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      Prologue: They Say That a Man’s Promise Is Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold


      Promises are important.


      Or maybe it’s better to describe them as “precious” rather than “important.” I don’t quite understand the distinction between the two, but I feel like the latter is more fitting here. A “precious person” seems to emphasize someone’s significance more than when describing them as an “important person.” And Nanami? Of course Nanami is both an important person and a precious person to me.


      No, wait—I’m not going for wordplay between these two adjectives. I wanted to talk about how promises were precious—and also about what exactly was the most precious thing about them.


      The conclusion I had reached was that keeping a promise was more crucial than anything else. What value was there in a promise that was going to be broken?


      In that sense, a promise was a strange thing: A promise itself could be significant, but what was even more key was the act of keeping it. And when a promise was broken, there could be no going back. There could be no do-over, no reversal—not unlike how one couldn’t take back time.


      Okay, I still kind of sound like I’m trying to set up some elaborate wordplay, but what I’m really trying to get at is the question of achievement. As in, when it comes to promises, the more you keep them, the more trust you build up.


      Or is it faith? Either? I’m pretty certain I’m starting to sound repetitive. But then, it turns out I don’t even know the real difference between trust and faith. Is trust about the past, and faith about the future? Both “faith” and “future” start with an F, after all. Though maybe that has nothing to do with anything.


      In any case, a promise was something to keep. And to keep was also to guard—in other words, I had to guard any promises I made from difficulties that would cause me to break them.


      How many promises had I made thus far in life? And in the years to come, how many promises would I break or be unable to keep? This world was overflowing with promises. Where did I see something that said that this world, in fact, was entirely made up of promises? I felt like it was in some manga or other.


      For me and Nanami to start dating, and for us to continue being in this relationship, was also a certain kind of promise. The fact that my mom and dad were married was also the result of a promise, one that went by the name of a marriage certificate.


      In the future, Nanami and I were also probably going to make such a commitment—though I knew I was getting ahead of myself by saying that, and before that could ever happen I really had to build up all the scaffolding necessary for us to eventually get there.


      And that was precisely why I...we made sure to keep our promise on our most recent trip: the promise that, in full consideration of our present and future, the two of us wouldn’t do anything to cross the line.


      Besides, if we broke our promise, then I would have no face to show—to the staff at the ryokan who prepped our room for us, to our parents, and to our grandparents, who backed us up for this trip.


      That’s right—in the end, we managed to keep the promise that we had made to everyone.


      What’s that? Didn’t we do something that was almost barely not questionable? I was pretty sure that was safe. I mean, no one forced anyone into anything. We managed to stay pretty rational throughout, and nothing actually happened in the end.


      Even though I had just claimed that we had kept our promise, I felt like I was being grossly ambiguous here. I was simply relying on the theory that all’s well that ends well.


      Honestly, what was I even saying at this point?


      Still, even though we came pretty close to failure, we did, ultimately, keep our promise. That might be something to be proud of, and certainly not something to be ashamed of.


      In any case, we were both learning just how important a promise was...but in the current moment, we were also in a state of mild confusion. It would be great, therefore, if you could chalk up my excessive wordplay up to this point to my current mental state.


      Why were we confused, you ask? Because this supposed principle of keeping promises had just been shaken to its core—and by the very people to whom I swore I would keep the promise, to boot.


      The question to start us on this confusing road was none other than, “I mean, why would you actually keep such a promise in the first place?”


      I was pretty sure that anyone would be confused by such a remark. “Seriously?” I couldn’t help muttering.


      “Grandpa, are you for real right now?” Nanami joined. Her grandfather’s nonchalant remark had both my jaw dropping to the floor and an irrepressible groan escaping my lips. It perplexed Nanami, almost to the point of repulsion. The strange thing was that the same person on the other side of the phone screen who had asked us the question also looked equally perturbed.


      “Um,” I began, “is it possible that you’re just doubting us? Because we really aren’t lying.”


      “Oh, I know that,” Nanami’s grandfather replied. “I’m not doubting you. I know you’re not the type to lie. But it’s because I’m not doubting you, that I have to wonder why you had to go and keep that promise—”


      Before he could finish his sentence, though, a sharp sound rang out from the other side of the phone. It echoed loudly, almost as if it were cutting through the air.


      It was, of course, the sound of Nanami’s grandmother smacking her grandfather.


      It happened so quickly that I completely missed the actual moment that the blow was given. It was the opposite of the popular “only I could have caught it” meme; I couldn’t catch it at all. All I could tell was that he had been struck, and I could only recognize that because of the sound I heard and what I could see, which was the very tail end of the movement.


      “Hey, what are you doing?” Nanami’s grandfather asked.


      “What do you mean, ‘what are you doing’? What are you doing, criticizing these young people for keeping their promise, when you should be praising them instead?” Nanami’s grandmother returned.


      “I’m not criticizing them, I’m just in disbelief. I mean, they actually kept their promise. I was so impressed I went all the way to shock.”


      “A promise is meant to be kept! Even you were going on and on before their trip about how they shouldn’t break it!”


      Oh no, a verifiable marital dispute had broken out on the other end of the line. Wait, could this even be called a marital dispute?


      Nanami and I could only look at each other and smile awkwardly.


      The two of us were currently giving a report to her grandparents about our recent trip. We were in Nanami’s room and speaking to her grandparents via video chat.


      You might wonder why we were doing such a thing at all, but the answer was simply because they wanted to hear about it.


      The end of winter break was nearing, and we had called them after we had gotten back from the trip. They had said that they wanted to chat not just with Nanami, but with me too. They also said that we could say no, of course, but I agreed because I wanted to thank them myself for having given us their support while we tried to convince our parents to let us go on this trip. After all, Nanami’s grandfather had told me that I should express myself through actions, not by words. Right—actions over words.


      And that was precisely why I had kept the promise, and also why I shared honestly what had happened on the trip. Well, I honestly shared within reason. Obviously I couldn’t tell them that Nanami and I took a bath together, or that we, uh, ran into each other during our bath the morning after. We hadn’t even told that to our parents.


      And because we truly hadn’t done anything questionable, I had thought that we were in the clear. But that was when we were hit with the question from earlier.


      This, of course, bewildered us to no end.


      “As Nanami’s grandmother says...of course we would keep our promise,” I explained.


      “Are you kidding me?” the grandfather pressed. “The two of you went on a trip alone together, for crying out loud. Your parents weren’t even there. You didn’t think to enjoy the freedom of it all and go all out, or maybe go all in—”


      “Stop with the vulgarity, you old geezer!”


      Oh, and now he got smacked by his wife again. She moved a bit slower this time, so even I could see it...though me seeing it happen wasn’t the issue here. He really was getting quite a beating.


      More importantly, Nanami’s grandmother seemed very different from my first impression of her. I thought she had gone to a proper all girls’ school, and when I first spoke with her, she had seemed more elegant than this. Not that she was crass now or anything. But her current speech sounded a lot more informal than what I remembered of her.


      Nanami’s grandfather didn’t seem to have taken much of a hit, though, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t imagining that he was even enjoying the situation somewhat.


      Nanami, on the other hand, looked completely exasperated as she watched her grandparents interact.


      “Grandma, grandpa...you’re both having too much fun with this,” she muttered.


      “They’re having fun?” I had to ask.


      I guess I wasn’t far off at all when I got the idea that Nanami’s grandfather was enjoying himself. Though according to Nanami, her grandmother was having a good time with the exchange too. It was probably natural for a married couple to get a tickle out of a situation like this.


      “I didn’t know this either, but I guess grandma actually likes joking about crude topics like this,” Nanami explained. “I think she likes chatting with you because she doesn’t have to hide it.”


      “You’ve got that wrong, Nanami-chan,” her grandfather cut in. “At the end of the day, everyone likes dirty jokes—in some fashion or other.”


      “I don’t deny that, but isn’t there a time and place for this kind of thing?” Nanami’s grandmother wondered out loud.


      “Everyone” seemed rather all-encompassing, and I would never initiate dirty jokes myself, but I admit I did often end up laughing at them. To say that it depended on the time and place... Well, I guess, in present company, they were okay.


      Apparently this was not a side of her grandfather that Nanami was familiar with either, though looking back on it now there were hints to this side of him when we had last spoken to him.


      “This might sound strange, but you two sure seem close,” I finally remarked.


      “You mean the kind of close that means they fight a lot? I’m kind of surprised too. Like, even with stuff like this they still get along so well,” Nanami said.


      “We’ve stayed married all these years. It’s a little too late to try to hold ourselves back now,” her grandfather added.


      “Speaking for myself, I wouldn’t mind it if you tried to restrain yourself a little more often,” her grandmother said with a sigh.


      “You hear that?” he asked. “She’s so cold.”


      A married couple’s comedy routine seemed to be on the lineup on the other side of the phone. Nanami held her fingers to both temples, as if trying to manage a headache spawned entirely by her grandparents’ antics.


      “And what would you say is the secret to matrimonial bliss?” I asked.


      The question popped out of my mouth because their kind of intimacy, so different from the one between my parents or Nanami’s parents, had me curious. But right after I asked my question, the two of them froze with troubled expressions on both their faces.


      “Bliss...bliss, huh? Is this what people call ‘bliss’?” Nanami’s grandfather murmured.


      “I wonder. I can’t even count the number of fights we’ve had over the years. Feels like a far cry from something as peaceful as bliss,” Nanami’s grandmother confided.


      Neither of them seemed to think they had a blissful marriage. But the idea that they themselves wouldn’t describe their marriage as peaceful only made me more curious about the kind of life they had shared together.


      Still, there had to be something that served as a key to their relationship, given that they had spent so many years together.


      “Well, this probably isn’t too useful, but maybe it’s that we compromise on the things we can compromise on. When you’re together for a long time, things might be okay at the beginning, but the more you don’t talk about things openly between each other, the more frustrated you start to become,” Nanami’s grandfather shared.


      “That’s true,” Nanami’s grandmother agreed. “Our preferences in food, or how we take baths, or how we use the bathroom... Even on these small things that are almost too many to mention, we have to compromise.”


      Compromise, huh? It was a concept that didn’t yet click with me and Nanami. I guess she and I hadn’t yet encountered a situation where we had to compromise on something.


      Would doing or not doing sexy things count as compromising?


      I glanced over at Nanami, suddenly preoccupied with the question—only to find her looking at me too. Maybe we were thinking the same thing, because we both quickly turned away from each other in awkwardness.


      Compromise...compromise. I had never really thought about it before, but now I wondered if that would be something I’d have to be more aware of moving forward.


      As Nanami and I continued sitting next to each other in awkward silence, we happened to catch Nanami’s grandfather glancing over at his wife on the other side of the phone screen. The energy he had displayed earlier seemed to have dampened a bit. His body language made me and Nanami both tilt our heads. In fact, Nanami’s grandmother was looking at her husband with her head tilted as well.


      “Well, I guess, if anything...”


      His words lacked the crispness they had held earlier. He himself also seemed entirely different from the man who had just been berated for making strong declarations. He crossed and uncrossed his arms several times, did the same with his legs, stole glances at his wife...and then, after roughly scratching his head, exhaled, as though he had made up his mind about something.


      Nanami’s grandfather let out a deep sigh...or, rather, he seemed to be practicing some kind of a breathing technique. When he finally spoke, he said, “If there’s one thing that’s most important to remember, it’s to not betray the woman you fell in love with.”


      Having said that, his face turned so scarlet that it was clearly visible even through the phone screen. He almost seemed to be sulking—as if forced to say something he actually didn’t want to.


      Nanami’s grandmother, though, donned the sweetest, most gentle smile ever. Her face also flushed a gentle pink. She inched herself closer to her husband and seated herself again. Then, slowly and with slight embarrassment, she placed her hand on her husband’s and whispered, “I would never betray the man I fell in love with either.”


      “Oh, is that right,” her husband replied.


      His response was brusque, but it must have made her happy nonetheless, because Nanami’s grandmother smiled even more broadly. I could almost see flowers floating around the happy couple.


      Wait, don’t get all cute on us all of a sudden...


      And then, despite their bickering just a moment ago, Nanami’s grandparents essentially started flirting with each other, right in front of us. I mean, maybe they weren’t flirting exactly, but the new mood around them just made me feel like I had had a sweet candy shoved into my mouth.


      Was I just imagining it? I probably was, but everything really did feel incredibly sweet all of a sudden.


      I was nearly tempted to say that I had gotten my fill. I really wished they would refrain from flirting in a situation like this. I was starting to feel awkward again, but in a different way from before.


      Nanami and I looked at each other...and exchanged wry smiles yet again.


      “Still, I didn’t think that grandpa would say the same thing to you too,” Nanami said to me.


      “You mean what he said earlier? Did he tell you the same thing?” I asked.


      “Yeah, he asked if I had at least snuck into your bed. I guess I had that option... But I mean, I told him that I obviously wouldn’t.”


