wanted to see him as anything more than a friend.

      “I need to show you something,” he admitted.

      His eyes shifted away from her, glancing around the mostly empty parking lot. Sunset had a couple more hours before its approach. Whatever families that had not yet arrived would finish dinner and come soon. He rolled his shoulders, attempting to relax the tension that had built up, then pushed away from the car. “Not here though.”

      “Okay?” Sam said, unwinding her arm from behind her neck and pressing her fingers against her blushing cheeks.

      They traded belongings then she closed the driver’s side rear door.

      Hashiru crossed around the back of the car, unzipping his right jacket pocket as he went, and tucked his phone away with the papers. Before he slipped into the comfort of the car’s leather seats, Hashiru ran his hand through his dark hair, making sure remove any sakura petals.

      His door and Sam’s door both closed with a soothing thud. His eyes chased Sam’s movements as she settled behind the wheel, tossing her key fob and phone into the storage console near the gearshift. Then she twisted in her seat, bringing her left leg up and under her. Hashiru pulled his water bottle out from the center console’s drink holder and twisted open the cap.

      “You look like you need water,” he said, offering her the first drink.

      “I do. Thanks.” She raised the bottle to her lips. Then, handing the water back, she asked, “So, what’s going on?”

      Hashiru took a quick sip of water and put the bottle away. With a heavy sigh, he once again pulled the folded papers out of his jacket pocket. They were starting to look crumpled. He unfolded the offer and paused, running his eyes over the handwriting but not seeing it.

      “I got an offer last week from our fathers’ company,” he finally admitted.

      His eyes met hers, which hadn’t strayed toward the offer he held but remained firmly focused on him. “Sam, I don’t want to run with them. They know what I was like in high school. I don’t want to be that man again. I don’t want to qualify for Trials feeling like that.”

      Sam smiled then shrugged, simply saying, “Then don’t run with them.”

      He blinked, lowering his head slightly, and stared at the offer again.

      “But…Don’t you want to read it?” he asked her.

      She shook her head. “I don’t have to. It’s handwritten. I’m sure it’s good. I knew the owner would send you one. He’d be crazy if he didn’t.” She reached over and gave Hashiru’s forearm a reassuring squeeze. It reminded him just how confident she was in him and his endeavors. Her lingering touch made him feel supported in ways he wasn’t used to.

      “He’s hoping to beat the bigger names that will be pursuing you later this year. So, if you don’t want to run with them,” she paused, shrugging again, “then don’t.”

      Hashiru fell silent for a short while, wishing he had more time to reflect and process his thoughts. For him, this was a major decision. But I can’t just brush aside the grad school application I saw on her laptop. Her secrecy about something that important stung. Not that he had been any better.

      No matter how reluctant he was to accept the company’s offer, the real problem was he wanted to make sure her grad school and his next running team were in the same area.

      “Why haven’t you picked a grad school yet?” he asked, the question accidentally sprinting out of his mouth.

      Hashiru frowned at himself.

      He hadn’t meant to ask her the question like that.

      Sam slowly released her hand from his arm. Instead of answering, she took down her loose, messy ponytail. Each tug of the hair tie caused pink sakura petals to drop from her brown locks and fall into her lap. He watched her slender fingers work through the strands, untangling the tension of the knots quickly. The sweet strawberries and cream fragrance of her hair products mixed with the smell of their sweaty running clothes.

      “Sam,” Hashiru pressed, hating that he was pressuring her to answer him.

      “I heard you,” she whispered, gathering the fallen sakura.

      He leaned over and gently pulled a petal she hadn’t noticed from her hair before admitting to her, “I know Tohoku University is on the top of your list. I saw the application on your laptop screen. If you’re going to apply there, I should sign this offer. We could still run⁠—”

      “Are you spying on me?”

      “What? No?” His eyebrows raised at her sudden change in tone, and he quickly answered, “I swear I’m not spying on you.”

      “It was a joke, Hashiru.” Sam giggled, playfully tossing the sakura petals at him. “I mean, I guess I’m kind of upset you saw that, but I wasn’t hiding it from you.”

      His whole face softened as the tiny flowers drifted down between them like celebratory confetti.

