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    Okinawa is exactly like the way Sara remembers it, she can almost fool herself into believing she never left.

She’s coming down from the escalator, armed with her carry-on and a suitcase that is far too packed considering she’s only staying for about three days. Beside her is the view of the runway, the line of aircrafts parked and on standby, ready to leave at any moment just out the large glass wall and she’s reminded about just how thankful she was to finally get off the plane even though she’d only spent a grand total of two hours in it. What catches her eye aren’t the planes, however, but the morning sun rising just behind them. Its shy glow arrives just at the horizon and the sky is tainted the slightest shade of pink. It is a sight that, admittedly, Sara has forgotten about. Gone were the days of staying up to watch the sun rise, head resting on an all-too familiar shoulder, eyes fighting off sleep because the moment is far too precious too to fall asleep in the middle of it.

But it has never left her mind, even after years of wanting to forget. Even after years of closing her eyes, breathing in, and breathing out on that off chance that all the memories will go out with it. And it is rather strange to be faced with the very image she has trained her brain to forget without the person she saw it with.

She reaches the end of the escalator and the memory is gone once again.

(It is never really gone. Only pushed to the back of her mind, hidden in the crevices of her heart, left alone to gather cobwebs only to be found once again and dusted off. It always does.)

She spots a familiar face in the crowd and pushes through.

Ayaka looks older than what she remembers but in a good way. Her once childlike doe eyes now look dimmer but wiser. She’s wearing a tired smile as their eyes meet and there are crows feet that appear in the corner of her eyes. It seems that six years has done a lot for everyone, not just Sara. Because what stands there in front of her once she passes the threshold, is a girl that looks a lot like her old friend who has lived a completely separate life without her, and the sonder makes her whiplash.

“It’s good to see you again,” Ayaka says, and her voice is the most familiar thing about her.

Sara nods easily, pulling her suitcase towards her waist. “It’s good to see you, too, Ayaka.”

Sara can feel the invisible barrier in between them, apparent like a large, glaring red dot in the middle of an otherwise pristine white canvas. But the distance is not cold, it is wary and awkward and unknown, but never cold. It feels a lot like making a new friend.

“Let’s get you home, shall we?”

Ayaka takes Sara’s bag and leads her to the parking lot. Outside, Okinawa smells like the ocean, and it is another item on the long list of things that Sara has told herself she has forgotten but never really did.

“I can’t believe you actually came back,” Ayaka tells her once they’re in the car, the small thud of the door shutting behind her. She keys in and the car hums. “I mean, you must be pretty busy, right? Hot-shot director and all.”

Sara’s quick to wave her off, looking out the window as they drive out of the airport and sees the brilliant shine of the sun reflected on the crystal clear sea.

“I’m not all that,” she shakes her head, “And I’m not gonna be here for long. The presscon is tomorrow so the day after, I’ll be leaving.”

Ayaka frowns, glancing at her for one second and then turning back to the road.

“So soon?” she asks, “I thought you’d be here at least a week.”

Sara shrugs. “I don’t have much reason to.”

Ayaka hums in contemplation, pausing as she taps her fingers on the wheel.

“Is it for Kokomi?” she asks, quietly, like she’s unsure of if she should. “That you’re leaving so soon?”

Sara looks away from the window, looking down at her lap, gathering her hands together like a nervous child.

Kokomi was the one that reached out to her, almost serendipitously, after she got the news about the press conference. There was no real reason as to why she should’ve. She didn’t even know she still had her number.

But she did, and she called, and Sara picked up, and it was so… normal. Kokomi greeted her like an old friend she hadn’t seen in years, all kind words and shy smiles. And the worst part about it was that it felt nice.  It felt so good to be able to talk to her again, like she was tying up all the loose ends she left to tangle six years ago. And Kokomi… Kokomi was willing to do it.

Kokomi didn’t even sound the same when they spoke, voice a little lower, a little louder. She sounded a lot like she was rushing through the conversation, like she had somewhere to be, someone to be with. And when she offered to let her stay at her house, Sara hadn’t even paused to push the phone away and question why.

Ayaka had called it “home” just moments ago, but she’s not quite sure if she’s really welcome.

“Yeah,” she nods, bringing a shoulder up to rest against the car window. It was already starting to heat up.

⌑

“Home” is supposedly a small house in a secluded neighbourhood near the ocean. It isn’t the same place Sara and Kokomi lived in six years ago, but then again, Sara didn’t think anything would stay the same, least of all, that Kokomi would.

Her guess is only partially correct because when she knocks on the door, the underside of her feet thrumming as if contemplating whether or not to stay or run away before she can make a mistake, the door opens to a face she knows far too well, wearing a distant smile.

Kokomi looks mostly just like she did before. There are subtle differences, of course: her hair only goes up to her shoulders, her skin is wrinkled, her eyes don’t light up in wonder as she looks at Sara. She expected these differences. Kokomi had to have changed because Sara did but the confrontation of it makes her brain short-circuit.

“Hey,” she breathes and beckons her to come in. “It’s about to rain, c’mon.”

She obliges easily, slipping off her shoes at the entrance and walking in with one of the slippers Kokomi had set aside for her. Inside, it smells like Kokomi, another thing that she’s surprised she has not quite forgotten, the scent of fresh lemongrass. When she walks through the small hallway from the door to the living room, there are trinkets of life scattered around it, a small beanie, one of Kokomi’s cardigans, a face mask, a plushy, a toy gun. It is a far cry from Sara’s mostly bland, mostly empty Kyoto city apartment, and the feeling she gets from the contrast is… sad. Melancholic. She’s reminded of all the things she doesn’t have (all the things she could’ve had) and is faced with a fantastically large “what if” alarming in her brain.

And it is strange because she knows the answer. The answer is that there was none, because there was no chance to begin with. No “what if” to contemplate. After all, the odds of it ever ending well were low to begin with.

Kokomi takes her to a room near the kitchen, opening it up to see a modest double bed, a single lamp, and a table without a chair. It looked unlived in and Sara has never felt more othered ever since she walked in.

“It’s not much but it has a bed and a shower. It’s gonna be Kei’s room in a few years but for now, it’s all yours.”

And there it is, the whole reason why Sara is walking on eggshells, reading carefully as she avoids the lines, and it comes in the form of a passing comment. Perfectly mundane, as if the whole picture wasn’t as apocalyptically tragic as it was. Or perhaps Sara was just over-reacting. And that there was no cutting of the ribbon, no supernova, no beginning after the ending. Perhaps, life went on as it always did for Kokomi, even if Sara’s life felt a lot more stagnant than she thought it would.

“Thanks,” is what she settles for. There was no need to point out the elephant in the room if everyone looked away from it.

Sara steps in like normal, playing into Kokomi’s role. This is her stage, after all, she needs to be in character. She sets her carry-on the table and rolls her suitcase to the foot of the bed. When she turns, Kokomi has not walked in and is instead leaning against the doorframe, eyes lost into something Sara does not know. It has been too long since she’s had to decipher that stare, and if she tries, she’s afraid she’ll actually fail.

“Dinner is at seven if you wanna join us. I have to go to the hospital after ten but I’ll have dropped Kei off at the school before that, so you’ll have the house to yourself until then. If you wanna leave, there’s a key at the bottom of the vase near the door that you can use to lock up. You can use the home phone if you want, though I guess you do have your phone,” Kokomi speaks as if she’s rambling, going through everything like she’d written down a checklist of all the things she needed to say to her and was marking them off one by one.

“Oh, and I’m also just a few doors away if you need me for anything,” she says as an afterthought.

Sara can only nod and say, “Okay.”

Kokomi breathes in, “Well, I’ll leave you to settle in,” she says, hand already searching for the doorknob as she steps back, stifling a yawn. She did look very tired.

She tries to make sense of this, of how casual Kokomi was speaking to her even as Sara feels mostly awkward, but she comes up short. Kokomi’s stare is indecipherable, the only evidence Sara needs to confirm that six years really is enough to forget about everything about a person. So she doesn’t try to understand it anymore  but instead steps forward because she can’t help it, a small piece of herself from six years ago still there, buried beneath everything she layered on as a sad attempt to hide it, and she calls, “Kokomi?”