      Hmm? Did I just hear a rather questionable slip of the tongue? What option is she referring to? And more importantly, isn’t it the guy who’s supposed to be the one sneaking into someone else’s bed?


      I thought I was saying all this in my head, but of course it was also coming out of my mouth—and, of course, Nanami responded to the bit about the guy being the one to sneak into the other person’s bed. What followed was her passionate thoughts on bed sneaking.


      No Nanami, I have zero intention of discussing this topic at length. It really was just a genuine question. Wait a second. I would never do such a thing. Entering other people’s beds is just not okay these days. At least when the guy is the perpetrator. Wait, if it’s consensual? No no no, that’s not the point. Besides, how are you supposed to even attempt this in the first place? No, dang it...


      I glanced over at the phone and noticed the mood on the other side of the phone was still mildly saccharine. I guess the two of them were just in their own little world. As I thought that, though...


      “You know, sneaking around is especially effective when you purposely sleep in rooms that are far from each—”


      “Would you knock it off?!”


      I thought I heard a gong go off somewhere. Yup, here they go again. It was almost getting to be a bit much. Maybe this was a good time for me to confirm something with Nanami, though.


      “So, how much did you tell them?” I whispered to Nanami.


      “What do you mean, how much?” she asked.


      “Setting aside the whole sneaking into beds thing, how much did you tell them about what happened on our trip...at night?”


      I spoke softly enough not to let my voice reach the other end of the line. If I had been thinking more clearly, I would have simply muted the phone then. In that moment, though, I wasn’t clearheaded enough.


      I was, of course, talking about the specifics of what Nanami and I had done while on the trip. I wanted to know just how much she’d told her grandparents, and to what level of detail. I felt that confirming this was crucial.


      When she and I had chatted before dialing her grandparents, she had said that she had withheld the detail about us taking a bath together. Still, I couldn’t overlook the possibility that she had somehow hinted at something without realizing it. It was extremely unlikely, but I couldn’t shake off the possibility that Nanami had revealed something without realizing it, and her grandparents were now going to check what I would share against the information they had already gotten from Nanami.


      This level of speculation was simply a reflection of just how many questions Nanami’s grandparents were asking me. Though was I simply overthinking our entire conversation so far?


      “Should we just tell them?” I whispered, keeping things vague just in case they heard me. As in, was it better simply to tell Nanami’s grandparents that she and I took a bath together? I now felt that her grandfather, at least, would forgive us even if we told him that.


      Nanami, though, shook her head slightly. She seemed not to be a fan of the idea.


      When I thought more carefully about it, her reaction made perfect sense. “You’re right. It’s a little embarrassing, and they might get worried too,” I agreed.


      “Mm, that’s not it. I mean, there is that, too, but...”


      “But?” I repeated, waiting for Nanami to continue.


      “I kind of wanted to keep that as a memory for just the two of us,” she finally confided.


      Yup, I think I’m taking this one to the grave with me.


      Was there anyone in this world who would still share after hearing that? There couldn’t possibly. A memory for just the two of us. It had such a wonderful ring to it.


      I knew I was doing a complete one-eighty, but now I firmly believed that we should not tell anything to her grandparents. Though even if we did get found out, it wasn’t as though we had done anything questionable.


      Or was it questionable? But we really didn’t do anything weird. Okay, I think I need to calm down a bit.


      For now, though, we weren’t going to bring up the thing about co-bathing to her grandparents. I felt like I was foreshadowing something for myself, but I was probably just imagining it.


      I wasn’t setting myself up for anything, was I?


      “At any rate, sir,” I began, “I feel bad that I couldn’t meet your expectations, but...”


      “Oh, Yoshin-kun. I do have one thing. It’s just that the way you address me feels distant and kind of...sad,” Nanami’s grandfather said.


      “I beg your pardon?”


      I was hoping to take advantage of the sweet mood on the other end of the line to try to move away from this topic of conversation, but it felt like their flirting had come to an end before I realized it.


      I didn’t mind them carrying on like that for a bit longer, but now I was taken aback by what seemed to be the conversational arrow shooting at me from a completely different angle.


      “You think that it feels...distant?” I echoed back.


      “You say ‘sir’ and ‘ma’am’ like we’re still in old times. You know you don’t have to be so formal, right? It’s okay to address us more casually,” he continued.


      For someone like me, his suggestion was actually bordering on cruel. I was actually doing my best to be as friendly with them as possible, but my intentions seemed not to have reached them at all.


      I mean, if I had to be honest, I felt more than a bit hesitant to speak to Nanami’s grandparents casually. So he was certainly right to point out that I had maintained a bit of a distance between us. No doubt that was the source of his dissatisfaction.


      “I’d like for you to call me ‘Kotaro,’” Nanami’s grandfather said.


      “And I’ve said this before, but you can just call me ‘Chizuru-chan,’” Nanami’s grandmother added.


      “Hey, you’re getting up there in years, and you still want him to address you with a ‘chan’?” he asked.


      “What’s wrong with that? I’m still a girl at heart.”


      When Nanami’s grandfather muttered something about her being too old to qualify as a girl, another fist was rammed into his head. It was enough of a blow to dispel any and all sweetness that had, until that moment, seemed to still surround them.


      Or rather, I felt like I had seen this exchange somewhere before.


      “Is it normal to call your grandparents by their first names?” I asked out loud.


      “I don’t think so,” Nanami muttered.


      Yeah, that’s what I thought. But Nanami’s grandparents are looking at me with so much hope and expectation in their eyes. I guess it’s not a big deal.


      “Then, I’d be honored to call you ‘Kotaro-san’ and ‘Chizuru-san,’” I replied.


      “Oh, you’re not going to add a ‘chan’ there?” Nanami’s grandmother asked.


      “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that’s reserved for just Nanami...”


      At my reply, Chiruzu-san placed a hand on her cheek and smiled happily. Kotaro-san, too, was grinning mischievously.


      I didn’t realize how embarrassing it was to have them look at me like that.


      “Anyway, I guess that’s about where our report on the hot springs trip ends,” I said, looking away slightly.


      “I see, I see. I’m glad to hear that it was a good trip,” Kotaro-san said.


      I decided to end the conversation there before I said anything unnecessary. We actually didn’t have anything else to share anyway.


      “At least I finally got you to call us by our names. Plus I got to hear some good stories to take with me when I kick the bucket,” he continued.


      “Please don’t say that. I need you to live a long and fruitful life,” I said.


      “Well obviously I’m not gonna die until I attend my granddaughter’s wedding and hold my great-grandkid in my arms,” he went on. “That’s why I thought this hot springs trip would be a great opportunity...”


      “You still haven’t given up on that?” his wife murmured.


      “That wasn’t what you’d said before, though... And here I thought I did my best to let my actions speak instead of my words,” I lamented.


      “Sometimes human beings act in contradictory ways,” he said.


      Oh, I see. I guess the somewhat contradictory expectation he had was what made him feel disappointed by the fact that Nanami and I had kept our promise. Though I personally felt like he was getting ahead of himself.


      Regardless, he seemed satisfied with the small accomplishment he’d achieved by getting me to call him and his wife by their first names. And on my part, this was an outcome I was glad for. You could even say that I was saved by it.


      And with that, our report today could finally come...


      “But still. Even if you haven’t actually done it, you could at least have taken a bath together or something, don’t you think? I mean, your room had an open-air bath and everything,” Kotaro-san insisted.


      “Oh, dear, what are you saying? There’s no way that two young people taking a bath together could stop themselves from going much further,” his wife said.


      It was a time-tested truth that we became most careless right before reaching the finish line. The slip in focus likely arose from a sense of relief at having neared our goal. This applied not just to physical matters, but to mental ones as well.


      Kotaro-san’s remark, said out of desperation, probably had no ulterior meaning behind it. He had probably just said it nonchalantly without even a second thought.


      And it was precisely because of how nonchalantly it was delivered that his comment was a critical hit. Had he said it intentionally, I don’t think it would have delivered as much damage. I was fine with all the pointed comments earlier, so how was I so affected by this off-the-cuff strike? Was this another form of a “desire sensor,” where one rarely got what they wanted and only encountered the things one didn’t want?


      And that unintentional blow created an awkward moment of silence, momentarily blindsiding both me and Nanami.


      Nanami’s grandparents looked at us without saying a word, but it was simply impossible for us to counter an attack that had been dealt upon a no-man’s-land, so to speak. Only those who had achieved a certain level of mastery in the conversational arts could respond to such a surprise hit.


      With the two of us—who, until just a second ago, had been quickly and comfortably responding to their off-color comments—suddenly falling silent, Nanami’s grandparents tilted their heads in unison. Seeing them together made me think all over again of just how long the two of them had been a couple, almost as a way to mentally escape our current situation. I mean, that was how perfectly synchronized Nanami’s grandparents were. They were basically in perfect unison.


      Chizuru-san was the first to realize why neither Nanami nor I said anything. She appeared delighted, but also bashful, covering her mouth with both hands and whispering to herself, “Oh, my.”


      Kotaro-san, on the other hand, looked at his wife with furrowed brows...then quickly came to his own realization. Then he looked at Chizuru-san, then he looked at us...


      And then curved his lips upward.


      He had no intention of hiding it. He looked happy, fully enjoying the situation. His smile, as I kept looking at it, also seemed to contain the slightest bit of evil, like a child discovering a new toy to play with. He maintained that smile of paradoxically innocent evil and then spoke in a voice colored with not the exasperation from earlier, but rather of joy.


      “I see,” he let out.


      Nanami and I both flinched, our shoulders and entire bodies jerking. I thought I nearly heard my own body snap into place.


      “A bath together, huh? And without telling us... Way to go, Yoshin-kun,” he said.


      “It’s not like that! Yoshin didn’t do anything wr—erm,” Nanami spoke before cutting herself off.


      This was a prime example of putting our foot in our mouth. Because Kotaro-san’s comment was directed at me, Nanami must have subconsciously leaped in to try to defend me.


      And that must have been precisely what Kotaro-san was after. He grinned like a hunter who had successfully ensnared his prey in a trap.


      Oh, he’s even raising his fist in victory. Gosh, he could be a bit more reserved about it.


      “Please let me explain,” I muttered, raising my hand.


      “Yes, Yoshin-kun. Go ahead and explain,” Kotaro-san responded, calling on me like he was a schoolteacher and I was his wayward pupil.


      Feeling like I had no choice but to explain the circumstances, I gave up and resigned myself to telling the tale.


      Goodbye to taking the whole thing to the grave, I guess. If anything, I felt like that was precisely what had brought about this turn of events in the first place. Because I had said something completely unnecessary, I was now having to explain things to others. Though at least Nanami, too, seemed to have given up...or understood what we had to do.


      And with that, the two of us explained to her grandparents what had happened during the trip.


      “So you’re saying...you both went into your room’s open-air bath without even wearing your bathing suits, and you were sitting there together completely naked, but you didn’t make a move or do anything terribly questionable?” Kotaro-san asked after opening his mouth rather slowly. He had listened to our explanation silently until the end. He then had crossed his arms and legs and thought to himself for a long while before he finally spoke. The expression on his face was one of utmost seriousness, not an ounce of playfulness to be seen. Even his teasing smile from earlier was now hidden, lying in wait.


      “Don’t you think that’s a bit too hard to believe?” he finally asked.


      Chizuru-san, from her place next to him, was nodding in agreement. Moreover, Kotaro-san’s smile looked like one I had never seen him wear, a grim rictus as he seemed nearly appalled by what he had just learned. I was kind of shocked that he could look like that.


      “I mean, think about it this way. If a couple told you they went into a love hotel but left without having done anything, wouldn’t you have a hard time believing them?” he pressed.


      “What I’d like to know is how the two of you were able to restrain yourselves,” Chizuru-san chimed in. “If this were your grandfather we were talking about, there’d be no way he could’ve kept himself from doing all sorts of things.”


      “Well, obviously,” Kotaro-san said. “I mean, we’re talking about taking a bath with the girl you have the hots for.”


      “Wow. I mean, I can’t really say anything to that...and to be honest, if I were in your shoes I wouldn’t believe me either. But it really is true,” I insisted.


      Was this how people suspected of a crime they didn’t commit feel as they pleaded their innocence? Though in this case they believed that we hadn’t done anything.


      “And? How was it, Yoshin-kun? And when I say it I mean taking a bath with Nanami. What are your honest thoughts?” Kotaro-san asked.


      “You must have at least kissed in the bath, didn’t you? Even if you didn’t go beyond that, right?” his wife joined.


      After that, Nanami’s grandparents teased the heck out of the two of us.


      I have got to remember not to slip up like this in a few days when we tell my grandparents about our trip...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: A New Relationship at Our Workplace


      After the end of our successful trip, we had rested and recovered from it, and our long winter break was now finally coming to a close.


      In the days in between we had given our reports and updates to our family about our trip, checked to make sure we had finished our homework that had been assigned to us over break, went on a few dates...and otherwise, spent our time in a fairly laid-back manner.


