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			Dinner for Three

			“See you tomorrow,” I said to my coworkers after finishing work for the day, saying my goodbyes to everyone before leaving the club. The walk from my job to my apartment was fifteen minutes long, but I stopped by the twenty-four-hour supermarket in front of the train station to buy bentos. I used to buy my bentos at convenience stores, but I switched to getting them from the supermarket after realizing how much bigger and cheaper the ones from the supermarket were.

			After all, I had to save every cent I could for my brother Kikutaro, my reason for living.

			It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say I was living for Kikutaro, who was still just in elementary school. I was happy because I had him.

			As I drunkenly stumbled back to our apartment, I wondered if Kikutaro was asleep or if he had stayed awake to wait for me. We’d moved into an old but sturdy building last month. I was shocked when we were told that we were being evicted from our old apartment building because it was going to be torn down, but we received money for relocation costs, and our new landlady was a nice elderly woman, so I suppose we were lucky in the end. Plus, our rent here was cheap. The old man who’d lived in the apartment before us had died there, so we got a discount on our rent.

			Since our agent said the old man had died peacefully of old age, I doubted he would come back as a ghost with regrets. But before we moved in, I put my hands together in prayer and asked him to be Kikutaro’s guardian angel if he happened to be an old man who had a soft spot for children.

			The old man also hadn’t had any close relatives. So, since the landlady had planned to get rid of his furniture and electronics, we got a lot of useful things for free.

			I genuinely thought we were lucky. Super, duper lucky. Things would surely be okay.

			In a good mood, I stood in front of our apartment, digging in my pocket for the key, before my eyes landed on a paper on the door. 

			“What’s this?” I asked aloud. It wasn’t as if we were in any debt. Drawing closer, I read what was written.

			I have your little brother. Come to apartment #202.

			This is… “A kidnapping?!” My cute little brother had been kidnapped! And #202 was the apartment next to ours.

			Instantly snapping out of my drunken stupor, I banged on the neighbor’s door with all my might. “Kidnapper! Give me my brother back! I can’t pay a ransom, you know!” Suddenly the door opened mid-bang. “Give me my… brother… back…”

			In front of me was a tall, buff man who seemed like he could be part of the yakuza. He was good-looking, though.

			“You’re so loud,” the man said around the cigarette in his mouth.

			No matter how frightening the man might be, I knew I couldn’t back down. “I-I’m not being loud. Where’s Kiku—?”

			“Shizuku.” Just as I’d been about to pull up my britches and start complaining, Kikutaro appeared from behind the man.
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			“Kikutaro!” Thank God he was safe. I fell to the ground and wrapped my arms around him, but Kikutaro pushed me away.

			“You stink like alcohol,” he whined.

			“Oh, sorry.”

			“Did you leave your brother home alone to go drinking?” the man asked.

			“No, Tsujido. Shizuku is a host, so drinking is part of his job,” Kikutaro explained.

			“You don’t have to explain things to your kidnapper,” I told him, but he turned to me with a stern look.

			“Shizuku, Tsujido isn’t a kidnapper.”

			“He’s just tricking you, Kikutaro. He’s—”

			“Shizuku.” Ah, that was his angry voice.

			“…Right. But there was a paper on my door that said you had him,” I accused.

			“Like I said, I invited him to my place as a respectable adult because he was crouching outside your door for hours.”

			I looked up at the man as he spoke, his voice raining down on me from the heavens. Wow, he’s even scarier when I look at him from below. He’s got some scary eyes.

			“I forgot my key today,” Kikutaro explained. “So I couldn’t get in and was waiting outside the door, but Tsujido let me into his place and even fed me.”

			“He fed you?” Now that he mentioned it, something smelled good… My stomach rumbled at the scent of delicious food. 

			“Are you hungry?” Tsujido asked.

			“Uh, yes.”

			“Guess it can’t be helped. Come on in.”

			“Huh?”

			“There’s still some left over. You can have it.”

			“For free?” I asked.

			“Hah?” Tsujido’s voice rumbled.

			“Well, I don’t want you to overcharge me later. It’s best to ask for prices beforehand,” I said.

			“I don’t want your money. Having people hang around outside is troublesome. Just hurry up and get inside.”