Her name is foreign in her voice, like a texture she’s unsure of, balancing on her tongue delicately. She ignores the strain in her throat and the pang in her chest, the weight of it all still there, and pushes through because it’s too late to back out now.

“It’s good to see you.”

But it’s too late to take everything back.

Kokomi simply smiles at her, the gesture not really reaching her eyes, and Sara has to wonder whether or not she means it. She doesn’t know her well enough to tell now.

“You too,” she says through her teeth, and then she closes the door.

⌑

With all the sunshine and blue skies Sara remembers Okinawa to have, it feels almost as if she’s been betrayed with how she’s being greeted with a rainy day.

She shakes her umbrella as she steps into a café, immediately feeling the temperature change. The café is bustling for what time it was, a little bit over nine in the morning, filled with either young adults in a rush to get their caffeine and other, more fortunate, Sara guesses, people that take their time and sit down to enjoy their coffee.

Sara is the latter and she sits down at a spot near the window, unable to look outside with the fogged-up glass. Soon enough, her attention is brought to the girl arriving a little out of breath.

“Sorry, I’m a bit late,” Ayaka scratches the back of her head, “My dog ran out of the house and Thoma wasn’t awake to run after him so I had to run after him. And then I got lost and accidently went to the wrong café which was a full two blocks away from⎯”

“Ayaka, ” Sara calls her, displaying a kind smile, “It’s alright. I just got here a few minutes ago myself, you’re fine.”

At her words, Ayaka seems to calm down, the tension leaving her shoulders as Sara’s smile infects her.

“Oh,” she says dumbly. “Well, let’s go and order.”

Sara ends up with an americano, straightforward and simple without many flourishes and strong enough to get her through at least half the day. Ayaka, on the other hand, spends a few minutes deliberating on what to get from the café’s seasonal specials. She orders a chai tea latte.

“It’s good to know you and Thoma are still going strong,” Sara tells her when they sit back down, mouth to her cup, blowing on it gently and she watches as the smoke clears.

Ayaka smiles, raising her hand, “We’re engaged, actually,” she says.

Sara’s eyebrows shoot up as she sets her cup down, leaning forward to look at the ring. “No way, since when?”

“Just a few months ago,” she says quietly, as if she was embarrassed to say it. “The wedding’s next year. I’d be happy if you’d come.”

Sara looks up at her and smiles, “Ayaka, I’d loved to. I’m so happy for you.”

“I’m happy for us, too,” she says and then she shakes her head, “But that’s enough about me. How are you? We didn’t really get to talk when I picked you up from the airport.”

Sara grabs her cup again, finally taking a sip.

“I’m fine, I guess. Busy, so that’s good,” she tells her plainly.

Ayaka hums, “Presscon soon, are you nervous?”

Sara shrugs. “Surprisingly, not really. It’ll be over in an hour so I guess I’m not making too big of a deal out of it.”

Ayaka chuckles, sipping her latte. “Well, I guess the presscon’s the least of your worries, huh?”

Sara blinks. “What do you mean?”

Ayaka swallows, setting down her cup. “Oh, well I⎯,” she splutters, “I mean, it can’t be easy, you know? Coming back here given the, uh, history.”

It’s a vain attempt at trying to censor her true thoughts, Sara seeing right through her nervous words and fidgeting hands. It’s for Sara’s sake, of course, the topic sitting like a landmine just waiting to be stepped on and explode. And, really, she appreciates the sentiment. She appreciates the sensitivity. It’s just that Sara has lived the last six years pretending that all of that didn’t happen, sweeping everything under the rug like a cursed secret, that even the slightest press over the topic sets off alarm bells on in Sara’s mind and all she’s left with are the options to either run away or face it. To face it is almost always a losing battle.

But perhaps, at this moment, they are in a twilight zone. A strange in-between. Sara’s instinct isn’t to run away but to freeze, close in on herself, take cover. The walls she thought she’d abandoned building up once again.

“It’s⎯,” she pauses carefully, mind an empty wasteland. “It’s a lot,” she admits, gripping her sides, “But I’m okay.”

I should be okay,  Sara tells herself.

On the other side, Ayaka frowns, biting her lip as she looks over at Sara forlornly. “Sara, I⎯We’re friends, right?”

Ayaka tilts her head to encourage her to answer. And Sara has to swallow down any remnants of hesitance in her voice before she says, “Yes. Ayaka, of course we’re friends.”

Ayaka nods her head and Sara can see her hovering over the landmine. One step, and it all goes away.

“Can I ask you something?”

Sara gulps, drinking her coffee, unable to actually look Ayaka in the eye.

“Sure,” she lies.

“Do you still love Kokomi?”

There is no spectacle. No huge explosion. No bodies being flung back into solid ground. There is nothing but an internal white noise, humming in Sara’s mind like a persistent bee, and the distraction is to Sara and to Sara alone. The only fatality.

“Why are you asking me this?” Sara questions, almost angry. But it is mostly to herself. “Ayaka, you know why I left.”

Ayaka shakes her head. “Yes, I know what happened. That’s why I’m so confused as to why you’d come back here, let alone agree to stay with her in her house with her son.”

“She asked me if I wanted to.”

“And you could’ve refused,” Ayaka points out. And Sara knows that, knows that very well, but no one has ever told her outright that it catches her off-guard.

“I could only think of one explanation.”

“I’m not in love with Kokomi,” Sara says, and the words weigh heavy on her chest. “I needed a place to stay, she offered, I agreed. Why can’t we just leave it at that?”

“Because it isn’t that simple,” Ayaka argues, “It can’t be.”

“Why can’t it be?” she tries, “It’s been six years, you don’t think anything’s changed? That I’m a completely different person now? That Kokomi’s a completely different person now? Ayaka, even if things aren’t that simple, I can’t just throw all caution to the wind and let everything I’ve built up to this point crumble down. It’s⎯It’s too much. All of this, it’s too much.”

She looks down, wonders if she’s saying too much too soon. That she’s facing all of this when she’s not even ready to admit anything.

It grows quiet. The café becomes background noise and outside, the rain lets out.

“I see,” Ayaka says in the end, “I’m sorry, it’s just⎯,” she pauses, reaching over to grab Sara’s hand, “I care about you, okay? About both of you.”

Sara looks up, lets her hand lay limp around Ayaka’s grip. Ayaka’s eyes look sincere, transparent and open, Sara’s forgotten what it’s like to be that way.

She nods, sitting up. “I know,” she says, “But I’m okay.”

When she leaves, there is a bitter taste left in her mouth. And when she turns away from Ayaka leaving the opposite direction, she can pretend that it was because of the coffee.

⌑

The problem started when they stopped talking.

There was one rule Sara lived with her entire life. One rule that she’d brought with her even after she parted ways with them when she grew old enough, an awkward smile with an even more awkward embrace as a parting gift as two bodies that never quite understood each other let go and said goodbye. The rule, the only semblance of a childhood Sara had, the rest of it all a blur of burden and reluctance, of uncertainty of whether or not she could push or pull, unfamiliar as if they were mere strangers living in the same house.

The rule was that if you have something to say, say it. Don’t let it fester. Don’t let it bottle up. Don’t let it pass because eventually she’ll run into it again and find it in an even bigger mess than she left it. It was hard enough that they were not truly related, no innate bond to rely on when things were too hard to say. They say that if you live with someone long enough, you end up understanding them on some cosmic level, that you’d know their mood from the line of their shoulders, their thoughts from the glint in their eyes. But with Sara and her parents, that was never the case. Some people weren’t connected like that. In fact, most people weren’t.

It was with Kokomi that Sara found the outlier. She could read Kokomi like a book even if it was closed. She could tell she was upset by the way she sighed, if she were really angry by looking at the curl of her lips. Sara had spent all her life being direct, no such thing as silent understanding, but with Kokomi, things just clicked. Even without saying, Kokomi would gather her in her arms when she felt like she couldn’t handle the weight on her shoulders and draw circles in the skin of her back when she needed the comfort. It was so, so easy to just be with Kokomi. No words, no confusion. They would just fall into each other silently and exist entangled.