      This winter break, though, had in store a very important event during its final days, which was none other than...


      “M-My name is Nanami Barato, and I’ll be joining the team starting choo-day. N-Nice to meet you!”


      Oh, she biffed it.


      Nanami, who must not have realized that she misspoke, proceeded to bow her head deeply. Or maybe she had realized, and she was too embarrassed to do anything but bow in order to shift attention away from her mishap.


      Soft applause rang out around us, with various people present expressing their pleasure in working with her. I, too, applauded along with everyone else.


      That’s right: Nanami was starting her part-time job today. And at the same place I worked at, to boot.


      The owners, Yu-senpai, and even Shoichi-senpai—they were all here today. They were clapping softly while looking at Nanami with warm smiles on their faces.


      While working adults had been back at work for some time already, we students were still in the middle of winter break. Since today was going to be a relatively slow day, meaning there would be time to teach Nanami the general flow of things, it was decided that Nanami’s first day would be today. According to the owners, it wasn’t really possible to train new staff when the restaurant was too busy. To take things like that into consideration when scheduling things was very clearly a move only experienced adults could make.


      Nanami looked up from her bow, smiling bashfully. Her cheeks were tinged a soft red; she probably was embarrassed about misspeaking.


      When our eyes met, she stuck her tongue out slightly. I, in turn, gave her a thumbs-up, trying to reassure her without words that she was doing great.


      As for the reason Nanami was starting a part-time job...well, it was money, of course. It was an unsurprising, but also very important reason. Money was important. And to be frank, the contents of our wallets were becoming rather scarce of late. What with last year’s class trip, our Christmas engagements, and our trip together the other day, our spending over the months had increased somewhat dramatically. We were able to make up a lot of the expenditure with our New Year’s money, but even then, our spending during the trip took quite a toll. Plus we had also picked up souvenirs for people.


      I have to repeat: Money is very important. And that was why Nanami had decided to start working part-time as well.


      “So we’re a dual-income couple now, huh? I guess it’s hard for me to be a stay-at-home wife anymore?” Nanami had remarked.


      “Stay-at-home wife? But we’re not even married. Plus, if you really want to, then it’s totally okay for you to—”


      “Jeez, don’t take it so seriously! I’m just kidding!”


      That was the exchange we had had shortly before we started work.


      I mean, it was a bit misleading, wasn’t it? I knew we were both working, which must have been why she used the phrase “dual-income couple,” but of course I would interpret it as referring to our future together. But I guess it was kind of cute that she yelled at me about it while being so embarrassed.


      By the way, there wasn’t any huge reason she chose to work at my workplace specifically, aside from the fact that we talked to each other about it briefly a little while ago. The owner had also mentioned that we were short-staffed, and that it would be nice to have more young people working at the restaurant. With his club activities, Shoichi-senpai didn’t have a lot of time to pick up more shifts, so an additional person would fill that gap and be a huge help.


      Speaking of, I wondered if Shoichi-senpai was going to continue working here once he went off to college? Maybe that was another consideration for why they let Nanami work here.


      Still, stay-at-home, huh? Both of my parents worked, and Tomoko-san seemed to be a stay-at-home wife, but...I also thought I had heard something about her working sometimes as well.


      Would Nanami and I both end up working when we became adults too? She had her dream of becoming a schoolteacher, so she would probably want to work rather than stay at home.


      I sometimes saw female characters in old-timey manga demanding to know whether work was more important to their male partners than they were, but it seemed I would never have the opportunity to hear that from Nanami.


      After all, humans spent money just by being alive.


      Until a little while ago I went about my day-to-day activities not at all cognizant of that fact, but lately I had been feeling very grateful to have money to spend. I guess it was because I was now spending money in ways I never used to before, like on trips and things. Starting my part-time job probably had a lot to do with it too. I was now doing things with my own hard-earned cash, so of course I would feel much more thankful for having money.


      I now, truly, had so much respect for adults who worked every day just to earn an income.


      I guess a part of me wanted Nanami to ask me at least once whether work was more important to me than she was, though. And then I would answer that of course she was the one that was more important... Wait, maybe me wanting to hear that was annoying in its own way.


      I should probably stop, since thinking about weird stuff inevitably brought it into being.


      Anyway, because of that, Nanami was talking about how she needed to work, and I ended up introducing her to my own workplace. Though I really didn’t do much in the way of introductions. I myself had been referred to the restaurant by Shoichi-senpai, after all. Plus, the owners were really kind people. And everyone already knew about Nanami anyway. They had been so good to us about our food order for Christmas, and I just couldn’t thank them enough.


      “Oh boy, the workplace really does brighten up when a young person joins the team,” Yu-senpai said.


      “You’re plenty young yourself, aren’t you?” I asked.


      “But I can’t go up against a teenager! I need to get her alone at some point and extract the elixir of youth from her,” Yu-senpai murmured before turning to Nanami and saying, “Yay, Nana-chan! I’m so excited to get to work together!”


      “Nao-chan! Me too!” Nanami said.


      Hey, back up a minute there. Didn’t Yu-senpai say something really worrisome just now? Paying no heed to my concerns, Yu-senpai approached Nanami with wide open arms. Nanami, too, stood doing the same, ready to embrace her.


      Yu-senpai squeezed Nanami so tightly she almost seemed to get sucked into her. And of course, Nanami wrapped her arms around Yu-senpai to give her a huge hug as well.


      Because they both had full chests, the two of them hugging created quite the picture. I daresay it was the kind of sight that might make some people want to be pinned by them. Even Shoichi-senpai was nodding to himself as he stood next to me. Did he want to get pinned by them too?
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      The girls were both wearing the uniforms supplied by the restaurant—though I wondered if I could call it a uniform, exactly. Regardless, they were wearing the same outfit, with just their aprons being different colors.


      The aprons, each with a unique symbol on it, swayed simultaneously with the skirts they wore underneath. The mark on Nanami’s apron was a flower, while Yu-senpai’s was a star.


      Apparently female employees could choose to wear either skirts or pants, but the girls both wore skirts today, as if they had planned to do so ahead of time. The skirts were rather short, but because of the apron worn over them, I didn’t have to feel too nervous about their design.


      “Oh man, all this youth feels so good,” Yu-senpai murmured.


      “Jeez, what are you talking about?” Nanami giggled.


      The two of them, hugging each other in excitement, almost looked like sisters. Not that they actually looked alike or anything. Yu-senpai was an overly tanned version of a gyaru, while Nanami was a very pale version of one.


      What they had in common, though, was that they were both gyaru girls.


      Maybe that was why they seemed like two gyaru sisters. Though that comment might anger Saya-chan. Because the two were hugging, though, I couldn’t help feeling that way.


      “Hm. Yoshin-kun, shall we try hugging as well?” Shoichi-senpai asked out of the blue.


      “No thank you. And isn’t it a little late for us to be doing that at this point?” I asked.


      The girls were hugging as a way of welcoming Nanami on her first day on the job. If Shoichi-senpai and I were to hug, what would that be for? Any hugging should have taken place on my first day at work. Or maybe it should have been when he apologized to me after our basketball match. Either way, it was a thing of the past.


      “That’s true,” Shoichi-senpai agreed. “Plus I have no interest in hugging men. If anything, I’d get a lot more out of hugging pretty women.”


      “Isn’t that kind of a problematic thing to say nowadays?” I had to say.


      “I’m only saying it between the two of us. If I’m not announcing it to the world, it shouldn’t be a problem,” he stated.


      I guess he had a point. I was the only one hearing him right now, after all. My refusal to hug him didn’t seem to bother him much either, as he continued laughing cheerfully.


      Still, the girls sure were hugging for a long time; they were still at it, in fact.


      “But honestly, it really does feel a bit more cheery here now, doesn’t it? Having beautiful women here is enough to make me happy,” Shoichi-senpai continued.


      “I guess it does feel more lively...but say, senpai, don’t you have practice today? What happened with the winter tournament?” I asked.


      “We came in second place, unfortunately. But even though we didn’t get the championship, it was still a satisfying battle. I’m proud to say that my high school days came to a triumphant close.”


      “Wow, congratulations. Should we find a time to celebrate?” I suggested.


      Wasn’t getting second place actually pretty impressive? I didn’t know much about basketball, but it was a funny feeling to know that I had a friend who had placed so high at the national level.


      Shoichi-senpai smiled happily, even if my suggestion of celebrating his achievement seemed to make him a little embarrassed. Then, he opened his large hands wide and squinted a bit, as though remembering something.


      “This is the end of high school basketball for me. I’m going pro, but I’m also planning to go to university to learn a bunch of other things. So I wanted to use the rest of my winter break on work, since this place has done so much for me,” he said.


      I had heard before that senpai came from a rather well-off family, and that he didn’t actually need to work a part-time job for money. But apparently he had started working, along with Yu-senpai, because he had wanted to help out the restaurant that his childhood friends had started as a married couple.


      There was probably a history there that I wasn’t privy to.


      “But are you sure it’s okay with you, Yoshin-kun? Nao-nee’s probably going to stay stuck to Barato-kun forever unless you step in,” he mentioned.


      “That’s not okay, actually...but Shoichi-senpai, I didn’t know you called Yu-senpai ‘Nao-nee.’ It’s kind of unexpected. I thought maybe you called her by her normal name,” I replied.


      “Well, we have known each other for a long time. I can’t call her the same way I call everyone else from school.”


      I felt like I was getting a glimpse of their relationship as childhood friends here as well.


      When Shoichi-senpai was working at the restaurant, he seemed different from the senpai I knew at school, or from the captain of the campus basketball team. He seemed, in some ways, younger than he usually came off as. Was it because here, unlike in other settings, he was actually one of the younger ones?


      While I felt closer to him, the difference between his persona at the restaurant and his persona at school left me with a strange feeling. Don’t get me wrong, though—it wasn’t a bad feeling at all.


      “All right, Nanami, and Yu-senpai too. We should get ready to open,” I said to the two girls.


      “What? But I wanna keep hugging Nana-chan for just a little bit longer,” Yu-senpai said. “Let me get my fill of these boobs... I know they’re usually Mai-chan’s, but still... They’re so squishy...”


      “Come on, I think yours are pretty impressive too... Nao-chan, you’re bigger than me, aren’t you? I think this is the first time I’ve ever been surrounded like this. Is this what it feels like to be a baby?” Nanami said.


      Was Nanami about to open a door to a very dangerous path? I felt like letting them continue would create something akin to a state emergency, so I had to practically force them apart. I thought I even heard them getting peeled apart, as though they were stuck together by Velcro. Though I knew that was all in my head.


      When I separated them, the two both let out a disappointed “Ah...” and flailed their arms around, as though still longing for each other’s bodies.


      “Dammit, Mai-chan has taken Nana-chan’s body away from me...and they were the best boobs ever too. He’s seduced her to make her his own...” Yu-senpai said.


      “I haven’t seduced her, and they’ve always been mine... I mean, they’ve always been Nanami’s, and yours are plenty large... I mean, please don’t say so many things for me to have to respond to,” I said with a sigh.


      “Okay, fine. In that case, shall the four of us get this place ready? Wait, if there are four of us, could we maybe form the Four Heavenly Kings?” Yu-senpai suggested.


      Are we in a battle manga of some kind? What does she mean, the Four Heavenly Kings? And Nanami literally just joined today, but she already gets to become a Heavenly King? Won’t that upset the people who have been here longer?


      “M-Maybe I should tell people that I’m the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings?” Nanami muttered.


      “Don’t get carried away, Nanami. And how do you know about stuff like that, anyway?” I asked, my head tilted in wonder.


      It turned out my girlfriend was kind of into the idea. She probably learned it because of my influence, but I didn’t remember saying something like that to Nanami before. When did I mention it to her?


      “Oh, I actually heard about this from Kotoha-chan.”


      I was wrong. How embarrassing. Nanami even looked apologetic about my error, which made me feel even worse. We were at work, though, so it was probably best not to make a big deal of it.


      “All right, you two. No acting like a couple while on the job. You can’t be flirting while you’re working! Gotta draw that line between work life and personal life,” Yu-senpai said.


      “How can you say that when you were plastered onto Nanami until just a little while ago?” I asked.


      “I was just recharging before work, so it’s fine. But now we’re on the clock! During work hours, I’m gonna have you forget that you’re even dating!” Yu-senpai said, grinning as though to suggest that we wouldn’t be able to do it. She covered her mouth mischievously, hiding what was sure to be a totally provocative smile.


      Was she trying to get back at me for the fact that I forced her and Nanami apart? That’s so childish...and you most definitely got your fill, by the way!


      When I thought about it, though, what she said made perfect sense. Even if it was a part-time job, the fact that we were getting paid made us the same as any professional, working adult. If that were the case, then just as Yu-senpai said, there was no way Nanami and I could be flirting like a couple during work hours and subsequently neglect our actual jobs. But how could we work without being cognizant of the fact that we were dating?