      She breathed a heavy but happy sigh and relaxed the side of her head against the seat’s headrest. “Tohoku isn’t on the top of my list. I don’t even have a specific list. I was looking at Tohoku because I knew the offer that you’re holding would come, and I wanted to be prepared if you decided to take it. I know you crave structure and routine, and I worried you’d pick the first option that came your way. Apparently, I was right.” She offered Hashiru a playful smile, but her tone’s teasing note also carried a serious undertone.

      Hashiru frowned. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because I wanted to give you the time and space to figure out what best suits your running needs. And, to be honest, I didn’t think where I went for grad school mattered to you.”

      Their eyes met for a brief second before she glanced down to where his hands were fidgeting with the other folded sheets of paper.

      Her hand gestured towards them, saying, “I know that’s not another offer.”

      “It’s not.”

      “But that paper is what you actually want to do. Isn’t it?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Can I see it?”

      Hashiru held the papers out for Sam. As she unfolded them and began reading the contents, he slumped forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together, crushing the handwritten offer. He messed with that crumpled paper for a minute then shoved it into his left pocket and zipped it closed.

      Occasionally, he’d look over at Sam as she read, noting that the blue sky behind her was vastly different from the grey of his mind. Her earlier words echoed in his thoughts—“To be honest, I didn’t think where I went for grad school mattered to you.” He rubbed his forehead, remembering his strict “no dating while competitively running” rule. She never questioned him about it, never wondered if there was something more behind it. Why would she think I cared?

      He never considered his opinions might be as important to her as hers were to him.

      At some point, his focus was drawn to her fingers moving from lightly stroking the side of her neck to touching her parted lips, and, eventually, a quiet “hmm” escaped those lips and roused him from his thoughts.

      “The Tokyo Marathon is a month after our last ekiden,” she said, glancing over at him. “You know how hard it was training for tomorrow’s marathon, how we had to balance that with our classes and our normal training schedule. As captain, it’s going to be even harder. Did you show Tak the offer?”

      “I did.”

      “What did he say?”

      Hashiru swallowed hard. It wasn’t surprising she had asked about Tak. The entire team knew how much she trusted their current captain’s coaching skills, and their history together meant she knew firsthand how reliable his advice could be. After a few seconds, Hashiru cleared his throat and straightened himself up from his slumped position. “Tak’s certain I can manage it. He’s the one who suggested I start picking up races outside of our team’s ekidens. He thinks if I can podium at some of the larger marathons, Trials should be guaranteed. I just⁠—”

      “Then why are you hesitating to do it?” Sam asked, cutting Hashiru off.

      “Because of you.”

      “Me?”

      There was an uneasy moment where Sam’s face washed blank with confusion before her eyes widened briefly then darted away. She looked shyly back at him, the emotion in her eyes catching his attention. He wasn’t used to her being shy about anything, but she seemed pleased that he was considering her in this decision. Her reaction was reassuring to him, but it also riddled him with guilt. Had he failed to make her feel that way before? Did she not know he often considered her in his decisions—the good ones and the bad ones? I should have noticed the signs earlier and done something about it. All he could do now was make it up to her.

      “Yes, you,” Hashiru confirmed. “I’m happy to have been included in tomorrow’s marathon, but you should be running it too. It’ll be weird not having you at the starting line with me. And I—” Hashiru cleared his throat, trying to focus on keeping his voice steady and calm as he explained his hesitation. “It made me realize that I don’t want to stand at Tokyo’s starting line alone.”

      He paused, his eyes falling to his clasped hands the second he saw Sam’s cheeks turn pink. The sight of her blushing made his heart race. He exhaled slowly, trying to collect his thoughts amid the rush of emotions. “I want you by my side next year. I want to train with you. I like how you challenge me to races. I like how you randomly change the path on me. I like being the one who helps you with stairs. I want us to be here when the cherry blossoms bloom. I want us to visit the shrine, pick new emas, and, when we leave, I want us to go run the Tokyo Marathon together.”