It was like that until Sara could no longer read Kokomi. One day, without warning, Kokomi looked away, distant for the first time in forever, and Sara had no idea what it meant.

And when Kokomi told her, when Kokomi went home, eyes focused like nothing was going to stop her (not even Sara), Sara wished she’d never spoken.

“Who are you?”

Kei looks up at her with bright eyes that, for some reason, in this light, has the same pink-blue shade of Kokomi’s. His arm is hanging up, holding out for the doorknob that he doesn’t quite reach yet. The door swings back and forth as he leans on it lazily. Sara almost doesn’t reply, the words stuck at her throat. She’d been prepared to face Kokomi, to talk to her if only a little bit and keep up with the pleasantries. She’d spent most of the time before this trip doing exactly that but she didn’t prepare for this.

“I⎯,” she blinks. Kei pouts his lips, and all Sara can think of is that Kokoki does the same thing when she’s confused. “I’m Sara, your mother’s friend.”

Kei steps back, pulling the door with him, looking slightly alarmed, grip on the doorknob loosening. He keeps his eyes on Sara as he leans his head back to shout, “Mama! Someone’s here!”

Behind him, the sound of feet stomping comes closer and into the gap Kei left, comes Kokomi with an exasperated expression.

“Kei,” she sighs, gathering her child in her arms as she pushes open the door. She doesn’t look up at Sara yet and instead chastises Kei. “What did we say about answering the door?”

Kei doesn’t grant her the same attention, looking down at his feet as he huffs. He barely passes Kokomi’s knees.

“Wait for mama to do it,” he says almost beneath his breath.

Kokomi nods, crouching down so that she can pull Kei to look at her, and her expression turns soft.

“Good,” she says, brushing his brown locks off of his face. It almost feels like Sara should look away.

But she doesn’t. She stares at them in their little moment, scared that she’d break that familial bond she never felt with her own parents but that Kokomi and Kei had. And when Kokomi turns to her, it feels like she’s been caught doing a crime.

Kokomi stands and Kei wraps his arms around her legs, hiding behind her even as his curious eyes look up.

“Sorry,” Kokomi says, for what, Sara isn’t exactly sure. “Come in.”

She steps away and Kei follows suit, letting Sara in and she waits until she hears the door thudding closed to turn back at the two. When Kokomi catches her looking at Kei, she frowns. Sara can’t help but feel guilty.

“Mama,” their stares break, “Who is this?”

“This is aunty Sara. She’s a friend of mine,” Kokomi says softly, looking down at her son with a small smile. “She’ll be staying with us for a few days so be nice to her, okay?”

Kei’s mouth opens as he begins to understand, turning towards Sara in wonder.

“You’re friends with mama?” he asks, as if it was some big secret.

She had introduced herself as Kokomi’s friend for simplicity’s sake but, really, Sara had no idea where they stood.

“Yes,” she says in the end, “You must be Kei. Nice to meet you.”

She bends down to level with him, offering a hand. Kei takes it and shakes it slowly.

“You are very polite, aunty Sara,” Kei tells her, hands still gripped on Sara’s.

Sara smiles, “Thank you.”

She pulls away and stands up again, face to face with Kokomi as she looks at her with an indecipherable stare.

At her legs, Kei tugs at her pants. “Mama, dinner now, please.”

Kokomi nods, breathing out and stepping further into the hallway. “Okay, honey. Go sit at the table now,” then she turns to Sara, “You too.”

Sara almost refuses, wanting to do anything but share a table with Kokomi and her son, but she can see Kei looking up at her expectantly and the stare is almost as heavy as Kokomi’s.

Their dinner is omurice and Kei cuts into it immediately as Kokomi sets it down in front of him.

“Kei,” she calls softly. The boy looks up at his mother mid-bite, the spoon hanging from his mouth. “Wait for me to sit down before you eat, please.”

As if he was ashamed, he pulls the spoon out of his mouth and swallows, looking down as he says, “Sorry, mama.”

Sara feels something pull at her heart as she watches the exchange, so she looks away, eyes trained at the meal in front of her.

Kokomi sits down and they begin to eat.

Kei finishes most of his meal by himself but gets bored in the middle of it, whining to leave and go upstairs so he can play with his toys, but Kokomi shakes her head at the request and takes the spoon in her hand, telling Kei to, “Open up!” as she feeds him.

Sara subconsciously eats slower, watching Kokomi’s plate go mostly untouched as Kei finishes his food.

“Mama says you live in Kyoto,” Kei says just as Kokomi scoops up another mouthful of omurice.

Sara glances at Kokomi and their eyes meet for one second.

“I do,” Sara nods, swallowing her food.

Kei hums, taking a bite. “They have the best omurice there.”

Beside him, Kokomi frowns. “Kei, please don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

The boy swallows his food. “Sorry, mama,” he says again, then turning back to Sara, “Will you bring me omurice the next time you come?

Sara doesn’t realise Kei is still talking to her until it grows silent for a while, only the sound of their cutlery clanging against the plates making noise.

When she looks up, she sees both Kei and Kokomi staring at her. Kei’s eyes are big and curious, patient as he waits for a reply, slowly chewing on his food. Kokomi, on the other hand, has a quiet stare. Her eyes seem empty and tired. Both of them make Sara feel obligated to do something. Both of them together makes the feeling increase tenfold.

She bites her cheek before she responds. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to visit next time, Kei.”

At the same time, Kei and Kokomi’s heads tilt.

“Why?” Kei is the one that speaks. “Friends go to each other’s houses all the time. Why can’t you?”

Sara looks towards Kokomi just as she’s about to answer, the words dying at her throat once she sees the way Kokomi looks at her, eyes slightly narrowed, lips pursed. It feels an awful lot like being interrogated.

The one that breaks the tension is Kokomi, grabbing Kei’s now-empty plate and handing it over to her son.

“Okay, you’re done now,” she says, “Now put it in the sink. Wash your hands in the bathroom and then you can go up and play, how’s that sound?”

Kei all but lights up at the idea of playing. He nods profusely, taking the plate in his hands.

“Awesome,” he exclaims and then he’s hopping off his chair and heading for the sink.

The sink turns on and off and they hear footsteps leading upstairs.

And then it’s just them.

Sara finishes the rest of her omurice as Kokomi begins to eat again, ignoring the way the food had gotten cold.

Sara has half a mind to stand up, take her plate and bring it to the sink, excuse herself to retreat back into the room Kokomi had provided her and avoid speaking to her altogether. But she doesn’t. Instead, she waits for Kokomi to finish her food, eyes trained at her plate. The silence is awkward, not quite deafening, but disturbing. It’s the type of silence you can’t ignore, one that suggests an underlying meaning hidden in their breathing.

“You don’t have to take him too seriously, you know,” is what Kokomi says to break the quiet. “Sometimes kids just wanna be humoured.”

Sara looks down, unsure of what to say.  “I don’t wanna lie to him,” no, that’s wrong, say something else, “I mean, he’ll expect me to come back if I said yes, and I, well⎯,” well, what?

“You’re not coming back,” Kokomi finishes for her, sounding so certain, eyes staring up at her like she just knew.  Sara remembers that Kokomi always just knew.

Sara looks up at her and nods slowly and then more firmly. It’s not good to be ambiguous.

“Yes,” she agrees, ignoring the feeling at the back of her throat. “I’m not coming back.”

Kokomi hums, nodding herself, and she reaches over to grab Sara’s empty plate and places it on top of her’s. “Fair enough.”

She stands up to bring the plates to the sink, turning it on to wash them. Sara’s feet bring her up to Kokomi and she leans on the counter next to her. Kokomi doesn’t even spare her a glance, eyes focused at her task at hand. It gives way for Sara to just stare at her, wholly and unapologetically. Kokomi’s short hair is covering most of her face, falling at her cheeks as she looks down. The sleeves of her shirt are getting damp from the water even as she tries to carefully move around it. She has that same expression, lips pursed, eyes furrowed, as she did before and for a moment Sara has to step back and remind herself that this isn’t six years ago because the scene feels all too normal, it’s almost uncomfortable.