      “Oh, how about we call each other by our last names during work hours?” I suggested.


      “Huh?” Yu-senpai uttered, her eyes opened wide. With a look of mild shock on her face, she turned toward Nanami.


      When I looked toward Nanami too...


      “Oh, that’s not a bad idea. If we call each other by our first names, we’re bound to slip into our usual selves,” Nanami agreed. “Yeah, that might be the right call.”


      She, too, approved of my suggestion. She was even muttering something about how it might freshen things up a bit.


      Freshen up? What does that mean?


      It was fine for me as long as Nanami approved. But to my surprise, a completely unexpected party had an entirely different reaction.


      “Huh? Wait, what? Are you sure? You two are dating, but you’re not gonna call each other by your first names? Even though you’re working together? Th-That’s not what I meant at all,” Yu-senpai stammered.


      Hold on, why is the person who warned us not to mix up our professional and personal lives the one suddenly fretting about how we choose to do so? We’re not fighting or disagreeing with each other, we genuinely just think that your idea makes perfect sense.


      When I explained this to the anxious Yu-senpai, she finally seemed to understand. She had seemingly misinterpreted my suggestion for me and Nanami to call each other by our last names to mean that I was somehow upset by her words.


      I wouldn’t get upset by something like that. You don’t have to worry so much. But, okay, we at least got the last name thing figured out.


      “Oh, then...Yutari-senpai, I look forward to working with you. And Shibetsu-senpai...I guess the same as always,” Nanami said, bowing.


      “I look forward to working with you too. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask,” Shoichi-senpai replied, a sunny smile on his face.


      Yu-senpai, though, didn’t give any kind of reaction.


      Huh? Is she okay? When I looked more closely, I saw that she was quivering.


      Next thing I knew, she crumpled and fell to her knees, a look of complete despair on her face. She fell not to the floor but into a seat, though, so she must have still had some wherewithal about her.


      But more importantly, what about this situation made her feel so utterly dejected?


      “Nana-chan was so friendly to me...and now it’s ‘Yutari-senpai’? What is this? Why does this feel so heart-wrenching? Is this what it feels like to be made...a cuckquean?” Yu-senpai muttered.


      “Why are you taking so much damage when you were the one that started this?” I asked.


      “No no, Yutari-senpai. During work hours, you have to call me ‘Barato,’ okay?” Nanami pressed.


      “Nanami, now’s not the time for the final move. Yu-senpai looks like she’s about to start crying.”


      Nanami, who must not have expected Yu-senpai to be so affected by her referring to her by her last name, was at a loss for what to do. Even though she had managed to finish off her unsuspecting victim without a thought.


      There was no way to undo this, but Yu-senpai had managed to create distance between herself and Nanami, even though she had probably intended for something much closer to the opposite.


      On second thought, Nanami isn’t actually upset by Yu-senpai’s earlier comment that we shouldn’t flirt while at work, is she? But Nanami just continued to learn the ropes for opening the restaurant from a rather conflicted Yu-senpai.


      “Oh, I can’t forget,” Nanami suddenly said, seeming to recall something. She then looked up once toward the ceiling before turning toward me and whipping out a salute.


      What’s going on? As the question floated through my mind, Nanami giggled and tilted her head before she spoke.


      “I look forward to working with you, Misumai-senpai.”


      She was calling me “senpai.”


      I mean, I guess I am her senpai at work, even if it’s by a little. But me? Senpai? I’m Nanami’s senpai, huh? Wow. Work is so awesome.


      Just as I was thinking that, though, Yu-senpai—who had been doing prep work in silence until now—scolded us by saying, “No flirting!”


      Yes, I’m sorry... Nanami, too, stuck her tongue out slightly to acknowledge that we both had been yelled at, before she went back to where Yu-senpai was working.


      We were now on the clock, which meant I had to be more serious too. When I happened to catch Shoichi-senpai’s gaze, though, we exchanged wry smiles with each other.


      Well, then. It’s Nanami’s first day on the job. I’ll have to give it my all too.


      ♢♢♢


      A word to the wise is enough.


      There is such a saying—one that refers to people who are able to hear just one part of an explanation and already be able to grasp its full context. It essentially indicates someone’s ability to grasp concepts quickly.


      I wished I could be someone like that, but that was, of course, difficult to accomplish in real life. I was the type who would hear one part and then use all my energy just trying to understand that small part. I was, in other words, quite ordinary.


      Sometimes I even had moments when I would hear part of an explanation and not be able to grasp even that...but I felt like other people sometimes experienced that as well. We hear a snippet and immediately assume we’ve understood it—and then we skip ahead to the end of the explanation. That alone was probably how a number of misunderstandings started.


      But if there happened to be someone close by who could hear the part and grasp the whole, how would we feel? Would we feel jealous of that person, or would we be inspired not to lose out to them?


      Me? What I would feel...was probably respect.


      “Welcome! Party of four? Right this way, please.”


      The person who could hear one and grasp all ten was, of course, Nanami.


      Unfortunately for us, things got a little hectic today during lunchtime, making it difficult for Yu-senpai to train Nanami on how to work at the restaurant.


      And yet...Nanami was already taking orders by herself and showing customers to their seats.


      On top of that...


      “Oh, what’s this? You got a new girl working here now?” one of the customers asked.


      “Yes. I just started today. My name is Nanami Barato. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Nanami replied.


      “Oh, how nice. And she’s cute too. It gets kind of one-note with just Nao-chan around here,” the customer continued.


      “Hey there, sir...what did you say just now? You got a problem with me, huh?” Yu-senpai spoke up.


      “Oh! Uh, no no. She’s a different type from you, so it’s nice to change things up, that’s all. You know how eating katsudon every day can get kind of tiring? Sometimes you just want something light and refreshing—”


      “Are you saying I’m greasy?!” Yu-senpai shot back.


      “I think this is the first time anyone’s described me as light and refreshing,” Nanami murmured.


      She was even getting along with the regulars. And to think that this was her first day. It was such a contrast to my first day on the job.


      I couldn’t just stand here and feel respect for Nanami, though; I had to work hard so that she wouldn’t get too far ahead of me. I couldn’t hold everyone else back or let Nanami see me being hopeless at my job.


      “Shibetsu-kun, it’s been a while! Did the tournament go okay?” someone else asked.


      “Yes, we just finished up the other day,” Shibetsu-senpai answered, then turned to another person at the table to ask, “And for you—the usual today as well?”


      “My usual... Do you remember what that is?” the woman asked.


      “Of course! Napolitan pasta on a skillet, no onions. Plus coffee after your meal, with cream but no sugar. Is that correct?”


      Shoichi-senpai, too, wasn’t missing a single beat when interacting with all the regulars—even after missing work for a time for his recent basketball tournament. Plus the fact that he remembered people’s orders in and of itself was really impressive.


      He had said before that he wasn’t good at studying, but he clearly was very capable. If it were me, I wouldn’t be able to remember details about someone I hadn’t seen for a while, even if they were regular customers. If anything, I felt like most people were like that. I guess Shoichi-senpai, just like Nanami, was also the type to hear one and know all ten.


      Well, I guess I had no choice but to work steadily at my own pace. There was no point in being envious or jealous of others.


      One step at a time, for everyone. And hadn’t someone said something about how important the very first step was? That’s right—I just had to do what I could, and give it everything I had.


      “So you’re finally a senpai at work, huh, Misumai-kun? And you managed to get such a cute kohai too.”


      “Huh? Oh, uh...that’s true,” I stammered.


      One of the regulars struck up a conversation with me just as I had resolved to work harder. People had chatted with me when I served them their food or when I was ringing them up, but I felt like this was the first time that a customer had just struck up a conversation with me out of nowhere.


      “Barato-san is doing great, and she doesn’t seem nervous at all. It’s hard to believe that this is her first day. I have to learn from her and stay on my feet too,” I replied.


      “Oh, come on—you’re working hard too. You don’t make mistakes, and you’re always so polite. Thank you for that,” the man said.


      Wow—it’s actually kind of embarrassing to have someone compliment me so straightforwardly, and even thank me to boot.


      I was happy to hear that all my effort at work had not gone unnoticed. It was also pretty neat to receive tangible evidence of my own growth and development. Was this what people meant by the joys of working?


      “Though, Misumai-kun...I do think that you’re looking a little too much over at the new girl,” the customer continued.


      Excuse me?


      “You mean, you didn’t notice?” he asked.


      I shook my head in response to his question. The customer chuckled, looking at me with a mix of sympathy and exasperation in his eyes.


      When I pointed at myself to confirm that he was, in fact, talking about me, the customer nodded several times in emphasis.


      Was I really looking at Nanami that much? Wow, I totally had no idea. I for sure thought I had been totally focused on my work and not doing stuff like that.


      When I asked the customer how, exactly, I had been behaving, he told me that I kept stealing glances at Nanami every chance I got. It wasn’t as though I was staring at her for long periods of time, though; I was merely glancing at her occasionally, but enough to be noticed by people who were perceptive.


      I was not conscious of it at all.


      Once it was pointed out to me, though, I felt instantly mortified. Wow, seriously? I’m really gonna have to be careful from now on. I mean, otherwise it would get in the way of my job.


      Yu-senpai had warned me about it too, so I definitely had to be careful. I apologized to the customer, but he just laughed and waved it off, saying, “Look, you probably can’t help it. I mean...”


      He paused a bit after saying that.


      In a mild panic, I wondered, Huh? Did he already figure it out? Did he work out the fact that Nanami and I are dating? I don’t remember acting that way at all...


      The customer continued, though, with “You like her, don’t you? Barato-san? If you’re working with the girl you like, of course you’ll end up looking at her all the time. I totally get it.”


      Oh, I had it wrong.


      Not that it would really be an issue if folks found out that Nanami and I were dating. Still, the fact that he hadn’t found out after all was a relief.


      But in its place a different kind of misunderstanding seemed to be arising.


      “Well, actually,” I began slowly.


      “No no no! You don’t need to tell me! I completely understand. If a pretty girl like that became your kohai, of course you would fall for her at first sight,” the customer declared. He had a teasing grin on his face, looking at me with an expression that seemed to convey he was fully supporting me, one hundred percent.


      But in a sense, he had said something very spot-on: It’s true that I fell for her at first sight—though that happened a long time ago.


      Even though I wanted to explain the situation, the customer was looking at me in such clear excitement that I couldn’t bring myself to do it. He seemed to have already cooked up a story about me and Nanami in his mind. Correcting his story almost felt like I was crushing his dreams, and I was reluctant to do that. Plus I knew how difficult it was to overturn a scenario that someone had already come up with in their head.


      It was the same as fighting a wrongful accusation. Even if there were no basis for it, once people believed in something, it was difficult to change their minds even if we denied the act.


      In order to get him to think differently, I probably needed clear and obvious proof suggesting otherwise, but proof that one didn’t like someone, or hadn’t fallen in love with someone at first sight was not easy to show.


      More importantly, I did like Nanami, so I didn’t want to claim otherwise.


      Well, I guess there was no real harm in the customer thinking all this. But while we were talking, maybe I should also ask him something that I had been wondering for a while?


      “Am I...that easy to read?” I asked him.


      People had mentioned that to me from time to time, so I was curious to see if a regular customer also perceived something like that about me. I wanted to know what a complete third party thought.


      Though people said that to me precisely because I was easy to read, thus making it pointless for me to confirm it with others. Still, there was a part of me that refused to acknowledge just how obvious I might be.


      When I covered my mouth slightly and asked in a whisper, though, the regular smiled brightly and told me that I indeed was—with zero hesitation, without even missing a beat. Is that so? I had to ask myself, staring off into the distance despite the fact that I was in the middle of my shift.


      “I mean, the way you’re acting now is so different from when it’s with Nao-chan,” he continued. “You’ve never once glanced at her or followed her with your eyes while you were working.”


      He delivered another blow while I was still processing his confirmation of just how easy to read I was. He was right, though; I didn’t look at Yu-senpai that way at all.


      Actually, that wasn’t what I meant to say. That sounded like I said Yu-senpai wasn’t attractive. I would probably get yelled at if she heard me saying something like that.


      Even I, someone that others described as insensitive toward anyone other than Nanami, knew that.


      Still, I really was that easy to read, huh? I never thought that a regular would figure out so much about me already when Nanami hadn’t even finished a full day of work yet.


      I actually thought he might scold me for it, but the fact that he was looking at me with some amount of sympathy in his eyes was actually pretty embarrassing. I should probably be more careful whenever I’m at work.


      “But, I mean, look there...”


      When the customer murmured with a gesture, I—having just resolved to behave more appropriately while on the job—looked over at where he pointed. I saw Nanami there, but she wasn’t the only one who came into view.


      Shoichi-senpai happened to be there too, helping Nanami with something. Maybe she had come up against a question, but no doubt it was his years of experience at the restaurant that allowed him to assist her so swiftly.