      Sam pulled away again, seeming genuinely surprised that their conversation had veered in this direction. The color on her cheeks deepened, and she didn’t say anything for a long moment. Fear overtook Hashiru. He hated struggling with his emotions. He’d kept his feelings hidden behind his “no dating while competitively running” rule for so long he didn’t know how to express what he wanted to say any more clearly. He grimaced at the silence, wondering if her heart pounded in her chest as hard as his did now. This was what he feared, why he’d rather run than⁠—

      “Is that why you asked me about Nagoya earlier?” she asked, smiling softly.

      “Maybe,” he said, quickly running a hand through his black hair to pull it away from the sweat forming on his forehead. “But you said you didn’t want to run it.”

      “I didn’t say that. I said I’d rather run the relays with our team,” she corrected as she leaned back in her seat. Blinking slowly, she looked down at the race entry requirements again.

      When she looked back up at him, he noticed a subtle sign of vulnerability.

      “Look, Hashiru, my time in high school wasn’t so different from yours. My high school teammates shunned me too. I didn’t suffer, but it wasn’t like my team in the States. I was ‘the foreigner’ who struggled to speak Japanese and ran too fast. Over here, running faster than my peers just meant no one wanted me around.” She sighed, sitting silently as she used a series of careful, precise motions to fold the race entry requirements. “I like running with our team because, as much as you crave structure, I crave the sense of belonging I feel with them. It’s what motivates me to run, and it’s why I’ve excelled like I have these last few years. So, when you asked me about running Nagoya? No, I’m not really interested in running an all-women’s marathon. I don’t like the idea of running the road alone, especially not for over forty-nine kilometers.”

      She handed the papers back to him.

      He accepted them with a slow nod, his fingers brushing along the papers’ edges, checking for any uneven folds. Then he placed them into his right jacket pocket with his phone. A heaviness settled over him, and, though he tried to distract himself from his disappointment, he couldn’t help but feel stupid. He knew there was a possibility of her rejecting both papers, of them drifting apart. He knew and yet…I just didn’t think it would happen.

      “But…” she said, giving his running jacket a quick tug to coax him into lifting his head and recognize she wasn’t done talking. “If we’re talking about my sense of belonging somewhere, I can’t imagine seeing you lace up and leave the apartment to train without me.”

      Every muscle in Hashiru’s body froze.

      It took him a while to ask, “Does that mean you’ll run Tokyo with me?”

      Sam playfully raised an eyebrow. “Think you can keep up?”

      “I’ll keep to your pace,” he promised, excitement slipping into his voice that caused him to half-laugh, half-groan at himself. The dry sound had no trace of genuine amusement but merely released built-up stress.

      “In all seriousness,” she warned, “don’t you dare compromise your performance for my sake. I’m okay with us having different finish times. I want to see you make the podium.”

      She spoke with no sign of frustration, but there was purpose in her words.

      Hashiru nodded. “I won’t let you down.”

      There was a part of him that feared he wouldn’t do well enough to make podium at the Tokyo Marathon, but, until he finished tomorrow’s race, he knew that wave of doubt was inevitable.

      Sam’s eyes lit up with excitement as she bounced up and smacked Hashiru’s chest a couple of times. “Oh! I almost forgot! I got you something!”

      A short grunt escaped Hashiru’s mouth as Sam practically fell into his lap reaching for the car’s glovebox. Her long hair draped around her, shimmering in the setting sun. Though subtle, the sunlight brought out the honey tones of her brunette hair. He tried to adjust himself to give her more room, but she ignored his gesture. Instead, her hand slid to his knee, tapping it out of the way so she could open the glove compartment.

      She pulled out a small, wrapped present and handed it to him. “It took me a while to figure out something meaningful enough.”

      He flipped it over in his hands, hearing a faint rattle emerge from within.

      “Should I open it now?” he asked, but he knew from her expression she was looking forward to seeing his reaction to the present. For whatever reason, something that normally put a lot of pressure on him felt different today.

      “Yeah, you know I do!”

      The paper crackled as he worked to unwrap it, revealing a gold cowbell inside. Its polished surface reflected his image—the man looking back at him seemed too happy to be himself.

      “Turn it over,” she gushed, flipping a section of her hair back over her shoulder. Her expression glowed with a warm pride that conveyed how much thought she had put into choosing the gift. It was a well-earned pride he learned as he lifted the cowbell out of its box and flipped it over.