			“Don’t worry, Shizuku,” Kikutaro piped up. “Tsujido looks scary, but he’s kind.”

			“If you say so…” Plus, whatever he’d made really did smell good. Accepting the offer, I said, “Then, if you’ll have me…” and stepped into the man’s apartment, bag from the supermarket still in hand. The instant I saw the inside of his apartment, I couldn’t help but comment, “Wow, it’s so nice in here.”

			Even though our apartments should have been the same, Tsujido’s apartment was completely different from ours. Ours looked like a relic from history, with a huge Japanese-style closet and walls with wallpaper that crumbled when you scratched it. Tsujido’s apartment was much cooler. The walls were all white with black pillars. Where there should have been sliding doors for the Japanese closet, there was a door with the same white and black trim as the rest of the walls. Though there was bamboo flooring like ours, the tatami was somehow spotless. It wasn’t just that it was new.

			Everything was white and black and clean.

			“Why? How? This room is so much cooler.”

			“Because I renovated it, obviously.”

			“Oh, you renovated it…”

			It must be nice, having the money to do stuff like this.

			“Enough gawking. Go sit with the kid and wait,” Tsujido ordered, so I took a seat at the black table in the middle of the room. Kikutaro sat down in front of a mug.

			“What are you drinking?” I asked.

			“A café au lait. The sweet kind.”

			“You said you ate already?”

			“Yeah. Tsujido made pasta with sausage and broccoli in it.”

			“Huh. That sounds good.” I glanced toward the kitchen the other man had disappeared into. What I could glimpse of it was completely different from our apartment’s kitchen. “He’s not a bad guy, right?” I asked quietly.

			Kikutaro looked at me with his dark eyes. “He’s not. He told me to come inside because it was cold out. He’s a nice guy.”

			“Oh… How many times have I told you not to forget your key, and you still forgot it?”

			“I got it mixed up with the key from our old place.”

			“I told you to throw that away, didn’t I?”

			“Yeah…” Kikutaro mumbled, glancing away. I guess he’s having a hard time forgetting that place even though it’s gone now.

			“They won’t ever come back, you know,” I told him.

			“I know. It’s just an accessory.”

			While we talked, the good smell coming from the kitchen grew stronger. It was like the scent of hot soy sauce. Our conversation paused as I focused on the scent. What is he making? I wondered. I thought I’d heard the sound of a microwave beeping earlier.

			I waited nervously until the large man returned with a plate. “Here, eat,” he ordered, placing the plate right in front of me.

			Just like Kikutaro had said, it was pasta with sausage and broccoli, but that wasn’t all. There were also onions, green peppers, and a soft-boiled egg on top under a sprinkle of sesame seeds. Just looking at it made my stomach growl again.

			“Thanks for the food!” I said, clapping my hands in front of my face before attacking the meal.

			First, I poked the egg with my fork to let out the golden yolk, which I mixed into the pasta noodles before lifting a bite into my mouth. “This is so good!” I exclaimed. Just as I thought, it was flavored with soy sauce. Mouth still full, I said, “Oh, by the way, Kikutaro twold me everyfing. Sorry I called you a kidnaffer. Fanks for looking after my broffer.”

			“Eat or speak, but don’t do both at the same time.”

			Putting my fork down, I repeated myself: “Sorry for calling you a kidnapper even though you took care of my little brother. I’m Shizuku Futakawa, and this is my brother, Kikutaro. I knocked on your door the day we moved in to say hello, but it seemed like you were out. Since this is our first time seeing each other, I suppose I should say it’s nice to meet you.”

			After a pause, the other man said, “I’m Tsujido.”

			“What’s your first name, Tsujido?”

			“Just Tsujido is fine,” Tsujido said, picking up a pack of cigarettes off the counter and lighting one. He’d been smoking earlier too. What happened to that cigarette?

			“Um, since Kikutaro is here, could you please…?”

			“Hah?” Ah, he glared at me again.

			“Cigarettes are bad for you. And they say that secondhand smoke is bad for kids.”

			“This is my place.”