      If I had been a bit more used to working here, and if I hadn’t been talking to a regular customer, would I have been able to swoop in and help her like that too? No, maybe that was still too difficult for me.


      “Quiet girls like that tend to get swept off their feet pretty easily by handsome guys like Shibetsu-kun...though I admit that’s a pretty heartwarming sight too,” the regular said as he gazed at Nanami and Shoichi-senpai standing next to each other and talking with a customer together.


      I didn’t think much of the two of them standing together, but I guess different people had different perspectives.


      The customer was now staring off into the distance somewhere. Was he recalling some past unpleasant memory?


      “Barato-san seems like the quiet and shy type, but she’s also quite pretty,” he remarked. “Those two would make a good-looking couple. Could even make the restaurant pretty famous. Boy, the thought of it makes even me feel young.”


      It seemed the customer already had a vision in his mind of Nanami and Shoichi-senpai becoming a couple. Knowing the truth, though, I could only smile awkwardly at what he said.


      Still, Nanami as the quiet and shy type, huh?


      I looked over again to better see Nanami in her outfit of the day.


      She was wearing the restaurant uniform and her apron over it, but she was also wearing a pair of very large, round glasses. Altogether she appeared almost like a very serious student council member.


      Her hair was bound in a single braid flowing down her back, with her forehead completely exposed. I felt like I hadn’t really seen her forehead out like that before.


      It was different from her regular gyaru outfit or even the tame and ladylike outfits that she sometimes wore on our dates. If I had to put a name to it, I might call it something like...a studious outfit, or even a workplace outfit.


      “There are some customers who come to this restaurant just to see Shibetsu-kun, so I know people think he’s quite the catch,” the regular continued. “If you’re not too careful, Barato-san might end up falling for Shibetsu-kun too.”


      What? I thought in my head after a slight pause.


      I didn’t know how to respond to that observation. I mean, I knew that was a somewhat inconceivable scenario, but I guess that was how the situation seemed to an outsider.


      I wanted to let him know that there was no worry of that happening, but saying so would sound like I was full of myself. More importantly, I probably wouldn’t be all that convincing.


      After all, it was most definitely true that I was not better-looking than Shoichi-senpai.


      Besides, given that I wasn’t terribly confident about my looks, I found it difficult to deny what he claimed. The more I thought about how I should respond, the more I found myself being unable to say anything.


      Interpreting my reaction as my feeling daunted, the regular patted me on the shoulder and gave me a huge thumbs-up.


      “Don’t worry, when it comes to men, it’s not about looks. If you go for it with a fiery spirit, Barato-san will definitely become interested,” he declared.


      “Uh, right,” I muttered.


      No, I definitely knew where he was coming from—but I just couldn’t shake off the feeling that he was, well, dissing my looks. Even though I knew he wasn’t trying to put me down.


      But if Shoichi-senpai and I stood next to each other, then I guess there was no room for argument.


      “I’ll be rooting for you. I hope you and Barato-san hit it off,” he said.


      “Same here! And just to show you how much I support you, maybe I’ll put in another order,” a customer sitting nearby also piped up.


      More words of encouragement flew at me from multiple smiling customers. I guess I could count this support as one thing my time working here had given me.


      Shoot. I’m starting to feel really guilty. I kind of wanna go home. I’m sorry, everyone, but we’re already dating! Nanami is actually my girlfriend.


      I thought about coming clean, but I felt like at this point, no one would believe me even if I said anything. They might tell me, however gently, that it was time for me to face reality. At worst, they might think that I was completely loony.


      And so, being totally unable to tell the truth, I simply thanked the regulars for their support and told them that I would do my best, then took the second round of orders and retreated to the kitchen.


      I didn’t expect to hear that kind of romance gossip at work. Though it seemed in this case that a rather odd misunderstanding had arisen.


      On the first day of Nanami being at work, I gained a new attribute for myself: a high schooler who fell in love at first sight with the new part-timer at work.


      How in the world did this happen?


      ♢♢♢


      “How did things get so interesting all of a sudden?” Yu-senpai asked.


      “I mean, honestly, that is so funny... Don’t get me wrong, I feel pretty bad for you, but it’s definitely funny,” muttered Shoichi-senpai as he stifled a laugh.


      “It’s not funny at all,” I protested. “I mean, it might seem that way from the outside, but...”


      Having started our shift in the morning, we were all taking a break after all the customers had left. We were having what one might call a “staff meal.”


      When I told everyone about the conversation I had had with the regular, both Yu-senpai and Shoichi-senpai were instantly amused. I mean, I got that it struck others as funny, but still.


      Nanami, on the other hand, seemed less interested in my story than in the meal set before her. Actually, she was looking downright moved by it.


      Nanami had tasted dishes from the restaurant before. We had eaten here while we were on a date, and we had also gotten takeout from the restaurant for Christmas.


      I had assumed, therefore, that she wouldn’t find more meals here terribly exciting—but she said that this was her first time being served a meal during her workday, and that that made it particularly special.


      She also said that having a staff meal felt like a very mature thing to do.


      I could understand what she meant. I knew that a staff meal was basically just lunch, but it still made me feel like I had somehow taken another step into adulthood. Was it because I was eating a meal after putting in a few hours of honest work? I felt like I was playing at being a responsible member of society.


      Though I admit that our menu selections weren’t terribly mature.


      Nanami ordered an omurice, while I ordered a plate of Napolitan pasta. Yu-senpai got the risotto, and Shoichi-senpai was horfing down a large serving of katsu curry.


      Everyone else was having rice, while I was the only one eating noodles. I can’t help it, though; I was really craving noodles today.


      “You didn’t tell them that I was actually dating ‘Misumai-senpai’?” Nanami asked.


      “Oh, so you’re still calling me that. Don’t you think it’s okay to refer to me like usual when we’re on break, at least?” I asked.


      “I have to stay consistent, at least when I’m at the restaurant. Otherwise I’m gonna slip up.”


      I felt like it was fine even if she did slip up. I could tell, though, that Nanami was actually enjoying calling me by my last name at the store. I guess it was better to enjoy it than do it unwillingly.


      Except that something about what she said nagged at me. What was it? I felt like there was a tiny fish bone lodged somewhere in my throat.


      As I sat there, tilting my head in consternation, Nanami, too, tilted her head as she brought a spoonful of omurice toward her mouth. Then, out of nowhere, she said in an artificially sweet voice, “Misumai-senpai, do you, like, totally like me, or something?”


      “I mean, of course I do, Nanami, but,” I muttered.


      “Oh, goodness, let’s stick to ‘Barato-san’ here. With the premise being that you’re gonna get all flustered when I tell you I like you,” she continued.


      What kind of a premise is that?


      Besides, it felt supremely weird to call Nanami “Barato-san” at this point. Weird, or more like sad...


      But I had done it before, calling her “Barato-san.” I was pretty sure it was when I met her for the first time.


      Why did I switch to calling her by her first name? Oh, right. Nanami asked me to call her by her first name once we decided to start dating. And that was when I started calling her “Nanami-san.”


      At any rate, I really did move step-by-step, going from Barato-san to Nanami-san, then finally to Nanami. But it really was just for a short while that I was calling her “Barato-san.”


      So to call her that just within the confines of the restaurant felt like I had somehow gone back in time. Maybe it was because, as they say, you could change the present even though you couldn’t change the past. Or maybe it wasn’t quite that.


      “But seriously, Nana-chan’s been to our restaurant before, so you’d think that people would catch on to the fact that she’s Mai-chan’s girlfriend,” Yu-senpai insisted. “I guess folks really can’t tell, huh?”


      Ah, I see. This must have been what was nagging me. Because the truth was, Nanami had been to the restaurant before to pick me up, and because of that, I thought that there might be at least one regular who had seen her before.


      “Well, I look so different now than I usually do that people probably think I’m a different person,” Nanami offered.


      “Huh? You think so?” Yu-senpai wondered.


      “And it’s not as if I introduced myself when I came to pick up Yoshin. You didn’t necessarily call me by my name in front of the customers either,” Nanami said to Yu-senpai.


      Yu-senpai, who was called “Nao-senpai” by Nanami...boy, this was confusing. Anyway, Yu-senpai seemed to be having mixed feelings. She used to be called Nao-chan, but in order to differentiate between work time and personal time, the two compromised with Nanami referring to Yu-senpai as “Nao-senpai”...after, of course, Yu-senpai threw a bit of a tantrum on the issue.


      I thought Yu-senpai was supposed to continue calling Nanami “Nana-chan,” but apparently that was only going to be allowed during break time. Apparently, during work hours, Yu-senpai was going to call her “Barato-san” or “Nanami-san.”


      Yu-senpai had mostly given up her fight on the matter, saying that, at the end, this was about work. She still seemed conflicted about it, probably because she enjoyed being called a “senpai,” but was still sad about the distance that had opened up between the two of them. Or something along those lines.


      I enjoyed when Nanami called me “senpai” too, but having her call me by my last name did create an undeniable distance between the two of us. The thought of it was nice, but it was just a touch more sad. Or maybe I felt both emotions equally.


      “I see, so people don’t really tend to notice, huh?” Yu-senpai said, bemused. “I wonder if I dressed up like Nana-chan and started waiting tables, people wouldn’t figure out that it was me either. That sounds kind of fun.”


      “Don’t you think folks would know it was you no matter what you wore?” Shoichi-senpai cut in. “You’re super tanned, and you move so...loud.”


      “That’s so rude, Shibe-chan. What do you mean ‘loud’?” Yu-senpai said, and started striking all sorts of strange poses.


      I guess what Shoichi-senpai said made sense. Yu-senpai usually moved pretty briskly, but she also did so at rather odd times. Like, she would pose in weird ways while holding the serving tray, or she’d gesture wildly while chatting it up with the regulars.
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      In that case, even if she did dress up like Nanami, at least the regulars might figure out that it was actually her. Not that the point was trying to hide her identity or anything, but still.


      “Darn, I guess we can’t pose as sisters, then, huh?” Yu-senpai groaned. “But since Nana-chan’s here now, there’s all this fun stuff I can’t wait to do at work. I feel like we can do so much more than before. Like cosplaying and stuff.”


      “Is that legally okay? Like with the Public Morals Act and everything?” I asked.


      “I’m not gonna wear anything that crazy! Who do you think I am?! Aren’t you being a little too cruel toward me lately, Mai-chan?!” Yu-senpai wailed.


      “Do you think so? I don’t think so,” I said with sincerity.


      “Arg... And here I am, lending Nana-chan all sorts of costumes and stuff. I’m doing you guys so many favors, can’t you be a little nicer to me...”


      I mean, I did appreciate that. She was talking about the various bunny girl, sexy cheerleader, and nurse costumes, right?


      According to Nanami, she had apparently borrowed a whole slew of costumes from Yu-senpai and just hadn’t had the chance to wear them for me. Mainly sexy ones...and also really outrageous ones.


      “Yu-senpai, I know you’ve lent Nanami a bunch of costumes, but it would be nice if you could tone things down a bit. It’s not good for her upbringing,” I said.


      “I thought you’d be happy, but you’re actually scolding me like you’re a dad!” Yu-senpai shouted.


      A dad? But I’m not Nanami’s dad. Wait, what are we talking about, anyway? Cosplay? No, I’m pretty sure we were talking about Nanami.


      “Misumai-senpai, wouldn’t you like to see me in cosplay, though?” Nanami asked.


      “I mean, I would...as in, Na—Barato-san, it’d be great if you could at least talk to me a little bit more casually...”


      “What do you mean? You’re my senpai, after all. I have to be proper and polite toward you. It makes me a really convincing kohai character, doesn’t it?”


      My girlfriend is so into this. I mean, it’s pretty fun and new, so I guess it’s okay. When I then reminded her not to get too carried away, Nanami stuck her tongue out at me and said that we should chat about it tonight.


      It seemed I would eventually get an explanation as to why she was so into this charade.


      As long as she gave me a reason at some point, I guess the whole thing was fine. It wasn’t like I would get anywhere if I tried asking her about it right this instant.


      I felt like I was giving up, but given the circumstances, I might as well just let it go and enjoy things. Having decided that, I turned my attention to finishing lunch, so that I could work just as hard in the afternoon as well.


      I didn’t even pick up on the fact that Shoichi-senpai, Yu-senpai, and even the owners were all looking at me and Nanami with indescribably warm smiles on their faces.




      And so Nanami’s first part-time job began with real melodrama, with the regulars concocting the story that I had fallen in love with the first kohai that I’d ever had at my workplace.


      This was, of course, half truth and half misunderstanding. Plus this story would lead to all sorts of unintended consequences.


      Though at the time, there was no way for us to know that.


      ♢♢♢


      There is something in this world called “role-play.”


      “Role” means a part or character, while “play” means to perform. Just like what it implies, the word means to perform a character. For games, for example, “RPG” might be a pretty well-known term.


      Everyone performs some kind of a role on a daily basis, though I don’t mean that everyone is constantly enacting some dramatic role. It can’t be, considering how common of a phenomenon it is.