      On the back was the Olympic motto.

      “Faster, Higher, Stronger—Together,” Hashiru whispered, admiring the engraved words. It was the updated motto. She had chosen it instead of the original version that just read “Faster, Higher, Stronger.”

      He took the cowbell by its handle—the metal cool in his grasp and its surface slightly rough under his fingertips—and shook it gently back and forth. The distinct ting-a-ling felt oddly traditional, like it was a part of the very fabric of their sport.

      “I know cowbells aren’t just a Chicago Marathon thing, but the Chicago Marathon is why my friends and I started using them at our races. Their voices got lost with all the yelling and crowd noise, but when I ran, I could always hear my friends shaking their cowbells even if I was wearing headphones and listening to music.”

      Hashiru smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. But secret confession?” Sam half-whispered, reaching over and pulling his water bottle out from the car’s drink holder. She casually looped her finger around the stretchy silicone strap and started to play with it.

      Hashiru’s body tensed up. “Okay?”

      “I know I said I got that for you, but we’re going to share it. Because! Because. I’m going to ring it tomorrow at the marathon so you can hear me cheering for you. Then, when you’re running in the Olympics, I want you to bring it again so I can ring it like a madwoman, just for you.”

      Her right arm purposely flailed around, pretending to ring the cowbell. Hashiru knew it would be futile to try and stop her, so he just raised a protective hand in front of himself and laughed. “If you ring it like that, you’re going to get weird looks. Everyone will think you’re one of those inflatable flailing tube things.”

      “Shut up,” Sam laughed, rolling her eyes and grabbing his arm. She pulled him gently toward her, and he could feel the warmth of her body close to his. All thoughts disappeared from his mind as she glanced down for a moment then looked back up at him with a smile. She squeezed his arm, lingering just a little too long before completely letting go. “I don’t care as long as you can hear me.”

      “I look forward to that,” he told her, taking a last look at the gift before carefully folding it back into the packaging. Its metal surface occasionally produced a muted tink beneath his fingertips. Then he rose, twisting for the backseat, and tucked the cowbell safely away in his backpack. When he turned back around, Sam sighed quietly. Outside the car, a group of students about their own age arrived for Hanami from the train station. Their laughter and chatter filled the air as they walked to the grounds, eager to enjoy the festivities and embrace the fresh spring atmosphere. Hashiru caught Sam eying the couple holding hands. Curious to see what she would do, he reached out his own hand, but instead of taking it, she softly grunted.

      “Oh, sorry!” She apologized, quickly drinking some water and handing the bottle to him.

      Stunned, Hashiru blinked and took a fast sip to hide his embarrassment.

      His stomach growled as he drank, echoing his awkwardness like a taunting teammate.

      Sam, however, giggled, her nose wrinkling as she heard the rumbling.

      “We should go carb load. I’m told that’s a thing runners do,” she teased, adjusting herself in her seat.

      “Now you’re blessing my race by filling my belly?”

      “Are you complaining?”

      “No.”

      “To Kira and Kako’s Ramen?” Sam asked, reaching for her seatbelt as she glanced over at Hashiru.

      “Yeah. And the bakery with my bread,” he reminded her, fastening his own belt.

      Sam stepped on the brake pedal, pressing the car’s start button. A preparatory chiming played just before the car’s dashboard lit up, and the engine revved to life. Hashiru reached for the car’s navigation app and input their next destination. Then he settled back against the soft cushioning of the car’s leather and lowered his window, letting the fresh spring air in. It carried with it a rich and earthy aroma from the trees and grasses while the sound of the car’s engine merged with the gentle lapping of the nearby ocean. He took a deep breath and sighed, letting go of the pressure and expectations he'd been holding onto for the last week.

      Hashiru watched the late afternoon breeze ruffle the shrubs and grasses and idly toyed with his water bottle while Sam put the car in reverse and began backing out of their parking spot. The muffled rumble and crunch of gravel under the car's tires grew softer as it neared the parking lot’s exit, and the car slowed to a stop.