“You cut your hair,” she points out aimlessly.

Kokomi chuckles, not looking at her. “That I did. Having long hair isn’t that favourable when you have a six year old to raise. It used to be a lot shorter when Kei was younger. Went up to my chin, sort like⎯,” she turns to Sara, “⎯you.”

The water runs behind Kokomi as she stops to look at Sara who she catches staring at her. She turns confused, tilting her head quietly, probably contemplating on whether or not she should say something but ultimately choosing not to.

Sara swallows. “It looks good.”

Kokomi glances away and blinks to regain her composure. “T-Thanks.”

Their dishes clank against each other as Kokomi washes them clean, placing them down on the drying rack as she finishes up. All the while, Sara is just there, standing about three feet away, hands resting on the counter as she leans back.

“Hey, Kokomi,” Sara calls her, “I really appreciate you letting me stay here. I know you have a lot going on but I just⎯I mean, it must not be easy. All of this.”

Kokomi tilts her head.

 “All of this?” Kokomi questions. “What do you mean by that?”

Sara closes in on herself. “I mean all of this. It’s⎯It’s impressive. The house, the raising a child by yourself, the hospital, do you still work there?”

“I volunteer,” Kokomi reminds her and Sara almost curses herself for not remembering. “And, uh, thanks, I guess? And it was my pleasure. You needed a place to stay and I had an empty room, not exactly as groundbreaking as a critically-acclaimed film, if you ask me.”

Sara likes the way she lays it all down, simple, no room for subtext. Ayaka’s words come up and then fall back again in her brain.

Sara chuckles, “You flatter me.”

“So, it’s working?” Kokomi smirks, “I’m kidding, sorry. But congratulations.”

It’s Sara’s turn to say, “Thanks,” looking away to hide the blush she couldn’t stop from spreading on her cheeks. Perhaps, some things couldn’t change.

“It’s a bit weird, I’ll be honest,” Kokomi settles next to her on the counter, leaning back. “Seeing you here again. I expected us to be at each other’s throats the moment we saw each other but this is surprisingly⎯”

“Normal?” Sara supplies.

“Different,” Kokomi turns to her. “In a weird, I-used-to-know-you-but-it’s-been-too-long-for-me-to-remember-any-of-it kind of way.”

Sara frowns. Has it really been that long? Sure, a lot can change in six years, but everything that happened to them is still a fresh memory in Sara’s mind, even if all the feelings have already faded into the background.

Or maybe, that’s exactly what she means. They had left in chaos, crying and shouting, all hurt and pain for all the years they spent so devastatingly in love, and Sara remembers it all so clearly. But the ache it caused? That’s all gone now. All that’s left is a sensitive memory, one that if she brushed upon and lingered on for too long, she’d be left silent but not hurt. Not like she did all those years ago.

“A lot has changed,” Sara breathes out.

Kokomi looks different now. She has shorter hair, dimmer eyes. Her hands are calloused and rough, the skin of her cheeks are starting to sag. She’s a mother now, she’s met different people, she’s been to different places. Kokomi’s had an entirely separate life from Sara, one that she was no longer a part of and it feels like it should be some grand revelation, like Sara would sit up and scream, “Eureka!” but instead it comes as a passing thought. Suddenly, they are simply two people who once knew each other until they didn’t and the only thing Sara’s mind could come up with was, “Oh, things are different, now.”

The evidence is right next to her as Kokomi looks down in silence, a space left in between them when six years ago, she would’ve had her head resting on Sara’s shoulder. It’s strange how she still remembers that.

But perhaps, some things simply cannot change. Some things, like the way Kokomi inches ever so closer right now, reaching her hand to grab her forearm in a light and comforting grip, things like that will always, always feel just as warm and familiar as they did before.

They look up at each other, realising that this is probably the first time they’ve felt each other’s skin since Sara left and, really, all Sara can do is lean in and let Kokomi close the distance.

The kiss is chaste, barely there, blink and it is gone, but it is electric. The touch sends shivers down her spine, fireworks blaze at the back of her head, and suddenly she feels as if she’d never left at all.

But then they pull away. Kokomi walks back like she’s been burned and the small space in between them feels miles farther than it actually is.

“I’m s⎯”

“What are we doing Sara?” Kokomi exhales, a shaky breath escaping her lips as she turns away from her.

“I don’t know,” Sara says honestly, it is the most she can give her.

Kokomi looks up at her with a pained expression. She always looked like she was about to cry.

“Why are you here, Sara?” she asks, “Be honest with me.”

Why was she here? Sara truthfully had no clue. She could say she was here for convenience. Okinawa was a place Sara hadn’t been in in a while and coming back here meant meeting it again for the second time and it was just so much easier to do that with a familiar hand. She could say it was because Kokomi offered and that she wouldn’t want to turn down her kindness. She could say that there was no reason at all. That she came here without thinking, mind only on one thing and that thing was Kokomi and the Sara that lost all logic and reasoning whenever she saw that girl was back, if only for a while.

Or, Sara could try to look a little further, dig out her heart like a ravenous beast and find the reason why she’d ever come back here willingly, even after she’s been hurt. Even after she hurt Kokomi. Kokomi was, once upon a time, someone that was so dear to her, coming back here only meant reliving all of that.

And when you relive all of that, see Kokomi in person again, with her small smile, her contagious laugh, her soft hands⎯see Kokomi with Kei and their shared looks, their silent understandings⎯you see everything you could’ve had. Everything that would’ve been hers had she been ready, had she taken the risk, bit the bullet and stayed. It all makes her feel almost empty, like part of her was missing even if that part was never really there in the first place.

“Do you not remember why?” Sara replies, venom in her voice. “You were the one that called, maybe you should ask yourself that.”

Kokomi looks at her as if she’d been hit, eyes staring down at her as if she’s realised that what stands in front of her now isn’t the Sara she knew before.

Sara shakes her head as the panic sets in. Suddenly, the walls are closing in on her and the room is too small. Sara’s breath hitches as she looks up at Kokomi, finding her stare so sad, so confused, and something lurches in her chest.

“I can’t do this,” she barely breathes, “This was a mistake, I’m sorry.”

She pushes past her and runs out of the kitchen, clutching her chest as she feels her breathing grow thin. She goes straight to her room, shutting the door and locking it before she collapses onto the floor, curling in on herself. She closes her eyes, leaning against the wall as she breathes, counting in her head.

Eventually, the dust settles. Her hands don’t feel numb, her vision clears. It’s nighttime and she had forgotten to turn on the lights when she ran in here, so it is mostly dark. She stands up slowly, leaning against the wall so as to not fall and she makes her way to the double bed, hiding under the covers as she slowly, slowly, falls into sleep.

⌑

Nights were never quiet in Kyoto. City folk were always on their feet, running around, getting shitfaced, finishing work, never really resting. Her old apartment was located near an elevated train and the walls used to shake whenever it passed by her window so getting a good night’s sleep was often more difficult than it wasn’t. She’d bought earplugs a week into living there and before that she used to press her pillow against her ears just to drown out the noise. She’d only really gotten used to the loud whistle of the midnight express when it was about time she moved into a bigger, high-end apartment at the heart of the city. But even there, she never got much sleep.

Okinawa’s nights felt like a cool summer breeze, a reminder of a quick but much needed break from the fast-paced lifestyle she adapted during her stay in Kyoto. But while the peace is well appreciated, old habits die hard.

Sara wakes up into radio silence. Although waking up isn’t exactly what she’d call it. Waking up suggested she went to sleep which she never did in the first place. She feels out of place here in the quiet, not used to not needing to squeeze her eyes shut and focus just to ignore all the noise. Instead, her thoughts are all she can here which is a different kind of distraction she’s not quite sure how to handle.

And when she’s alone with her thoughts, well, Sara doesn’t fare that easily.

So, she gets up from bed, stretches the tired out of her bones, feeling the cold floor beneath her bare feet before she wears her slippers. She had heated flooring in her Kyoto apartment so the sensation is almost grounding, akin to the feeling of actually waking up and being pulled out of a dreamlike state. She pads over to the closed door, listening to the sound of her own footsteps to stop herself from thinking about anything, and opens into a silent hallway.