      For example, TV dramas, anime, and VTubers entertain us by performing a set role. VTubers, especially, have their own specific backstories, often enjoying the balance between their prescribed characters and their true nature.


      I enjoyed watching them too, like gameplay streams and stuff, though in my opinion the setup people made for their characters wasn’t always used to their full potential.


      I’m getting off topic. What I meant to say was that one example of role-playing was what Nanami was doing currently: playing the part of my “kohai” at work.


      The question was why she was doing such a thing. Everything had its reason. Because there was reason, there was action.


      “It’s actually not that complicated,” Nanami said with an awkward smile as she recalled what happened at the restaurant earlier in the day.


      We were—in commemoration of our first day working together at the restaurant—strolling through town despite the somewhat late hour.


      We were going home after working together for the first time, chatting about what to do for dinner. Even though we’d gone home together a bunch of times, it felt like this was the first time in a while we got to enjoy heading home like this.


      But why did this time feel that way to me?


      Maybe it was because the distance we were walking now felt similar to that between our school and our houses. Because we’d been on winter break for a while, we hadn’t had a walk like this in some weeks.


      It was a different kind of walk home, different from even the walk home coming back from a trip.


      We just enjoyed our time together, walking side by side. The evening breeze was cold, cooling us after a long day of work.


      The lingering chill of the season made me wish that spring would come already. When spring actually came, though, we would both become high school seniors.


      As I let my mind begin to fill with sentimental thoughts, I noticed Nanami was starting to walk slightly ahead of me. She then raised her arms out to her sides, as though balancing herself on a tightrope. Then, turning like a figure skater, she faced me and began walking backward.


      Because there was snow still left on the ground, I worried that she might slip.


      Nanami, though, suddenly asked, “You know how we started dating right after we met?”


      “Um, yeah,” I replied, uncertain where this was going. “You confessed to me, and we started going out...and then everything else happened quickly after that too.”


      “So I just realized that we didn’t really have a relationship with each other before we started dating.”


      A relationship before we started dating. Um, like...


      “You mean like, a time when we were just friends?” I asked.


      “Yeah, that. We didn’t have any of that, you know?”


      She was right. We had just skipped right over the friendship phase and immediately become a couple. I guess, in a way, we had made quite the leap.


      I had also heard some people say that that period before actually starting to date was a lot of fun.


      But I had a feeling that if we had actually been friends under the circumstances we went through, we might not have become as close as we had.


      I wonder how it actually would have been, though. Was it possible for someone to confess to another person, and then for the two of them to be friends first before they actually become romantically involved?


      “That was why I thought of trying out that kind of a relationship at work. Plus we can’t be flirting at work anyway,” Nanami concluded.


      A part of me felt like I understood her reasoning, while another part of me didn’t.


      In other words, Nanami wanted to try to build a different kind of relationship between us at work? More importantly...


      “Isn’t that kind of a relationship still not really optimal while we’re working, though?” I had to ask.


      “Of course I’ll be taking the work itself seriously,” she insisted. “But...how can I explain it? Um...”


      Nanami held her head in her hands, groaning and seemingly racking her brain for the right words. She seemed unable to articulate her thoughts even to herself.


      Though I did feel like I now understood what she wanted to tell me.


      Nanami probably wanted to experience that ambiguous period where two people were more than friends, but not quite lovers—the time that was supposed to be the most fun and exciting for a couple.


      I was pretty certain that this desire had nothing to do with her being dissatisfied with our current relationship. She probably wanted to try something new, or, in other words, spice up life a bit.


      But while we were busy living our day-to-day lives, wanting to change things up was easier said than done. And precisely because of that, she must have thought to try it now, when she was about to start in an entirely new environment.


      We were already going out, so we couldn’t actually revert to being friends. But at least at work, there were people who didn’t know that we were dating, even if the owners and the senpai would immediately figure out what we were up to.


      Even then, today the customers who didn’t know Nanami and I were together teased me, or rather gave me words of encouragement.


      Apparently, in a normal work environment, there were people who kept their relationship secret from others. So maybe this was just something like that.


      I wasn’t expecting Nanami to go as far as this when all we had initially decided was to call each other by our last names at work. Though given the way she was saying all this, she probably just wanted to enjoy the feel of things—to get caught up in simulating the period of being more than friends, but not quite lovers—rather than focus on just how we were actually going to carry out the charade. Though thinking about it in such direct terms really spelled out to me how wild of an idea it actually was.


      “It’s not that you’re unhappy dating me—”


      “Not at all,” Nanami replied immediately. I guess that was a relief...not that I had been seriously concerned about that possibility. If she were intending to reset our relationship, she wouldn’t have proposed something like this in the first place.


      It was just important for me to put the question into words. That was why I asked.


      “I mean, it is bad to be flirty with each other at work,” I murmured.


      “Yeah, it really is. I love that we get to work together, but I’m worried about getting too lax about it and causing problems for other people,” Nanami agreed.


      “It’s important to draw lines,” I said. “I can understand that we have to change our approach to things.”


      “And besides, there are people who change their whole personalities when they’re at work and stuff. So I figured it wasn’t weird to do something like this while on the job.”


      I had never heard that before. Changing your personality while working, huh? If that was actually a thing, then what we were doing wasn’t strange at all.


      If we could exercise self-restraint while being our usual selves, then that would be the best; but if that could be done so easily, we wouldn’t be in this predicament in the first place.


      And most importantly, there was absolutely no way we could cause problems for other people at work.


      So, as a way to get us to control ourselves, Nanami and I were going to pretend like we weren’t dating, at least while we were at work.


      Hence the role-play, bringing us back to the beginning.


      Once we were used to working together, we could, of course, end the role-play. But it was an even better idea simply to have fun during the process.


      “You’re right. I have to make a conscious effort to call you ‘Barato-san’ while I’m at the restaurant. After all, we get to be together in the first place. I have to work extra hard...”


      Earning money was difficult. And because of that, I had to respect the labor that we were performing. There was no way I could be getting distracted while on the clock.


      That was why, in the end, I accepted Nanami’s proposal.


      What did lovers and married couples do if they shared the same workplace? Did they just spend the whole day holding back all their feelings?


      I had heard that teachers who were married to each other weren’t allowed to work at the same school. I’d never seen that policy in action, though, so I couldn’t be sure.


      Still, having committed to calling her “Barato-san,” it now really hit me that...


      “It feels so weird to call you that,” I muttered.


      I didn’t even call her that enough times to be able to say that it had been a while. Frankly, I barely had the chance to; we immediately started dating, and I ended up calling her “Nanami-san” right off the bat.


      “Right? I feel like my mouth is gonna feel all funny until I get used to calling you ‘Misumai-senpai.’”


      “You don’t feel weird when I call you ‘Barato-san’?” I asked.


      “I wouldn’t say I’m a fan of how formal it makes things between us, but... Actually, you know you don’t even have to add the ‘san’ to my name, right?”


      “Without the honorific? With your last name?” I repeated.


      “If it’s from Misumai-senpai, I don’t mind at all,” Nanami said teasingly.


      Oh, there she goes with her role-playing.


      I was starting to feel pretty good about being called “senpai,” but did I feel the same way about calling Nanami by just her last name, dropping even the “san”?


      I guess I was doing the same thing with her first name right now, so was I supposed to just do that with her last name too?


      Barato... I guess it was something I did with other people. But if I were going to call her that way anyway...


      “Barato-senpai?” I mumbled, pretending to be a kohai and seeing Nanami as my senpai. Compared to “Barato-san” from earlier, it felt like it fit my mouth better.


      Had I been born a few months later, I actually would have been her kohai. If that had been the case, would Nanami still have confessed to me?


      I guess there was no use thinking about what might have been.


      More importantly, Nanami hadn’t stopped jumping up and down ever since I called her “Barato-senpai.”


      It was cute, but since hopping around on a snowy winter path was dangerous, I was starting to get nervous.


      “What’s wrong, Nanami?” I asked.


      “Again! Say it again!” she insisted.


      She was begging me just like a little girl would: one hand in the air while hopping like a bunny rabbit.


      Again? Does she mean the whole “senpai” bit? I guess that’s the only real possibility as to what she’s referring to.


      After a long pause, though, I said, “Don’t wanna.”


      “Why not?!” Nanami exclaimed. “Oh, come on! If you look at our work histories in general, I’m definitely your senpai!”


      Our work histories? I guess Nanami has done a lot of different kinds of part-time jobs. Like the ring girl job, and apparently, a bunch of other things too. I guess she really is my senpai.


      “Then, just once, okay...Nanami-senpai?” I said.


      It came out like a question with a rising tone at the end, but Nanami simply closed her eyes and lifted her face toward the skies, as though savoring the moment.


      She seemed overcome by emotion, or perhaps, just deeply moved.


      “That’s good... It is, but...”


      “Well, I guess at the restaurant, you aren’t my senpai,” I concluded.


      I couldn’t help feeling sorry for Nanami as her shoulders slumped from disappointment.


      I also began to feel guilty. It felt like a déjà vu. Wasn’t there an incident similar to this rather recently?


      I’d called Nanami “sensei” before, so calling her “senpai” didn’t feel that weird in my mouth. The fact that I was calling her by her last name was what actually felt awkward to me.


      Maybe I should try dropping the honorific, just like Nanami suggested.


      “Barato?” I said, after several moments of gearing myself up.


      Our other classmates referred to her by her last name. Shoichi-senpai referred to Nanami as “Barato-kun” too, and Hitoshi, too, called her “Barato.”


      Not permitting anyone else to call her by her last name would be too possessive of me, and it simply wasn’t realistically possible.


      That was why calling her by her last name was nothing out of the ordinary. And yet...


      “I don’t know, it feels even weirder than when I called you ‘Barato-senpai’ earlier,” I finally said.


      I had gotten so used to calling her by just her first name alone that I had thought doing the same with her last name would be not only easy, but also not feel strange to me at all.


      Instead, calling her in that way gave me the strangest feeling of them all.


      “Yes? What is it, Misumai-senpai?” Nanami immediately responded. Her voice sounded sticky, almost like a cat trying to get something out of me. I guess this was what people called a purring voice.


      It was the kind of voice Nanami would normally never produce. What was she doing all of a sudden?


      “Why do you sound like you...want me to spoil you rotten?” I asked.


      “Tee hee,” Nanami said, then continued, “Would you like to hold hands, Misumai-senpai?”


      Nanami reached her hand out toward me. She was wearing a thin glove to protect herself from the cold. It was chilly tonight, after all.


      I took her hand in mine. I wasn’t a huge fan of gloves, so I wasn’t wearing any today either. And because of that I could feel the texture of Nanami’s glove directly on my palm.


      When touched from the outside, the surface of the glove felt cool, seemingly to keep the chill from seeping inside. I squeezed her hand slowly, and she squeezed back.


      “It’s fun when you call me by my last name, because it feels like our relationship is about to start moving forward,” Nanami said.


      “Even though our relationship has gone as forward as it could possibly go already?” I asked.


      “You think so? Don’t you think we still have a long way to go? We haven’t even had sex.”


      Even though there was no one around us, hearing her say it so frankly made me nervous. I felt like all sorts of things were going to burst forth from me, and I had to suppress them all by sheer will.


      Maybe that’s true, but still... I mean, obviously I agree that it’s good to have a future we can steadily march toward, but...


      “I feel like I’m gonna have to unlock some more achievements before that ever happens,” I muttered.


      “Personally, I think you’ve fulfilled all the conditions already,” Nanami returned.


      I was getting dizzy from the gap between our conversation now and just earlier, when all we talked about was calling each other by our last names. Honestly, ever since our trip, Nanami had become even more bold.


      From there, we continued walking—wordlessly, still holding hands.


      “Barato, Barato-san... Nanami-san... Nanami,” I continued muttering.


      Then, Nanami suddenly said, “That reminds me, we don’t have nicknames for each other.”


      “Nicknames? I guess we don’t. But isn’t that even harder to use at work?” I asked.


      “Are you serious? But I so wanted you to call me ‘Nana-myan’ or something,” she protested.


      What kind of a nickname is that?! How random. Wait, is it “Nana-myan” because it’s “Nanami”? Is a nickname allowed to be longer than the actual name?


      What I was even more curious about, though, was...


      “Why are you talking about nicknames all of a sudden?” I asked.


      “Oh, you know, because it’s at our part-time job...so I thought it might be nice to have a different way to refer to each other,” she explained.


      Wasn’t “Nana-myan” a bit of a stretch, though? Nanami seemed fine as long as it was different from usual, but that seemed...


      “Wouldn’t that feel like we were totally flirting at work, though?” I pointed out.


      “Darn, guess so.”


      Nanami seemed to have said it already having a feeling that it wasn’t going to fly. After all, us calling each other “Nana-myan” and “Misumai-senpai” at work...