			“…Right.” That sharp set of his eyes made him look terrifying. Plus, the black T-shirt he was wearing gave him an intimidating vibe. If he wore a black suit, he’d definitely look like a bodyguard or part of the mafia. “Anyway,” I continued, “Thank you. Kikutaro, where are your manners?”

			“Thank you,” Kikutaro echoed.

			Now that we’d shown our gratitude, I was free to eat, right? Picking up my fork once more, I shoveled pasta into my mouth. Just the fact that it was warm and freshly made meant that it was delicious.

			“You two live alone, right?” Tsujido asked.

			I glanced at Kikutaro, who said, “I told him.”

			“Yes,” I answered. I supposed there was no need to hide the truth since we were neighbors, and he had fed us.

			“What about your parents?”

			“They disappeared without a trace.”

			“They disappeared?” Tsujido repeated, eye twitching.

			“Yes. There were times when they disappeared for short periods together, but this time they took all of their belongings and anything they could sell for cash, so I think they’re gone for good.”

			“I’m… sorry to hear that.” His words were surprisingly kind. Kikutaro and I met each other’s eyes, smiling.

			“It isn’t that bad. I think we’re really lucky.”

			“Lucky?”

			“My dad was a useless drunkard who hit his kids, and Kikutaro’s mom was a total bitch. Neither of them worked; they just spent their time drinking. They’d steal the money I earned from my part-time jobs and never cooked for Kikutaro. That’s why it was a relief when they up and disappeared. Right, Kikutaro?”

			“Yeah. Shizuku cooks for me and does our laundry.”

			“And Kikutaro cleans,” I added. Compared to the life I’d had with my dad, things were so much better now.

			“Hold on,” Tsujido said. “You said your dad and his mom. Does that mean you have different parents?”

			“Huh? Oh, yeah. Our parents got remarried to each other. I’m glad they actually made it official; otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to become Kikutaro’s guardian.”

			“Do you have enough money to get by without your parents?”

			“Why are you asking about money if you’re not a kidnapper?”

			“Shizuku, he’s worried about us,” Kikutaro piped up. “Right, Tsujido?”

			“Kikutaro, that’s Mr. Tsujido to you,” I scolded.

			“He doesn’t have to call me ‘mister’ if we’re friends.”

			“When did you two become friends?” This huge guy? Friends? With a little kid? “What are you, a pedo?” I shrieked.

			Tsujido snorted a laugh, letting out a puff of cigarette smoke before glaring at me again. “Idiot,” he said. “That kid said he can’t go into people’s houses unless he’s friends with them.”

			Kikutaro proudly explained, “I promised Shizuku I wouldn’t go into strangers’ houses, just my friends’ houses.”

			“Kikutaro, if you call someone that you just met today a friend, then you’ll be friends with all the strangers you’re supposed to stay away from.”

			“Yeah, but once we’re friends, we’re not strangers anymore.” 

			“Uh, like I said, that’s not how it works.”

			“Plus, Tsujido isn’t a stranger, he’s our neighbor.”

			“Well…”

			Tsujido huffed out a laugh at our exchange. “Wow, you can’t even win against your little brother?” he asked.

			“It can’t be helped. I’m an idiot who didn’t even go to high school. Oh, I guess I shouldn’t say it that way because it makes everyone who only got through middle school sound like an idiot. Um, let’s see… I’m an idiot, so I only got through middle school.”

			“Did you not have the money to go to high school?” Tsujido asked.

			“Yeah. My dad drank away all the money I earned through my part-time jobs. But I also just wasn’t smart enough to make it, so it couldn’t be helped. Kikutaro is different, though. He’s really smart, so I’m saving up to send him to college.”

			“Then I’ll get a job that makes lots of money and support Shizuku,” Kikutaro said.

			“Right?”

			“Yeah!” Kikutaro and I looked at each other and bumped heads. Turning to Tsujido, the elementary schooler said, “Shizuku has brown hair and wears flashy suits so he looks kinda gaudy, but all hosts have to dress like that, so it can’t be helped. He’s actually a really earnest idiot, so please forgive him.”

			“You call your older brother an idiot?” Tsujido asked.

			“It’s true, so I don’t mind,” I answered. For some reason, that made Tsujido put his head in his hands. Was he laughing? Or angry? He was looking down, so it was too hard for me to tell.

