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brother are dead. The boy of her dreams, while counting her as a friend, shares no emotional ntimacies with her. Orihime
seems like a true hard luck case when it comes to love.

But is it hard luck and unrequited love that makes her suffer? Or is it self-doubt and weakness? Ichigo overcomes his battle
defeats and self doubt in the SS arc, just as Orihime’s self-doubts are brewing. By the time Ichigo’s battling Grimmjow in

the HM arc, he’s standing strong again. Orihime has broken a promise to herself.

| would expect that the pain of that broken promise, would cause Orihime to doubt herself furher if she stopped to dwell on
it.

Orihime swears to get stronger and not let Ichigo protect her. Is it intentional that this vowoccurs in Rukia's presence?
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I WILL
FPROTECT YOU...
WITHOUT FAIL!!

Ichigo swears to protect Orihime. This vow occurs in Rukia's presence as well (Rukia, unlike with Orihime in the previous
panels, is forcing Ichigo to do this. For a character who has a reputation for independence and hard-headedness, Rukia
sure does like to take care of peoples' feelings).

- SURROUND
PON'T LOWER | NELL AND

IT FOR A : YOURSELF

SANTEN
KESSHLN.,

What happens to the vows when they meet again? Ichigo is all gung-ho to protect but Orihime needs to be reminded to
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protect herself and Nell with the shield she's used instinctively before (to save Ishida-kun, by the way--first when they
crash-landed in the Seireitei and also when Mayuri tried to bomb the pair to kingdom-come).

Here Ichigo lives up to his vow and fearlessly protects Orihime. He faces her in the grand gesture of protection we've seen
over and over in Bleach. The picture could easily seen to have romantic underpinnings the wayIshida's three rescues of
Orihime did or the way Ichigo's rescue of Rukia did. But ... the response from Orihime is disturbing. It is at this very
moment that Orihime begins to fear Ichigo's mask and doubt who he is.
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Although Nell tells Orihime that Ichigo needs his encouragement, Orihime can't do much more than tell Ichigo that she
doesn't care whether he wins or not.

Love? The conflict in this chapter (283) has a lovely resolution. Ichigo, who has been disheartened by Orihime's rejection
(Hirako foretold that once Ichigo turned Visored that he would lose his friends), hears her cdl words of encouragement and
his fighting will is renewed. | cheered this resolution as a wonderful moment between two of ny favorite characters. But
love? Given the context of how slight Ichigo's relationship has been with Orihime and how bonded he's been with Rukia
over the past 200 chapters, this mini-story of Oh no, I'm scared of him! and That's terrible, she's scared of me! and He
needs your support! and Uh, okay, don't get hurt! and Yey! She's not afraid of me! hardly constitutes romance. What it
does show me is that Orihime and Ichigo have only begun to understand that they need one another as friends.

Orihime's "fragile stair" may need the support of a true friend more than the ideal of a lover.
Ichigo certainly needs all his friends to reassure him that he isn't a monster.

Ichigo’s fulfilled vow and Orihime’s broken one are red flags to me in regards to their relationship. Ichigo has done what
he always saw as the ultimate in defining a relationship--he protected Orihime--and he’s happy. Orihime swore she
wouldn’t need to be protected; her anxiety through these chapters indicates that her issues, nsofar as her relationship to
Ichigo go, are unresolved. She has trouble believing it's Ichigo behind that Visored mask and she needs Nell to tell her that
Ichigo needs her encouragement; even then, Orihime’s shouts to Ichigo are lame, lacking in confidence, and her support is
drowned in tears.
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HURT
YOURSELF
ANY MORE
THAN THLS .,

I'll discuss chapters 276-287 in detail later, but the points | want to make here are that 1)Ichigo seems fine and dandy once
he no longer feels rejected by Orihime and once he is able to fulfill his promise to protect her. 2) Orihime doubted not only
herself, but Ichigo, during this battle 3) Are Orihime’s feelings for Ichigo stifling her potential and her ability to connect to
her friends, encourage them, see them for who they really are?

There's a set-up here if | ever saw one. Orihime has a lesson to learn. I'm certain we'll see her learn one in upcoming
chapters. | doubt that she'll be rewarded for helplessness, self-doubt, needing to be protected, and doubting her friend
Ichigo.

Knowing that Honey & Clover, a coming of age tale about students at an art college, was one of Kubo's favorites, | watched
the anime and read the manga to see what was at the core of this story--I found unrequited low in at least four if not more
instances. | watched an Orihime look-alike, a beautiful woman with long orange hair and a figure to die for, slowly destroy
herself over a main character, who, though he eventually became her friend, was not the love nterest who would challenge
her character to grow.

Just how do the Japanese believe that one overcomes the burden of unrequited love? There are some answers in the film
The Great Black-Out.

Everyone and his uncle is suffering from a case, but issues are resolved in time for Christmas. In this contemporary love
story involving a huge cast of characters, unrequited love is not seen as a pure and noble state of affairs. The
broken-heartedness suffered is debilitating to the characters. One-sided love for one person forever isn’t healthy; the way
one gets over that disease is by entering into a realistic, mutual love relationship.

I’'m betting that when Orihime resolves her own issues and comes to terms with whatever is causng her emotional pain,
Ishida and not Ichigo will be the one waiting for her.

Next: Tanabata Days, and exploration of the Tanabata symbology in Bleach, more musings about authorial intent,
and a play by play analysis of chapters 276-287.