      Wait, that totally makes me—and only me—out to be the crazy one. Making my kohai refer to me as senpai, while I called her by a nickname? I felt like that was breaking some kind of a law somewhere.


      “What were you going to call me?” I asked, steering the conversation in a different direction.


      “Oh, I was thinking ‘Yo-chan,’ like I heard your grandparents say. Or, if it were my original nickname, I was thinking maybe ‘Yocchi’ or ‘Yo-nyan’?”


      After a long pause, I said, “I think I’m going to stick to calling you ‘Barato-san’ at work.”


      Nanami then pouted and complained rather loudly. I mean, come on. I could compromise and allow “Yo-chan,” possibly. But the Nanami originals were definitely a no-go.


      It seemed Nanami’s sense for things like nicknames was rather off...or, she seemed not to mind even when they were somewhat embarrassing.


      If that were the case, then I had to make the first move and draw some clear lines, otherwise we might end up having mortifying nicknames to call each other while at work. I mean, I was pretty sure the owners would never allow for it, but I had a suspicion that Yu-senpai might find it amusing and egg us on.


      That was why, even though I felt bad, I had to nip this anxiety in the bud.


      As I walked on while still holding hands with Nanami—who continued letting me know how dissatisfied she was with my decision—I sighed with relief at how things actually turned out. Last names, indeed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A Change Since the Winter Break


      Why did vacations always feel long and short at the same time?


      Before, I had thought that the end of break was still a ways away. Now, though, I found myself wishing that there was a bit more of it left.


      I guess anything that had a beginning also had to come to an end, because beginnings and endings were but two sides of the same coin. It’s why some said every encounter was just the first step toward parting. That was probably why each meeting was precious in its own way, but still, I couldn’t help but think...


      “I so don’t wanna go to school...”


      That’s right—our winter break had finally come to an end.


      I couldn’t help saying what I said, but it actually wasn’t entirely accurate to say that I didn’t want to go to school at all. To be honest, going to school itself wasn’t the problem.


      Had this been my sophomore year, I would’ve truly, sincerely—from the bottom of my heart—not wanted to go to school. Like, I would’ve not wanted to go to school so bad that I probably would’ve come down with a serious migraine.


      Now, though, I didn’t find school to be a source of physical pain. Okay, fine, it wasn’t a source of pain before either, but that was because it hadn’t been a source of anything. School itself was just a bunch of nothing to me.


      But now, school life had its own colors and vibrancy. I had no complaints on that front. If anything, I was looking forward to seeing my classmates after being away from them for a while.


      Then what was I so unhappy about, you ask?


      “I can’t believe I have to get up early again,” I muttered.


      That was all it was, really. During winter break I could sleep in as late as I wanted, get up whenever I pleased, and do whatever frivolous thing I felt like doing that day. With the break ending, though, we had to go back to school.


      “Remember how we woke up way earlier than this when we went on our trip?” Nanami asked.


      “I know, but...I wonder why I can’t bring myself to get up early at all on school days.”


      I listened to Nanami’s voice as I changed into my school uniform. The only sounds that filled the room were our two voices, along with the rustling of clothes.


      Don’t get me wrong; she didn’t stay over. It wasn’t like she spent the night and we were now waking up together or anything like that. Nope. Not at all.


      Like I said before, our long winter break had come to an end—and we were going back to school starting today.


      Nanami and I had returned from our trip, gone to work, taken care of our remaining homework assignments together and, when we were free, went out on dates and spent time together.


      And at the end of all that, there was one significant change—which might have been the biggest event of this past break. Depending on how you looked at it, it might have been even more significant than the fact that we went on a trip together.


      That change being that there were now days that Nanami and I didn’t spend together.


      I knew that if I said this out loud Baron-san and the others would tell me that that was totally normal, or, to put it another way, they would be in disbelief that, except for the days when we were both visiting our relatives, Nanami and I were together basically the entire break.


      But seriously. This was a huge change for us.


      Now that Nanami and I even shared the same part-time job, we really were starting to spend all our waking hours together. Some days, we were together from morning to night. I knew sometimes that was said figuratively, but it seemed pretty wild that we were literally together “from morning to night” on a daily basis.


      Except when that became the case, various parties began to murmur their discontent.


      “Don’t monopolize Nanami!”


      “Establish laws prohibiting monopolization of Nanami!”


      Yeah, it was Otofuke-san and Kamoenai-san, along with Nanami’s other friends.


      Unlike me, Nanami had a lot of friends. Like, a lot a lot. And of course, she had known her friends for way longer than she and I had been dating. So those friends of hers were starting to clamor that they, too, wanted to hang out with Nanami once in a while.


      “If you’re with each other all the time, aren’t you gonna get tired of each other sooner rather than later?”


      “Misumai-kun’s a guy, he must wanna be by himself sometimes.”


      “Yeah, he has to spend time with other guys too.”


      “I’m opposed to laws prohibiting the monopolization of Nanami! Opposed, I say!”


      Okay, that last bit got a little confusing there. I mean, if we opposed laws prohibiting monopolization, wouldn’t that mean we can monopolize Nanami...?
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      When Nanami and I just looked at each other in confusion after hearing all these comments, everyone just seemed exasperated. We couldn’t help it; we just didn’t understand what they were talking about.


      Still, what they said made a kind of sense. Not the part about getting tired, of course. But based on what we chose to do with our futures, we might end up at different schools, and maybe we would spend less time with each other.


      In fact, that wasn’t a maybe. That was a definitely.


      When that happened, it’d be bad if we couldn’t function because we missed each other too much, or our productivity dropped because we failed to adjust to being apart. We couldn’t let our relationship negatively affect our day-to-day lives; we would become totally codependent. Well, maybe we wouldn’t, but I had a suspicion we might.


      We had spent so much time together this winter break that it became natural for us to be with each other. That, though, felt like taking a step toward dreaded codependency. I mean, during the entire second half of break, even when we didn’t have a date or other plans to see each other, we still ended up in one of our rooms together.


      That was why Nanami and I decided to pencil in occasional days when we deliberately wouldn’t see each other.


      When we said that, Nanami’s friends asked us if that was our form of rehab. Maybe it was, or something like it. After all, Nanami and I had spent so much time together that being together became our default.


      Besides—not to go back to the bit about getting tired of each other—if we spent some time apart and then saw each other again, maybe things would feel fresh, and we would be able to make new discoveries about each other.


      That was why we spent yesterday, which was also the last day of break, separately: Nanami hung out with her friends, and I stayed at home playing games all day.


      I mean, I guess I didn’t just play games, but since games were my hobby, they did take up a good portion of my day.


      And that was how we spent the last day of our winter break. I was still surprised that I ended up not spending it with Nanami.


      Uh, what was I talking about? Oh, right: the reason I was chatting with Nanami right now. It actually goes back to what we did on that last day of break.


      To get back on topic: It was evening, and Nanami and I were updating each other about how we had spent our respective days. It’d been a minute since the last time we talked on the phone to tell the other how the day went.


      Nanami had gone out with her friends for the whole day, had been asked all sorts of things about me, and had had a great time before coming home exhausted from all the fun.


      I, on the other hand, had gone through various game contents I had accumulated over time, participated in an in-game event with Baron-san and the others, and did other activities that I used to enjoy in the past—though, truth be told, it all felt kind of lacking now. I guess I also cooked? I made lunch and ate it alone.


      In any case, we talked about how Nanami wanted to eat my cooking next time, along with any other topic we could come up with to stretch out the last bit of our break...until the intervals between Nanami’s yawns became shorter and shorter.


      She definitely seemed pretty wiped out. Just as I was thinking about heading to bed myself or just staying up talking until we both went to sleep, Nanami whispered, “I wonder if I can wake up tomorrow...”


      The anxious question, spoken as she rubbed her eyes, was another sign of her gloom at school restarting the next day. And in that moment I, too, became reminded of the reality that the following day was the start of the new academic term.


      Actually, I was worried about whether I would be able to wake up on time the next day too. During the break, even if I had been tired, I would have been fine if I slept in a bit the next morning. Once school started, though, that would not be an option. Of course I could just go to bed earlier, but that was difficult to do when I wasn’t accustomed to it.


      So, in order to wipe away both our anxieties, I made a proposal to Nanami.


      “Shall I wake you up tomorrow?” I suggested.


      “Mm... That would be nice, but can you wake yourself up?” she asked, with a teasing tone.


      I knew she was trying to provoke me, but her response gave me an idea instead. It was going to be our first day back after winter break, after all; it would be nice to have something a bit...spicier.


      The idea didn’t make much sense; it had simply occurred to me, and I had no idea whether Nanami would be up for it. Still, it seemed like a nice way to wrap up the break. That was all I was thinking then.


      I coughed once to clear my throat. Then, in response to Nanami’s suspicion, I opened my mouth slowly—as if to mimic her provocative remark.


      “You wanna bet on it?” I asked.


      “Bet?” Nanami repeated, her formerly sleepy eyes narrowing momentarily at my remark.


      She didn’t seem it, but Nanami was actually pretty competitive. Maybe not competitive, but more like the type who, once they committed, wanted to win. At the very least, she wasn’t the type to remain quiet at the mention of a challenge.


      Maybe this part of her was actually pretty obvious; after all, it was precisely because of her oddly competitive nature that she did things like take a bath with me.


      She seemed to take the bait, though, because she asked, “What kind of bet?” in an overly confident voice. I could tell that there was not a doubt in her mind that she would win.


      “The person who wakes up first, and then wakes up the other, wins,” I explained.


      “That’s pretty simple,” she murmured. “What time do we start?”


      “How about six o’clock? If we count getting ready and everything, it would probably be good to be up by then.”


      Nanami considered my proposal, even groaning slightly, as though she were contemplating it right this moment. How about it? Does Nanami like it? I was slightly nervous, but then...


      “Okay, sounds like fun. I can’t possibly lose with those rules. And when I win...how about you have to grant one reasonable request from me?” Nanami suggested.


      And that was how our early morning challenge came to be...one from which I emerged victorious.


      More like, Nanami just failed to wake up. And that was why we were now getting ready while talking on the phone.


      “Seriously, though. You sounded so confident yesterday,” I said, incredulous. “And you overslept.”


      “I guess I am just my mother’s daughter,” she said. “I really knocked out. But if we had done this before winter break I feel like I would’ve won this easy.”


      I think I had heard once that Tomoko-san wasn’t a morning person either. Did her lifestyle have something to do with it? Maybe she tended to stay up late at night? But wasn’t Tomoko-san a housewife? Perhaps there were reasons we didn’t know about that prevented her from easily getting up in the morning.


      “Oh, it’s okay. We only have our first-day assembly today, so we’ll be able to go home at lunchtime,” I said.


      “True. But dang it, I lost to Yoshin. I wonder what he’s gonna do to me...”


      “Wait, what are you saying, and so early in the morning too?” I murmured, as Nanami made a rather questionable remark. I never said I would do something if I won, did I? Besides, Nanami was the one that lost—why did she sound like she was hoping for me to do something?


      “What? You’re not gonna do anything?” Nanami whined, obviously grinning on the other end of the line.


      “I am not,” I declared. “Come on, if you’re up, you should get ready.”


      “Fine,” Nanami said, clucking her tongue. “I’m gonna take off my pj’s now. You wanna watch, and make that your prize?”


      Why is she saying something so seductive? Besides, even if she shows me through the phone, it’s not like I can do anything, so it’s kind of pointless. If she’s gonna change, she should just change in front of... No, wait. That’s not the point.


      What was I saying? Was Nanami influencing me too much? I may have been thinking all that, but I wasn’t saying it out loud, so I should have been safe...


      “I-It might be a bit too challenging for me to change in front of you,” Nanami mumbled. “Even on our trip, we still changed separately, didn’t we...”


      Arg, I totally did say all that out loud. My mouth just couldn’t be trusted.


      Now that she had mentioned it, though, we had never actually changed in front of each other before. I realized that that should be a given, but since we, in fact, had not, I was going to get it on the record as such.


      Which was less conceivable: having taken a bath together, or never having seen each other change before?


      Maybe it was both.


      “Nanami, let’s pretend the last minute or so didn’t happen. For now, we can settle on me not seeing you change,” I finally said.


      “O-Okay. But in that case, I’ll at least stay on the line while I do it,” she responded.


      An awkward silence settled between us, and we both continued getting ready for school without hanging up. Soon, though, I began hearing all sorts of sounds coming from the other end of the line. Slipping, tugging, pulling, sliding... Modern technology was really something else. I was impressed that the phone was able to pick up such faint sounds and make them available for me to hear.


      The unexpected sounds I heard...were the rustling of clothes.


      In other words, I was hearing Nanami undress in real time. From the sound of something grazing her skin, to something falling to the floor...


      “B-By the way!” I hollered, panicking and raising my voice so as to drown out the sounds coming from Nanami’s end of the line. Nanami must have been shocked by my sudden outburst, because I heard her drop something.


      “J-Jeez! You startled me so bad, you made me drop...my underwear,” she said.