      Next to him, Sam flipped on her indicator and made a right turn onto the main road. Then, she started humming. Her thoughts seemed far away, her attention focused inward. But he recognized the tune immediately, and it wasn’t her usual song. It was his favorite song. Hashiru soaked in the gentle sound, enjoying the carefree way the notes fell into the air about her, and quietly hummed too. When she finished, her breath escaped her in a light, dreamy sigh.

      “Thanks for changing my mind,” she said happily.

      “About what?”

      “The cherry blossoms. I told you. Every time I think I don’t like them, something changes my mind.”

      She reached over to where he had been toying with his water bottle and slipped her hand into his.

      “To new beginnings?” she asked.

      Hashiru glanced down at the simple but undeniable gesture.

      He weaved their fingers together and, like his favorite sakura tree, their two hands became one.

      “To new beginnings.”
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      Nagi finished his last math problem, closed his book, and tossed the work aside. He had spent the better part of his Sunday afternoon studying for his exams while his older brother, his older brother’s girlfriend, and his twin sister shopped for the night’s meal. His mom had called earlier to say she was going to be stuck working—again—at the hospital. Nagi knew they needed the money, but he missed her.

      Maybe even more than he missed his dad. No one allowed Nagi to truly grieve his father’s death, which was fine. He wasn’t like them…he wasn’t stuck in the past. His dad knew the dangers that came with deep sea fishing.

      “You’re right, son, I did.” His dad’s image said while leaning against Nagi’s dresser. “The ocean can be both a bounty and a beast. Going out on the ocean means you need to be fully aware of the danger you’re putting yourself in.

      Nagi sat up. “But you weren’t ever afraid.”

      His dad’s image shook his head. “That’s not true. I embraced fear and used it as a tool. Fear warned me when I might be in danger. It helps us take precautions, make good decisions to stay safe. But, ultimately, nothing can stop the unpredictability of the ocean.

      “What if I’m not afraid?”

      “If you're not afraid, it could mean that you're either a fearless soul or a fearless idiot.”

      “I don’t think I’m an idiot.”

      “I don’t think you are either. I think you’re not afraid because haven't fully come to understand the dangers associated with deep-sea fishing. You're young, and I haven't had the chance to teach you as much as I taught your brother. We’ll work on that,” the image said, tapping the top of Nagi’s dressed a couple of times.

      Nagi smiled. His dad did too.

      “Mom keeps saying I inherited your brassy attitude.”

      Nagi’s dad chuckled.

      “We both know Mom is always right. Listen, son. Fear doesn't always have to be the dominant emotion, but it's important to recognize and acknowledge when you feel it. Training and preparation help us manage fear. That’s why, while you prepare to take over the family business, know that there can come a time when no amount of training or preparation will change the outcome of a situation. If you decide to join the family business, if you decide to fish, you also decide to accept all the risks that come with it.”

      “I understand. I’m not afraid to take risks.”

      Nagi smiled again, this time only to himself.

      He didn’t notice the image fade away.

      He was too busy missing his dad.

      Nagi knew his parents must have had similar conversations. He once heard his dad tell his mom, “When it’s my time, it’s my time.” He always said those words like they were reassuring. It was probably why his mom kept pretending his dad’s death didn’t affect her. Deep down, though, Nagi could sense that she wasn’t alright.

      His brother wasn’t really any better. Nagi thought he understood why Akihito wouldn’t take the boat out to fish, but he was tired of trying to understand why Akihito refused to pass down their father’s fishing lessons. We never used to keep secret from each other, Nagi thought to himself. He hated that he had to now, but he was tired of feeling powerless and invisible and alone.

      Nagi rubbed his eyes then dragged his body off his bed. The book he really wanted to study waited for him in his dresser. Tomo, one of his dad’s old fishing buddies, gave it to him the other day. He pulled open the top drawer and paused to admire it—the manual to his dad’s favorite boat. The only boat they didn’t sell. The last piece of his father’s legacy. Nagi desperately wanted to memorize the book. He wanted to learn everything the manual and the boat had to offer. He wanted to know it all so well that it would feel like his dad was there with him, guiding him.

      He picked up the book—remembering Tomo's words: that he could keep it if he wanted.

      And he wanted to, more than anything.