			“Do you know what happened in your apartment?” he asked after a moment.

			“Yeah. We’re super lucky to have found it, since it means we pay less for rent.”

			“You said you’re a host, right?”

			“Yep. I’m pretty cute, huh? I’ve worked lots of part-time jobs since graduating from middle school, but while I was working at a construction site, Mr. Shimada said I’d be a perfect host.”

			“Mr. Shimada?”

			“The site foreman. I’m pretty weak on top of being dumb, so I wasn’t much use there. That’s when Mr. Shimada said I’d probably be better off as a host. Then I learned that Miho’s friend ran a host club and just happened to be short on staff.”

			“Who is Miho?”

			“Mr. Shimada’s girlfriend. She works at a pub staffed by Filipina hostesses. Her real name is Marilyn, though. Anyway, she introduced me to the club I work at now. My boss is a nice guy, and I’ve never had issues with getting paid.”

			“Isn’t it only natural for them to pay you if you work there?”

			“Don’t you know that a lot of people will skim the salaries of people who work in the night entertainment industry?” Tsujido’s mouth twisted into a frown. “I’m only twenty-one, so I don’t have a great alcohol tolerance yet, but my boss said that I don’t have to force myself to drink even though we make most of our money from selling drinks.”

			“He really is a good manager then,” Tsujido agreed.

			“Right? And all of my female clients are great people too, so I’m saving up little by little. Apparently, it costs a lot to go to college.”

			“I’m going to go to a public high school and college,” Kikutaro said.

			“Kikutaro is smart, so I’m sure he’ll get into Tokyo University,” I bragged.

			“Yeah, that’s where I want to go,” Kikutaro nodded. “Kyoto University would be nice too, but then I’d have to leave Shizuku all by himself.”

			“Is Kyoto University far away?”

			“It’s in Kyoto.”

			“Ohhh, right. So you’d have to take the bullet train. You should aim for Tokyo University, then.”

			Tsujido puffed on his cigarette, letting out a cloud of smoke as he listened to us. “Seriously? My head hurts to think that there are still people like you in Japan in this day and age.”

			“Tsujido?” I questioned, not sure what he meant.

			“Shizuku, do you always get home this late?”

			“Yeah. Sometimes I don’t get back until even later.”

			“When do you leave for work?”

			“Five p.m.—I have to clean the club before we open—”

			“Kikutaro,” Tsujido interrupted. “What time do you get out of school?”

			“Classes end before two p.m., but I go to the library and study until about four p.m., and then I go home to wake up Shizuku and eat dinner. I just happened to stay later today.”

			“Got it. Then starting tomorrow, come over here after Shizuku leaves for work.”

			“Huh?”

			“Why?” Kikutaro and I both spoke. Tsujido glared at the surprised looks on our faces.

			“I regretted not checking in on the old man next door more often when I heard that he’d passed away. I don’t want the same thing to happen again.”

			“I’m still young, you know,” I argued.

			“But you’re poor and stupid. Kikutaro may be smart, but he’s just a kid. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I left you both to your own devices and you got caught up in a crime or starved to death.”

			“I make sure to buy food for us,” I said, showing him the bentos in the supermarket bag beside me. “Plus, I can make ramen and fried rice.”

			“If you only eat junk like that, you’ll both collapse from a lack of nutrition. You need to eat vegetables,” Tsujido scolded, placing an emphasis on “vegetables.”

			“Vegetables?” I whined.

			“Do you want Kikutaro to get sick?”

			“Of course not!”

			“Then do as I say. Kikutaro will come here after you go to work. He can study here if he wants to. Once you’re done with work, come here to pick him up and take him home. I’ll make enough dinner for the both of you.”

			“Won’t we get in the way of your work?” Kikutaro worried.

			“After spending time with you today, I know that you’re not the kind of kid who makes a racket. As long as you’re as chill as you were today, there won’t be a problem.”

			“How much should I pay you for each day?” I asked.

			“I don’t need your money.”

			“But there’s nothing scarier than something that’s free,” I insisted.

			“The saying is: ‘There’s nothing more expensive than something that’s free.’ You’re not wrong to think that way, but I’m doing this because I want to. My only condition is that you have to eat what I put in front of you.”