She steps out, closes the door behind her with a quiet thud, and heads towards the kitchen area. She isn’t sure where the lightswitch is, so she navigates her way in the dark, an arm reaching out to drag along the walls. Eventually, she reaches the kitchen. The windows let in a small stretch of moonlight that cascades the kitchen walls so she can find her way to the sink rather easily. She looks down at the counter with an empty mind, wondering why her feet had brought her here because she’d been running on autopilot this entire time. She doesn’t have enough time to think up an answer until the lights flicker on.

When she turns around, she spots a sleepy-looking Kei with his hand stretched high enough to reach the lightswitch, exposing a small part of his stomach. One of his eyes is struggling to stay open but he sees Sara almost immediately and when his brain registers who it is, he frowns.

“Aunty Sara?” he squeaks, voice laden with sleep.

He steps into the kitchen as he scratches his eye.

“What are you doing awake?”

Sara leans back into the counter, subconsciously looking for some distance between her and Kokomi’s son. Her eyes flash over to the digital clock sitting atop their fridge as an attempt to avert her eyes. It reads 4:26 AM. It was just about time for the sunrise.

“I’m starting the day early,” she answers.

Kei hums dispondantly, stopping just a few feet away from Sara. He drops his hand from his eyes and looks up at her.

“Mama’s still asleep,” he tells her.

“I know,” she responds.

Kei bites his lip. “Do you want me to wake her up?”

Sara almost leaps off the counter to crouch down, holding Kei by his shoulders.

“No, don’t. It’s⎯Let your mama sleep, okay? She must be tired,” she tells him.

Kei seems to agree rather easily, nodding his head. “Yeah. Mama doesn’t like waking up early.”

For a second, Sara is reminded of all the times Kokomi had to drag her back into bed whenever she woke up before the sun rose. She chuckles.

“Yeah, she’s like that,” she says with an absentminded smile that disappears just as quickly as it comes. She shakes her head. “A-Anyway, why are you awake? You look like you’re still sleepy.”

“Had to pee,” Kei yawns, “‘m thirsty, too.”

She squeezes his shoulder. “Do you want me to get you a glass of water?”

Kei nods. “Yes please.”

“Okay,” Sara says quietly and she lets go to turn to the sink. “Where do you keep your glasses?”

Kei points to one of the counters. “At the top drawer.”

She follows his instructions, grabbing two glasses as she’s starting to become more and more aware of the dryness of her throat and heads to the fridge. She grabs a pitcher of cold water and places the glasses onto a nearby counter. The sound of water pouring is the only sound in the room for a while.

She turns around, hands Kei’s glass to him, and they drink in silence.

She doesn’t look at him as she drinks her water, feeling an odd sense of normalcy even in such a strange situation. Here she was back in Okinawa, only stray rays of sunlight leaking into the dark blue of the still-dawn sky, drinking water with her ex’s son.

Kei swallows, handing the glass up to her again as he says, “Thank you.”

Sara takes the glass wordlessly, humming quietly as she turns around to place the glasses in the sink. Kokomi will probably deal with them tomorrow. Or when she wakes up.

She turns around, half-expecting Kei to have already left considering how sleepy he looked when he first entered the kitchen, but he’s still there and he’s actually looking a lot more awake now that he’s had something to drink. He’s blinking up at Sara like he’s waiting for something to happen and all Sara can see is that same pink-blue hue of Kokomi’s even though she knows that would be impossible.

“Don’t you want to go back to your room now? Your mama would be very upset if she woke up and you weren’t there,” she urges him, wanting to just retreat back into her room and maybe shower, actually put her previous words into action because something felt wrong about lying to Kei even though she didn’t know what.

Kei sucks in his lips, looking down in contemplation.

“Mama would be very upset,” he agrees. “B-But…”

He makes a face as if he’s frustrated at himself.

“I⎯,” he trails, looking up once again, hesitant. “Can I ask you something? But you can’t tell mama I asked.”

Sara furrows her eyebrows, wondering what in the world a sweet child like Kei would be hiding from his mother he seemed to love so dearly.

“What is it?” she asks.

Kei takes a second before he speaks again, as if still bargaining whether or not he should be asking.

“What was mama like before… before me?”

A certain stillness hangs in the air like a thick coat of tension. For a moment, all that happens is that Kei stares into Sara’s eyes, asking, wondering. Something gets caught at the back of Sara’s throat and when she tries to respond, she finds her mouth hanging low with nothing coming out of it, her brain coming up empty.

“I’m still not sure I get it but… mama told me she knew you before she adopted me. So I wanted to know what she was like…”

He looks up at her almost shyly, still unable to keep his curiosity at bay with the way his eyes still glint. The expectant look holds a heavy weight even as it’s being held by someone that appears to be so small.

“Kokomi told you about that? That you were adopted?” she asks instead, avoiding the question.

Kei nods. “Mama doesn’t like to keep secrets. She had to wait until I was old enough to understand, though. But… I’m still not sure about, um⎯”

He fiddles with his hands and looks down at his feet, struggling to come up with the right words. He really is just a child.

The better part of Sara sets herself down in front of Kei again, facing Kei’s stare head-on and finding that isn’t that bad at all. He looks kind of sad, unsure if he was doing the right thing. Leave it to Kokomi to raise the world’s most self-aware little boy.

Sara sighs, grabbing Kei’s hand and holding it in hers. It is a light and easy weight in her palms and the warmth that radiates from it is faint but welcomed. She wonders how many times Kokomi has held it in her hands, gripped it tight, drew circles into its knuckles, kissed its skin. It feels smooth to touch, a far cry from Kokomi’s now calloused fingers, and with all the naïvety it holds, Sara feels as if the world is a lot larger than whatever she was going through. The thought is as comforting as a summer day.

“I don’t think she’s changed much at all,” Sara tells him, “She’s a little older, probably a little wiser. But she’s still the same, kind Kokomi that I knew,” that she once knew, “She had all the love in the world to give and she still does. She’s just a little more picky on who she gives it to now.”

Sara remembers the way Kokomi held her hand in hers, pulled her close, kissed her skin. She remembers her smile, that bright, earth-shattering smile that she directed to Sara everyday as if Sara was the one that made it happen. She remembers her feeling like home, like warmth, like joy. She remembers the love she poured into everything she had, everything she held.

She remembers her letting go, a sad, reluctant smile on her face, as she turned around and decided to give that love to someone else. Someone who had no home, who had never felt warmth, who had never experienced joy. Someone who, at the time, Sara was just not ready to hold yet. At least, not as tightly as Kokomi would.

“I see,” Kei turns away, stepping back so that Sara lets go of his shoulders. He turns to her with a short smile, “Thank you, aunty Sara.”

He looks satisfied so Sara nods and then stands up again.

“Don’t mention it,” she says, “But you really should head back to bed.”

Behind them, the first rays of morning come into view.

Kei nods, feeling fatigue wash over him again. He turns around and walks out the kitchen without another word.

Sara follows suit shortly after, just barely missing the way the moonlight was replaced by sunshine and the dark of night was overtaken by the light of day. She heads back into her room to take a shower. It’s time to start the day.

⌑

Flash. 

Sara sits in front of what seems like a sea of news reporters, legs tucked together hidden underneath a rough tablecloth. She has her hands clasped together as they settle in front of her just behind the big mic that covers half of her face. Next to her is her publicist, a kind woman named Hira, who’s calmly whispering the same instructions she hears every time she holds these press conferences. Be concise, be clear, be confident.  She’s ingrained the words at the back of her mind like an engraving on stone. To act them, however, is an entirely different process.

Flash. 

For a lot of these press conferences, Sara doesn’t remember any faces. She’s too blinded by the flashing lights, the huge cameras, the questions thrown at her at almost lightning speed, to ever stop to just take in the crowd. Not that she needs to, most of the people here, she knows, are here for the headline and not for her.  That was what it was like being in the spotlight. It was like being in Kyoto all over again.

“Alright,” Hira nods, “We’re ready to go.”