      It was a connection to his father, to his family, and to their future livelihood. If he could start fishing, his mom wouldn’t have to work two jobs anymore.

      He closed the dresser drawer and glanced at the time on his phone. The light entering his room had an unusual reddish tinge to it, but he had a good thirty minutes before sunset. He tossed his phone onto his bed then forgot about it, turning his attention elsewhere. For most of the afternoon, the winds had been barely audible, save for the occasional howling gust, but there had been a soft, slow pattering of rain. I need to protect the book, he thought before grabbing his windbreaker off the floor and wrapping the boat manual in it. Then he emptied his backpack so that he could tuck the book inside in a spot that would be protected from the rain. When he was done, Nagi left his room.

      In the living room, his twin sister was sprawled out on the couch, relaxing on her stomach with her legs kicking back and forth in the air. Sometimes, Nagi wished he could be like Yua, who was able to half-study for her exams, if she even studied at all. Nagi didn’t have natural intelligence like his twin did. He needed to work for his grades. He wanted to work for his grades.

      He sat down on the floor near her, watching for a moment. She was as intent as she was content painting her nails, trying to apply the polish precisely and neatly.

      “Is that a new color?” he asked her.

      “Yep.”

      “I thought you were only allowed to buy neutral, muted colors.”

      “Akihito let Sam buy me a couple pastel colors when we were out earlier.”

      “Oh.” He looked down at his own nails, wondering what they would look like with nail polish on them. He’d never be able to wear it in school, of course. The rules were too strict. “When we’re on break, feel like painting my nails?”

      “Yeah, sure!” Yua said, not looking up from her work. “Sam has a silver color that I think would look good on you.”

      “Cool. Thanks.” Nagi smiled then stood, slipping his backpack on so that it hung over his stomach instead of his back. He peeked over at the kitchen. Akihito and his girlfriend were cooking dinner. Sam wanted to learn how to make okonomiyaki. It wasn’t Nagi’s favorite.

      “I’m going out to the boat.”

      “Okay,” Yua answered, flicking her feet a couple times. “Are you going to be warm enough in that t-shirt and those shorts? Remember last time?”

      Nagi rolled his eyes. “I’m going to wear a poncho.”

      “Okay,” she said, her tone indifferent but a silent “I’m warning you” lingered in the air.

      He briefly stopped in the genkan, his hand reaching for his normal shoes out of habit before reconsidering. He abandoned them for his rubber rainboots which were supposed to be designed with anti-slip properties. Probably safer to use those on the boat today. He quickly put them on, fastening the buckle and tightening the straps for a snug fit, then grabbed his rain poncho and the boat keys.

      Out on the porch, he noticed the rain was lighter than he expected, more of a fine mist than actual rain. Nevertheless, he slipped the poncho on, zipped the boat keys into the backpack’s front pocket, and then made sure the backpack was tucked underneath the poncho as an extra layer of protection. The walk down to the boat wasn’t long, but it wasn’t short either.

      The porch creaked under his weight as he crossed it. The distinct groan sounded just like it did five years ago when it was first built. At that time, Nagi was only seven, but he remembered sitting on a stack of wood as his father explained the advantages of building with cedar.

      “Nagi,” his dad said, pointing to the wood planks, “Bring me another one of those boards.”

      Nagi smiled, thinking back to how much he struggled with the awkward size of the boards but also how he was very glad he didn’t have Akihito’s job.

      “Don’t rush, Akihito,” their father instructed. Take your time. Make sure each nail is properly aligned⁠—”

      Nagi didn’t know how many times Akihito managed to hammer his fingers while learning how to nail the cedar down over the frame, but it was a lot. Their dad never got mad. He always conveyed his instructions with a gentle concern instead of anger. Nagi liked that about his dad. Well, that and how his teasing always came with a wink. “Be careful not to hit your fingers with the hammer. I keep telling you it hurts when you miss. We’re here to build a porch. Not character.”

      Nagi chuckled to himself. His dad had the best jokes.

      He paused, looking down as he whispered something he remembered his dad say before he died. “This porch was built to survive whatever the weather throws at it.” Nagi sighed, hugging the protected manual closer to his body.