			“Will it be as good as this pasta?” I asked, pointing to my empty plate.

			“I’d say so,” Tsujido replied.

			“What do you think, Kikutaro?”

			Kikutaro nodded his assent. “I think Tsujido is a good guy. From what I’ve seen of his apartment, he doesn’t seem like he’s struggling. I think we should take him up on his offer.”

			“If that’s what you think then, Tsujido, we’ll gladly accept your help.” I still didn’t know what kind of a guy Tsujido was, but I trusted Kikutaro’s judgment wholeheartedly. Having Tsujido stay with Kikutaro until I got home would be a relief. Plus, I was grateful that he’d be feeding us one meal a day. “I promise to clean my plate,” I vowed genuinely, raising my hands in earnest. But for some reason, Tsujido was frowning.

			I was starting to think that was his default expression.

			“Now that that’s settled, hurry up and go home,” he huffed.

			What a strange guy.
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			I had a mother up until I started elementary school. She was kind and extremely beautiful. She never got angry even when I did something stupid, and she always cooked proper meals.

			But my father was no good. He drank, was violent, and was quick to quit his jobs. I had no idea why my mother married a man like him.

			It was so strange to me that one day I actually asked her: “Mom, why did you marry Dad? All he does is drink.”

			My mom answered, “Because he’s good-looking. Your daddy is handsome, right?”

			She had a point. My dad was good-looking. If he’d taken better care of himself, he could have looked like an actor.

			“Plus,” she continued, “he used to be able to keep a job. It was his dream to be a talented carpenter. But he was fired after he fell from some scaffolding and hurt himself.”

			Even though he’d gotten hurt on the job, his company wouldn’t pay for his medical bills. In fact, they blamed him for not doing his job properly and fired him. Apparently, that was what led to his excessive drinking.

			“Poor thing,” my mother sighed. But I knew better.

			My father, who had become reliant on alcohol while healing from his injury, didn’t stop drinking even after he healed and got a new job. Of course, it led to him being fired.

			This happened time and time again. When my mother warned him they wouldn’t be able to make a living if he kept it up, he threw a partially empty can of beer at her and yelled at her to get a job and support them.

			And so, my mother became a hostess. She ended up falling in love with a client she met at the club and ran away with him, leaving me behind with my father.

			Things got a lot worse after she left.

			My father hit me as he cursed her out, saying that she was trash, saying that she had run away and left her trash behind. 

			Thankfully, I had a good teacher at school. When I appeared with bruises, he visited my home for a parent-teacher meeting and scolded my father.

			But that night, my father hit me even harder.

			All of our money went to buying his alcohol, so I was always hungry. My elementary school provided lunch for all of the kids, but in middle school, I had to provide my own. Naturally, I didn’t have anyone to make me a lunch box. I filled mine with whatever food we had lying around at home, but it was usually the sorts of things my dad snacked on while he was drinking, like shredded dry squid and beef jerky.

			My dad gave me a bit of money to buy groceries when his salary came in, but when his own money ran out before the end of the month, he’d take that from me too.

			My friends were the ones who saved me from perpetual hunger. They shared their lunches with me, bought me bread, and invited me to their houses for meals.

			But no one ever scolded my father directly.

			Obviously my home environment wasn’t one I could study in, so my grades were always the worst in my class. As soon as I got out of middle school, my dad told me to get a job. There was no way he’d pay for me to go to a private high school, and I knew I wasn’t smart enough to pass the exams to get into the free public ones, so I wasn’t really upset. I was more focused on making enough money to feed myself until I was full.

			Except I only worked at the small electric construction company my school had recommended to me for three months before I was let go. The reason was, of course, my dad.

			He had asked me where the company kept their safe so he could break in and steal from it. He was caught right away, but the company thought I was his accomplice and let me go.

			I was able to escape from my father’s violence while he was in prison, but no company wanted to hire me when I had only graduated from middle school, had been fired from my previous job, and had a dad who’d been arrested for theft.

			In the end, I worked part-time at a convenience store, delivered newspapers, and picked up day labor shifts delivering packages. 

			Before I knew it, my father was released from prison, and my life returned to the way it had been before.

			While
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