She doesn’t ask Sara because, really, she has no choice, so she sucks in her stomach, brings out a smile, holding herself in as she acts the role of the genius director.

Her publicist is the first to take the mic, introducing Sara and thanking everyone for coming. She tells them she’ll take six questions max and quickly puts the show on the road. When Sara leans over to reach the mic, the bottom of her feet ring in anxiety.

She answers most of the questions without a hitch, having done this quite a few times already, she’s familiar with how everything goes down. The object of today’s attention is her newest film, Don’t Sleep on the Subway, Darling,  which tells a story of two young girls who fall in love just before their dreams come true. It is a melancholic, heart-wrenching story about love and loss. One that, if Sara were to be truly honest, hit a little too close to home.

“Ms. Kujou! Ms. Kujou!” a reporter calls. One last question for today. “The film depicts two very young girls that sacrifice their love to pursue bigger things. Is it possible that we may have a sequel that portrays an older version of the two characters, this time after they’ve achieved their dreams?”

Sara opens her mouth to reply but the words die at her throat. For a second, the flashing lights and the almost too loud whispers flood her brain that she is unable to think. Something in her chest lurches, a strong magnetic pull that drags her down, and the weight doesn’t leave even as she tries to ignore it.

She sees glimpses of Kokomi’s smile that day, a sad, almost apologetic smile, although she’s sure Kokomi would never regret it. She’d spoken so kindly, so softly, letting Sara down gently as if she were made of glass and she was terrified she’d break.

But Sara did break. There in their old Okinawa apartment where they found the world and more in each other because suddenly, in one fell swoop, everything she ever knew was being taken away from her.

Hira taps her arm under the table and she’s brought back to Earth.

“We currently have no plans for a sequel,” she tells them. Concise, clear, confident. “But the story ended there for a reason. And if there is anything else to say, well, only time will tell.”

She leaves the venue from the back of the building, avoiding all the cameras and lights. The car hums low, an ever-present white noise during the entire ride. Sata lets the sound override her thoughts the entire time, holding a hand up to her heart as she feels a faint ache in her chest until it disappears once again.

⌑

It is with a shy, slightly hesitant heart that Sara enters Kokomi’s house again after the press conference. She’s still unsure of how to face Kokomi, especially after what happened the night before. She’d been so worried about how Kokomi would treat her again that she actually called in the airline she’d booked a flight with and asked if there was a chance she could get a flight tonight. By some miracle, a flight was available at 10:00 PM and she’d rebooked immediately.

But, it felt unfair to leave just like that. Kokomi had the kindness to shelter her for two days, what’s the harm in saying goodbye?

Kokomi greets her with a small smile when she opens the door, one that doesn’t reach her ears, and instantly, Sara knows she’s still upset. She doesn’t say anything about their conversation from last night or the kiss. All she does is let her in and gesture to the kitchen to tell her that, “Dinner ‘ill be ready soon.”

Kokomi almost walks away from her then, heading farther into the hallway, but on impulse Sara reaches for her arm.

When Kokomi turns to face her again, Sara lets go like she’s been burned.

“S-Sorry,” she winces, gripping her arm.

Kokomi blinks in confusion, turning to her as she says, “What’s wrong?”

Her eyes are searching for something in Sara that could possibly disclose an answer. She was always so perceptive.

Sara pushes down any feelings for hesitance and says, “I wanted to apologise,” she starts.

She shifts her weight on her feet, fidgeting as she struggles to keep eye contact with Kokoi, and she hands over a plastic bag she had in her hand.

“Here,” she gestures, “It’s bird egg sushi, y-your favourite.”

Kokomi stares at her from her face to the plastic bag she holds in her hands and tilts her head.

“What’s this for?” she asks.

The plastic bag makes noise as she retracts it back to her chest. “I… I know you’re mad at me.”

Kokomi makes a face.

“I am not mad at you,” she tells her, eyes sharp.

“Then you’re upset,” Sara tries, offering her the plastic bag once again, “I know you are.”

“And how do you know I am?” Kokomi asks.

Sara inhales, swallowing as she feels something bubble up in her chest.

“I know because you have that look on your face, like you’re holding back. I know because you didn’t bother calling me or texting me even after l-last night,” she shakes her head, “I know because you’re avoiding the problem, and you only ever avoid the problem when you think it’s my fault and not yours. I know because I know you,  Kokomi.”

Sara pulls back again, holding herself up to stand her ground. She needs to do at least this much before she leaves again.

Kokomi stares at her for a moment, wondering what prompted Sara to say and do all of this. Then she looks away, laughs exasperatedly and wraps her arms around herself, protective and cold.

“You can’t just do that,” she tells her, shaking her head as she looks down.

Sara frowns. “Can’t do what?” she asks.

Kokomi looks at her incredulously. “This!” she exclaims, gesturing between them. “You can’t just pretend you still know me. Sara, it’s been six years, do you really think nothing has changed?”

Heat rises in Sara’s chest, angry and loud.

“I don’t,” Sara answers, “But I’m not pretending like I still know you, Kokomi, because I still do. At least, I feel like I still do.”

She walks up to Kokomi, keeping her hands at her side as she approaches the girl. She isn’t even looking at her.

“Kokomi, I know things are different now. You have a kid. I’m a director now. We can barely speak to each without walking on eggshells but I know you. And I don’t think anyone will ever know you like I do.”

Sara breathes in, watching Kokomi as she holds herself together. Suddenly, she looked so small.

“I don’t think anyone will ever know me like you do.”

Kokomi looks up at her then, a pained expression on her face. She blinks as Sara looks back, eyes unwavering.

“You can’t do that,” Kokomi says, voice a broken cry, “It makes me regret everything and I⎯I don’t regret it at all.”

Sara’s stare turns soft, inching closer as she reaches for Kokomi’s hands. To her surprise, she doesn’t pull away.

“You don’t have to regret it,” Sara tells her, “You⎯we wanted different things. We can’t fault ourselves for that.”

Kokomi sucks in her lips.

“But you wouldn’t’ve left,” Kokomi sobs, “If I hadn’t⎯If I didn’t adopt Kei, we would’ve⎯you would’ve⎯”

“You would’ve blamed me for it for the rest of my life,” Sara says, “And you would’ve hated yourself for it, and you would’ve been unhappy knowing that you could’ve given someone the world but decided not to.”

All Kokomi does is look up at her with a sad expression, tears silently rolling down her face, unable to deny anything.

“And if I had stayed⎯,” Sara breathes, “Well, you would’ve ended up hating me, too. I would’ve fucked everything up because I wasn’t ready and because I didn’t want a kid in the first place.”

Kokomi shakes her head. “You don’t know that.”

“But I do,” Sara presses, raising a hand to wipe her tears away. Kokomi subconsciously leans into the touch and Sara’s heart aches. “I wasn’t ready,” she repeats, “You wouldn’t’ve wanted that for Kei.”

Kokomi sighs, feeling at a loss.

“You’re right,” she says, rubbing her cheek, “I’m sorry. It’s just⎯I thought I was ready to see you again. That’s why I called you up and offered to let you stay. B-But seeing you here, it⎯,” she looks at Sara, biting her lips, “⎯it brought back a lot of memories. And remembering everything that happened⎯everything that could’ve happened, it⎯it hurt. A lot. And I know, I’m the one that broke things off, that drove you away, b-but I missed you, Sara. I missed you so goddamn much, you don’t even know.”

Kokomi brings a hand up to hold the hand at her cheek, stroking her skin softly.

“And I thought, maybe, things are different now. And that we could be friends. B-But when I look at you I just⎯”

Kokomi pauses, something painful flashes in her face, and it feels like she almost pulls away.

“I feel like I’m falling in love with you all over again,” she admits, voice so broken, Sara wants to collect her in her arms and mend it all better.

Sara doesn’t know how to respond. Her mouth is open and Kokomi is looking at her expectantly, but no words come to her mind. All she can do is pull Kokomi closer, let go of all the ache for one second, and press her lips against Kokomi’s. She holds her tight like a lost treasure, clutching her at her waist so, so afraid that she’ll let go and vanish for good. She closes her eyes, focuses everything on Kokomi, Kokomi, Kokomi and blocks everything else out because she’s afraid that if she doesn’t commit everything to memory now, she’ll forget it forever and never have the chance to kiss her again.