      With the memory gone and the boat not any closer, Nagi rushed to get off the porch, taking the steps two at a time, too fast.

      At the bottom, his foot hit slick rock.

      He drew in a sharp breath, trying to catch himself. But his right knee hit a granite stepping stone hard, radiating pain in a way that would send most kids crying to their moms.

      He didn’t have that option.

      All Nagi could do was remain still for a moment and breathe shallowly until the pain receded. He also growled to himself—partly from the pain but mainly because he should have known better. Yua warned him last time. He knew the stepping stone was too smooth and too damp from the rain to offer much traction, even with his non-slip boots. He’d been reckless. As a consequence, his body ached as he stood and his knee throbbed. He adjusted the backpack and poncho to inspect the wound. There wasn’t too much blood.

      It could have been worse, he decided slapping at the scrape. I just need to be more careful.

      Nagi moved more slowly as he hobbled down the beach. No longer in a rush, he should have noticed the dark clouds slowly gathering on the horizon, but the problem was the sandy terrain beneath him wasn’t solid so put additional strain on his wounded knee that he was focused on instead.

      He also didn’t notice how the slow pattering of misty rain was now becoming heavier. Not intense but enough to make the subtle imprints of his boots disappear. The image of his dad walked beside him, his steps not heavy enough to mark his path at all. No one would ever know they were both out here together.

      “You’re the same age Akihito was when the porch was built.”

      “Yeah,” Nagi replied simply. He hated thinking about how he’d never get to have the father-son relationship that Akihito got to have. He couldn't stop himself and he couldn’t help feeling the tinge of jealousy that always crept in with it. Nagi glanced over at his dad’s image. He’d fallen slightly behind, observing Nagi as they went along.

      “I know it's hard, Nagi. I wish things could have been different for us.”

      “I know. I just wish I’d get to have the same experiences with you that Akihito got.”

      “You could have those same experiences with your brother. Akihito has everything written down. You two were always close.”

      Nagi shook his head. “That’s not really how things turned out, Dad. Whenever I ask Akihito about taking over the family fishing business…” His voice trailed off, gaze drifting away from his dad as he struggled to make sense of his thoughts. He sighed before continuing. “I don’t understand why our relationship changed. I don’t understand why Akihito’s become so closed off, so unwilling to pass down what he knows.”

      His dad’s image reached out a hand to rest it on Nagi's shoulder, but it never made it there.

      Nagi wiped rain, or tears, off his cheeks.

      It was pointless to dwell on something that’s lost.
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      In 2019, she read about an author who attended a convention pretending to be an alien. His interactions with fans became a book. Kris decided to give it a try herself. It seemed like a fun exercise to try and, by luck have it, she had a convention to attend. The exercise was supposed to be nothing more than a challenge to write something new, something different. It was supposed to be just a short break from fantasy writing. Her characters, however, had other plans. They took the reins and began writing their owns stories, morphing that quick convention exercise into not one but three novelettes. Suddenly, When the Cherry Blossoms Bloom became her debut work.

      So, why novelettes? Through working with beta readers, Kris found that they enjoyed shorter stories that are finished in a single reading session. They liked When the Cherry Blossoms Bloom because it was compact enough for them to finish in an evening but long enough for them to connect with the characters and become fully immersed in the world they inhabit. They are the perfect escape for today’s audience, which is what Kris wants.

      “I have always strived to captivate my readers with stories filled with characters they can relate to. I want my characters to become so real, my reader can identify with them. I want readers feeling my characters’ struggles—be mad at them, cry for them, fall in love with them. There’s nothing better to me than hearing things like: ‘I get why they did that,’ ‘I’m 100% that character,’ ‘I know that anxiety,’ ‘I’ve made that mistake before,’ ‘I understand their choices,’ and ‘I’m not supposed to feel bad for the villain.’ When I hear these expressions, I know I’ve done something right.”

      Inspired by authors such as Brandon Sanderson and Christopher Pike, Kris enjoys both reading and writing but is an avid distance runner. Her future goal is to continue writing novelettes and create a publishing platform for that storytelling format.

      If you enjoyed When the Cherry Blossoms Bloom, join our newsletter to get updates about its sequel’s release:
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