When they pull away, all Sara feels is pain, the unmistakable feeling of loss overriding her senses. Kokomi is still crying, leaning her head on Sara’s shoulder and she holds her close. Sara can feel her shirt stain wet with tears but it is the least of her worries now. If she could, she’d take all the ache away from Kokomi.

“I’m sorry,” Sara whispers, raising a hand up to hold her head, “I’m so sorry.”

Minutes pass. They stand together in the hallway as Kokomi’s silent sobs slowly fade away and they are left just holding each other. Sara doesn’t feel it, but time goes on overhead, and eventually, they break away to the sound of another voice.

“Mama?” Kei calls, voice confused.

He walks into the hallway to find them tangled together. When he sees Kokomi’s wet cheeks his eyes widen.

“Mama are you crying?” Kei asks, going up to her. “Are you hurt?”

Kokomi glances at Sara and then pulls away, wiping her cheeks and inhaling. She crouches down to meet Kei’s eyes.

“No, honey, I’m⎯Mama’s alright,” she tells him, brushing away his bangs. “Sorry, are you hungry?”

Kei bites his lip as he nods. “B-But I can wait!”

Kokomi lets out a wet chuckle at that, gathering her son in her arms. “Thank you,” she says.

Kei squeezes her tight, closing his eyes as he rests his chin on Kokomi’s shoulder. Instinctively, Kokomi reaches up to hold his head.

Watching them now, Sara steps away from the two, loathing to be the one to separate them, back then or now.

“My flight is at ten,” Sara says abruptly. “I⎯,” she catches Kokomi’s stare and she can feel her heart breaking all over again. “I’m so sorry, I can’t stay for dinner.”

Kokomi blinks up at her, breathing in once, and then letting out a small smile. She gets up and brings a hand around Kei’s shoulders. Sara stands at least three feet away from them.

This is where they would part.

“It’s alright,” Kokomi says, “Have a safe flight.”

Sara takes a moment to take the sight of Kokomi in. She’s still so, so beautiful even now as her cheeks are bloated, eyes red from crying. Her short hair rolls down the side of face lazily. She’s definitely a bit older, a bit colder, but to Sara, she still feels the same. And the feeling she gets in her chest as she looks at her now, suffocating and whole, is the same feeling she got six years ago.

“Okay,” she breathes out, steps away once, turns around, and then leaves.

⌑

Sara arrives home at around midnight, tired and sleepy. “Home” this time is her Kyoto apartment that, for some reason, feels emptier than usual. Maybe it is the nighttime air, the certain stillness that comes with it, that makes Sara feel particularly lonely. Her only solace is that she is far too fatigued to process any of it.

So she sleeps until late afternoon, cowers herself away from the world that went on ahead even as her own feels like it’s come to a stop.

When she wakes it takes her thirty minutes to get out of bed. When she’s out of bed, she spends another thirty minutes in the shower, mind empty, movements slow. She throws on whatever clothes she finds first and heads towards her living room.

On the television is a news report of yesterday’s press conference and she mutes the sound before she heads into her kitchen, stomach grumbling at the lack of food. When she opens her fridge she finds it empty, only a few water bottles and two eggs inside of it. She forgot to restock before leaving.

She turns to the television, still running the press conference, and even with no sound, she can hear the clicking of the cameras and the flashing lights.

She shuts her fridge door and heads to her front door.

She grabs her keys and her wallet from the side table by the door and grabs a jacket from the coat rack next to it. She heads out and the sun greets her harshly, making her squint her eyes and shun away from it, quickly making her way into her car.

Kyoto traffic is passable. She drives straight to a market district only to decide to turn around and find a restaurant to buy food from instead because she really isn’t in the mood to make herself anything. She parks her car near a train station and walks towards the street.

She passes by a few street food vendors that she deliberates on buying from but ultimately chooses not to, figuring that it probably wouldn’t be good for her to have street food as her first meal of the day. At the side of the road, there are a few choice restaurants she can choose from, so she crosses the road to get there. In the center of it all, is a busy looking restaurant, small but filled with customers, some outside making reservations, others patiently waiting to be let in.

When she’s close enough, it dawns on her what the restaurant sells.


  “Will you bring me omurice the next time you come? 


She doesn’t know why it’s Kei’s face that appears in her thoughts, his stained cheeks, the stray rice at his mouth, his big, curious eyes. Sara remembers that she gave him a lukewarm reply, not in any way committing to a next time. Because a next time meant that she was coming back and coming back meant that she’d have to face Kokomi again, have to see the way she looked at her, smiled at her, spoke to her with kind words, that she’s afraid she’s never going to want to leave.

When she approaches the restaurant she learns that there’s a five week wait for the next available reservation slot. She politely excuses herself away, making her way to a nearby diner and settling down there.

By the time she’s finished eating, the sun is already down. The Kyoto nightlife is in full force and Sara has to walk along the edges of the sidewalk to get to her car without much interference. When she gets there, she sits in silence for a while, gathering her thoughts, keeping herself grounded. The thrum of the engine starting wakes her up and catches her again. The ride back to her house is mostly uneventful.

She drops her keys at the side table, toes off her shoes, and collapses onto her bed without changing out of her clothes. She shuts her eyes and breathes in, willingly the nagging feeling at the back of her head to just go away and leave her alone because, really, at this point what can she do about it?

Sleep doesn’t come to pull her out of her misery. Instead, she hears her phone buzz on her bedside table, and when she reaches over to grab it, the brightness nearly blinds her.

Kokomi [8:21 PM]:  you didn’t call to say if you’ve landed

Sara’s fingers hover over her keypad. She types in a response, backspaces the entire thing, types in another response and then hits send before she can second-guess herself again.

Sara [8:27 PM]: sorry, i was too tried

Sara [8:27 PM]: although i don’t remember you asking me to?

Three dots appear and then disappear and then appear again on the screen until Kokomi’s response finally gets through.

Kokomi [8:30 PM]: i didn’t? oh

Kokomi [8:30 PM]: must’ve slipped my mind

Kokomi [8:31 PM]: kei’s been asking for you, so i thought i’d message you

Sara [8:31 PM]: that’s very sweet

Kokomi [8:31 PM]: yeah, he’s like that

Sara has half a mind to leave the conversation there. It’s obvious to Sara that Kokomi probably contacted her again on a whim, just like the last time. She’d probably been thinking about her (like Sara has been thinking about her), feeling restless and uneasy for the entire day, distraught at how they left things (how they left things again) until she finally, finally caved. She lies down at her bed, her son asleep right next to her, and the silence of the room drives her mad enough to reach for her phone.

If Sara were being honest, she must’ve been very close to doing the same.

Sara breathes in before she types.

Sara [8:33 PM]: hey, can i call?

She imagines Kokomi freezing as she reads the text, heart stuttering at the prospect of talking to Sara again. She probably tucks Kei in, makes sure he’s really fast asleep so that she can get up from the bed, finds her coat, and slips out into their backyard so she can speak.

Sara’s phone pings again.

Kokomi [8:34 PM]: sure

This time, it’s Sara that sits up, leaning her back against the headboard, clutching her phone in her hands as she stares it down. She wonders if Kokomi is waiting on the other line, feeling her chest rim with anxiety, holding her breath, until she sees Sara’s caller ID appear on her screen. The image is enough to make her feel guilty if she chooses not to call, so she clicks on Kokomi’s contact, finger hovering over the call button until she exhales heavily, deciding not to think much of it, and presses down.

Four rings and Kokomi answers.

“Hello?” Kokomi’s voice sounds sweet even through the phone, “Sara?”

Sara swallows. “H-Hey.”

She can hear the wind blow on the other side.

“Hey,” she replies. “Glad you had a safe flight.”

Sara nods even when no one’s there to see it. “Uh, thanks,” she says awkwardly. “How are you guys?”

She hears Kokomi chuckle, the sound, a crisp crackle of firewood. “The same as we were yesterday, Sara,” she says and she pauses before she continues. “I miss you.”

It isn’t even that late. Nights in Kyoto were full of life, loud and spirited. Outside, there’s a group of teenagers laughing loudly, cars passing by, a lightshow just across the street. But, in here, there is only quiet; a sense of something coming, large and looming over the horizon, and it is close enough that if Sara were to tip her head in the right way, she’d be able to see it.

In her chest, her heart stutters. There is a flicker against her ribcage and what ignites is a small, all-consuming flame.

“I miss you, too,” she admits, like a secret, only able to whisper it into the phone, afraid to be so loud she’d forget that she has to pretend not to be this way after.

There is something else to be said, there must be, six years have passed without any words between them, so the silence hangs low like a weak barrier, only really there for Sara to keep herself at bay. Kokomi is on the other side, eyes in an expectant trance, mouth agape as if she was the one that would eventually speak.

But she’s gotten this far. Sara has spent a long time trying to forget what it felt like to be swept off her feet, beckoned only by the flit of Kokomi’s fingers, and raised by her small, warm hands that held hers like it had the world. She’d already started to forget, if only a little, what it felt like to be with Kokomi. What it felt like to be loved by Kokomi.

The problem was that she never wanted to.

Kokomi was a summer day in human form, always so intense, so loud, so full of life and promise and resolve. She was passion and fire and heat. She was a cool breeze, sand in your feet, water trickling against your knees. She was a shared moment, a caught stare, a kiss, a touch. She was fireworks against a night sky full of stars. She was happiness. She was ache. She was love and love and love.

Sara remembers her just like that, no matter the ending, because if Kokomi was anything other than the best thing that’s ever happened to her, then she couldn’t have been anything at all.

A thought crosses her mind, a flash of “what-could-be” and “might-happen”, it is too early to tell. It is small yet hopeful. There’s not a lot to it, all of this possibly even bigger than what Sara thought it was. But to her, loving Kokomi was simple. It was easy. So, just this once, she would look at this as easy.

“Kokomi?” she calls, almost shy, voice small. There is a moment where Sara thinks she isn’t there anymore, that it really, truly is over.

But then Kokomi hums. She shifts where she stands outside in their backyard and she can see her there, holding herself together as she waits for Sara to speak again, lips closed, chest fluttering. And Sara can only think about how she wants to be there to shelter her from the cold.

This time, she does not hesitate.

“What if we tried again?”

⌑

Airplane rides are one of the worst parts of the job. There’s been a handful of times where she’d first have to fly over to locations in order to shoot and none of them have been very pleasant experiences. For one, they were always scheduled so awfully. Perhaps that’s the management’s fault, but it’s a con nonetheless. Not to mention it was practically impossible for Sara to sleep on a plane, even in business class. So many times has Sara stumbled into set sleep-deprived enduring a full-body ache.

It’s a dreadful 2:00 AM when she lands in Okinawa again, back stiff and eyes red. The only upside is that this flight is significantly shorter than most but even then, it doesn’t change the fact that her entire body feels like it’s about to collapse into itself right there in the middle of an unreasonably busy airport. What makes it worse is that all her prior spontaneity had completely blocked her ability to think ahead and this time, she didn’t have Ayaka to pick her up. She doesn’t suppose she’d appreciate a call at such a godawful hour.

She all but drags herself out of the airport, pushing aside her feelings of fatigue (for now) and hails a cab. The only good thing about catching a flight at this hour is that there is barely a line for the taxis.

She types in Kokomi’s address in the driver’s GPS and they fall into a quiet hum. Sara’s slumped at the back of the car, eyes drooping slowly as the cab turns and leaves the airport. It’s still completely dark out, not like how she’d arrived here just days prior, to a glowing dawn. It’s isn’t the most heart-warming of views, especially not for what she came here to do, but the ride to Kokomi’s house feels like a well-needed pause. After she hung up she immediately got on her phone and booked the closest flight to Okinawa, hands thrumming, heart racing. She’d packed lightly, figured that she would take care of everything later because at the time the only thing in her mind was Kokomi. She got into a cab, went through customs, hopped onto a plane, tried to sleep, failed to sleep, got off and now as she sits in a silent car that smells of air freshener and morning dew, it feels as if she hadn’t been breathing the entire time.

So, she inhales and looks out the window, seeing that same Okinawa sky she so often gazed upon all those years ago and thought about how it would be like to greet the morning sun with Kokomi once again.

Kokomi hadn’t made any promises on the phone, of course she wouldn’t, however daring and excitable and wonderful Kokomi was, she wasn’t stupid. She’d taken a step back, one thing Sara didn’t even think about doing before she asked, and told her that they could try.  The bare minimum. The tip of the iceberg. The smallest part of Kokomi that she’s willing to offer. And Sara doesn’t blame her. If everything fails and this bridge that they’ve decided to rebuild goes down into flames (again), it won’t just have Kokomi and Sara as collateral. She knew that. Things aren’t as simple as they were then.

But they would try. They would pour their hearts, still broken but mending, into each other and they would try. They would try again. For their sake, for each other.

Sara arrives all too quickly and as they roll into Kokomi’s driveway, her heart stutters at the sight of Kokomi waiting at her front porch.

She pays the cab driver, gathers her things, and walks into the front yard to greet Kokomi with wide eyes. Behind her, the cab drives away.

“I didn’t think you’d still be awake,” she tells her.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Kokomi explains. Well, that makes two of them. “You didn’t have to fly all the way back so soon, you know.”

She looks tired, hands pressed on the railing, body leaning forward. When Sara makes her way next to her she mirrors her stance.

“I know,” she nudges her shoulder. “I still wanted to.”

Maybe it’s the fatigue that’s making Sara more honest than usual. When morning comes, she’ll no doubt look away in embarrassment as she remembers her words from tonight, but for now, it makes Kokomi laugh, the sound, a wonderful melody in her ears, so to her it is worth it.

“We need rules,” Kokomi says, still skirting around the idea, “I leave if it’s better for me and Kei. You leave if you decide it’s better for you.”

“I’m not going to leave⎯”

“You don’t know that,” Kokomi says bitterly, her words holding weight. She looks as if she’s in pain, remembering something of the past whose wounds didn’t quite fade away even after they’ve healed. “We have to think about these things now, Sara, it isn’t⎯it’s not gonna be that easy.”

Sara knows that. Sara has known that, even before she booked a flight and went all the way back here just to prove a point. It stays as a glaring reminder of what has happened at the back of her mind, she’s just been ignoring it.

But Kokomi’s standing next to her now, real and tangible. It’s been six long years and she’s changed (they’ve both changed) but the feeling she gets as she realises this is the same feeling she got then. Still just as exasperating and beautiful as always.

And if this, all of this; the heavy burden of a history, the hopeful tilt of a familiar hand, has even the slightest chance of being pieced together one by one, slowly, surely, eventually, then they will try. 

“I know,” Sara tells her this, promises her this.

She slips her hand into Kokomi’s, finds that her fingers still fit perfectly in the crevices of her own, and she grips it tightly.

Kokomi turns to her and their eyes meet. Her eyes, now aged and tired, look at her longingly, lovingly. She wonders just how much they’ve seen, how they see Sara, now in her older, mangled self, still the same yet completely different. Would she think of her any differently?

Silently, a moment passes between them. Kokomi moves closer so their shoulders meet again and the touch is a familiar warmth, Sara all but leans into it. She pulls Kokomi to her, turning so that they face each other. And there is a second before they collide, before they both take the first step to trying again, that Sara tilts her head, eyes asking if this was really what they wanted.

Kokomi’s answer comes in the form of a kiss, fervent and gentle. She holds them together with a delicate hand knowing just how fragile they were now that in one moment everything could shatter once again.

But it doesn’t and they don’t. Sara pulls away with less than a scratch and Kokomi is still there, still looking at her, still holding her, and all she can do is take another step and kiss her again.

  
Notes for the Chapter:one day i will write sara and kokomi so happily in love that we’ll all feel like we’ve stuffed our faces in sugar after we’re done reading it, but today is not that day

find me anywhere here if any of you wanna be friends :,)