      “Under...?!”


      “Oh, did you wanna know what I was holding? My boyfriend gets so pervy first thing in the morning!”


      “That’s not it, okay?! Plus why did you take a pause before saying ‘underwear’?!”


      As we got ready for school for the first time after our long break, I found my mind filling with both hope and anxiety for our return to school.


      As a sidenote, I still do not know what exactly Nanami was holding in her hand at that particular moment in question.


      ♢♢♢


      What was the difference between winter break and summer break?


      There were several differences, of course. Summer break didn’t have any snow, while winter break did. You might hear of folks having a total makeover over the summer, while folks rarely did such a thing in the winter.


      In the region where we lived, our summer break was fundamentally shorter than our winter break. But in exchange, our winter break was so long it felt like we were actively trying to make up for the brevity of our summer vacation.


      But even so, summer still felt like the time for new things to happen. I guess it really had to do with the total “summer makeover for a post-summer break debut” bit.


      The more I thought about it, the more I realized that we tended to use the word “debut” in spring or summer, like in “high school debut” or “college debut.” In that case, maybe winter wasn’t the time to try out new things. It was a season of silence and stillness. With all the snow piled up on the ground, it really did become super quiet.


      Still, even in winter, I felt like it was okay for something new to begin.


      “Good morning.”


      “Morning!”


      When Nanami and I entered our classroom, a few classmates who were already there returned the greeting. It really had been a while since we last walked into our classroom and greeted each other like this.


      Exchanging greetings. It felt like an ordinary act, but in the past I used to enter the classroom without saying anything at all, so to me, I could feel the change in me quite clearly with just that one simple action.


      Nanami and I removed our coats and put them in our lockers as we muttered on about how cold it was today too. The classroom was warm inside, so we were okay even after taking our coats off.


      When I sat down at my seat, though...


      “Hey! It’s been a minute,” Hitoshi said as he raised his hand at me.


      “Morning, Hitoshi,” I replied. I hadn’t seen him since the Christmas party, so it actually did feel like it had been a long time.


      It seemed like such a long time, in fact, that he appeared different from before, perhaps a tad bit more mature than when I last saw him. Huh? Did Hitoshi always look like this?


      His hair had been dyed slightly blond, and he had gotten a tan so that he somehow appeared more masculine now. Wait, a tan? Why is he tanned?


      “Comes in...different colors?” I muttered to myself, tilting my head in confusion.


      “I’m not a certain line of popular monsters, all right?” he replied, his eyes narrowed in mild exasperation. Fine, but I mean, why is he tanned? He didn’t look like that at the Christmas party, did he?


      I was mildly surprised by the fact that he had gotten a tan in the middle of winter, but the people around us didn’t seem to be as caught off guard by it as I was.


      I guess it was possible to get sun while skiing. People who played winter sports could get tanned that way, and apparently, getting a sunburn then was even worse than the kind you got in the summer.


      But Hitoshi really had gotten a nice, even tan, and he looked rather healthy because of it.


      “Why are you tanned in winter?” I finally had to ask.


      “Well, you see, I ended up going to Hawaii during the break... Oh, this is for you,” he said as he handed me a cookie in the shape of a pineapple. It was cute, with a red dried fruit in the center.


      When I looked around, I saw that people around me were also holding cookies in their hands. I guess he was passing them out to everybody. What a diligent guy.


      “Thanks, I’ll take it...but Hawaii, huh? I guess you can go even when it’s not a class trip,” I let out.


      “Sure you can. I mean, Hawaii’s there no matter what.”


      “I see, Hawaii’s there, huh?” I said, then continued with, “Uh, no, I can’t go even then. Could it be...are you actually a rich kid? Young master Hitoshi, maybe?”


      “Knock it off. My parents like Hawaii, that’s all. And since New Year’s is about the only time they can go, I just end up going with them.”


      “Young master, your loyal servant is delighted to hear this,” I said, pretending to speak like an old butler.


      “Dude, we’re the same age. Why are you acting all old? And you’re the straight man, remember? Not that I can stick to this particular joke.”


      I couldn’t quite explain, but being able to keep up with him as we quipped at each other, despite not having seen each other for a while, tickled me.


      I opened the wrapping of the cookie that Hitoshi had given me to try it. It was crispy and quite delicious. The dried fruit was tart and went well with the shortbread dough’s soft sweetness.


      Come to think of it, Nanami and I didn’t buy any souvenirs for our classmates. Though I guess no high schooler wanted a classmate to buy them souvenirs from a hot springs trip. That would probably be more appreciated once we were adults. Things were different when it was Hawaii, I guess.


      Still, going abroad for a family vacation... I didn’t know that actually happened in real life. I had assumed that stuff like that only happened on TV. Was Hitoshi actually from a well-off family? Given his tan, they must have stayed there for a good number of days.


      “Is that why I didn’t see you at the shrine for hatsumode?” I asked.


      “Ah, right. I actually haven’t been to hatsumode yet. Did you go with Barato?”


      “Yeah, I did. Nanami...is over there with her friends, I see.”


      “All of them wouldn’t stop complaining about the monopoly over her during winter break,” Hitoshi whispered.


      Oh, so those girls must be the ones who couldn’t hang out with Nanami on the last day of break. I mean, how could I help not monopolizing her, except for the last day?


      Nanami seemed not to know how exactly to handle her friends either. I glanced at her, idly thinking maybe I should go over there and help her out, but she just winked, nonverbally telling me she was fine.


      It did seem not that smart for me to walk into a group of protesting girls.


      “So what were you up to during the break? Just going out on dates every day with Barato? Man, that actually sounds so nice... One of these days,” Hitoshi mumbled until he asked, “I mean, uh, did you go on any trips at all?”


      That question was a critical hit. Yes, we did go on a trip. Just the two of us. Wait, he doesn’t know, does he? I didn’t tell him anything, did I?


      Even when I looked at him, Hitoshi didn’t seem like he knew and was teasing me for it. He seemed simply interested in chatting about what we both did over break.


      He didn’t mean anything by it. He didn’t, but...


      “I...did not. Go. On any. Trip,” I replied.


      “Why do you sound so stiff...?”


      I was so flustered by his question that I sounded robotic in my reply instead of nonchalantly cautious like I intended. Did it work, or did I just make things harder for myself?


      Was it better just to tell him? No, this wasn’t something to share lightly. I also needed to check with Nanami if I could tell others about it. Though a part of me thought she might say something like “Huh? Yeah, of course—why not?”


      No, don’t decide so easily. It’ll probably cause problems if we tell people. My anxiety was mainly in terms of all the lewd gossip that would probably come out of telling people. They’d definitely ask whether we did...stuff.


      What happened with Kotaro-san and Chizuru-san was still fresh in my mind. Even our own relatives didn’t believe that we did basically nothing. It would be even worse trying to convince our friends. If I were in their shoes, I definitely wouldn’t believe me either.


      And since we didn’t need to get permission from the school to go on a trip, we hadn’t said anything to anyone yet. If I told them, and they started talking about inappropriate conduct and whatnot...


      Yikes. I wanted me and Nanami to be able to avoid any unnecessary trouble at all costs, especially given that we were soon to become seniors.


      For now, I should just do what I could to make zero waves. I might tell Hitoshi at some point, but that point certainly wasn’t now.


      Though maybe Nanami had already told a few people...but I only thought that because the girls surrounding her started letting out giddy shrieks.


      I couldn’t deny that we were perhaps digging ourselves into a giant hole.


      “But you’re so cold, dude. Not even contacting me once the whole break?” Hitoshi continued. “You didn’t think to hang out with just the guys—”


      “Huh? It’s okay for me to ask for that?” I blurted.


      At my remark, Hitoshi let his jaw fall open. He seemed shocked...or, he seemed to be wondering what in the world I was saying.


      I mean, inviting someone to hang out with me during break... Didn’t that seem like too much of a hurdle? I couldn’t even hazard a guess as to what we would do together.


      “Huh? Isn’t it fun to just do normal stuff? Like, get together, go grab a bite to eat, and just hang out somewhere?” Hitoshi remarked.


      “Is that what’s normal...?”


      I didn’t quite know what was considered “normal” by everyone else. These days I was doing more group activities with our classmates, so I thought I understood these things a bit better than before. But even then I still didn’t know how I was supposed to “hang out with friends.”


      “So, wait, it was okay for me to invite you to hang out? I spent all of yesterday just playing games,” I confessed.


      “That’s precisely when you’re supposed to hit me up! If you’re free, call me! That would’ve been like the perfect time for us to have some guy time!” Hitoshi exclaimed.


      That’s how things work? It didn’t occur to me at all. I’ve only ever thought of spending time alone, so I didn’t even think to invite someone else. But, I see, times like those I guess I can contact him...


      “But aren’t you scared of contacting someone and then bothering them by contacting them? And it’s probably annoying to get phone calls when you can’t get to them,” I muttered.


      “You’re not a stalker, so that wouldn’t bother me at all. Most people wouldn’t think anything of it! And if I can’t get to the phone, I’ll just call back later,” Hitoshi replied.


      “But if I worked up the courage to call someone and ask if they wanted to hang out, and there was absolutely no response, I’m pretty sure I would never call them again. I think I’d actually come to hate phones entirely.”


      “Wow, don’t sound so positive while saying something so negative. What’s with the fire in your eyes?” Hitoshi said with a sigh.


      But, I mean, weren’t phones kind of scary? Receiving calls was okay, but there was a certain terror associated with making calls myself. I was even afraid of typing messages into our group chat. Though I had absolutely no problem doing that with the chats in my online game.


      Now that I thought about it, though, I used to be adamant about not having voice chats in games early on too. Given that I was comfortable doing that now, maybe I would get used to phone calls one day too.


      I suspected, though, that I would never get used to making calls myself, no matter how much time passed. Oh, but maybe I would be able to handle it if I texted the person first and then called them.


      Oof, maybe not. The thought of my text never getting a response seemed pretty depressing.


      “Hey, quit thinking about it so much,” Hitoshi nudged. “Just call me. It’s not a big thing.”


      “One of these days,” I murmured.


      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure you’re never gonna call me.”


      What was I supposed to do? I rarely invited people to hang out with me. I just wasn’t used to it yet.


      Still, maybe it was something I should try. Playing games all day yesterday was fun, but moving forward it seemed worth it to try experiencing new things as well.


      Without realizing it, though, I found myself heaving a deep sigh.


      “Even though I still get nervous, I can at least ask Nanami out on dates,” I protested.


      “Uh, you realize that that’s usually the more difficult thing to do, right? What did you guys used to do when you were just friends? Like, when you used to just hang out? Don’t tell me you just showed up at her house as a shock tactic.”


      What do you mean, “shock tactic”? Nanami and I didn’t do stuff like that. No, wait, I guess it’s that she and I didn’t get to have that “friends phase” in the first place...


      I started to explain, but then I stopped myself.


      Right—Hitoshi didn’t know about this, and if I told him, I would be opening up a can of worms. It was probably better just to divert his attention.


      “It’s just that, uh...I always preferred spending time by myself,” I said.


      “Hm. I guess your New Year’s resolution is to invite friends to hang out, huh?”


      “That makes me sound like I’m an elementary school student, but since I actually can’t do it, there’s nothing I can say to that,” I said, shrugging awkwardly. Hitoshi just laughed good-naturedly. Maybe he was right; it would be nice to learn to ask people to hang out with me.


      I guess I really didn’t see any of my friends during winter break. That meant, though, that...


      “I forgot to say,” I began.


      “Huh? Say what?” Hitoshi asked.


      I straightened my back and corrected my posture. I couldn’t sit on my heels, of course, so I wanted at least to sit up straight. Seeing me, Hitoshi sat up straight as well.


      I then placed my hands lightly on my knees and bowed in my seat.


      “Happy New Year. I look forward to another year with you,” I stated.


      “Oh...same here. I look forward to another year too,” Hitoshi returned.


      When I added that I knew it was a bit late, Hitoshi only gave a wry smile and acknowledged that we hadn’t had a chance to exchange New Year’s greetings yet. Greetings were important—even more so when they were for the new year.


      Despite this greeting coming kind of late, New Year’s greetings were strange in that they still managed to refresh and renew my emotions no matter what. Given that it was the new calendar year, I would have to greet everyone at school anew. I managed to do it with Shoichi-senpai at work, and I ran into Teshikaga-kun while on our hatsumode visit. Other than that...


      Wait... Are those the only guy friends I have? Is that a lot or no? Wait, having friends isn’t about numbers. The chosen few is a thing. Yeah, I’m probably okay. I have to greet my other classmates too, so there shouldn’t be any problems. That’s what I’ll tell myself.


      “And? What are you gonna give me for my New Year’s money?” Hitoshi asked with a grin.


      “You don’t need to give this a punch line, you know,” I said, and to Hitoshi’s expectant palm I just slapped my own hand in it, as if giving him a high five.


      ♢♢♢


      “Wait—so, you got to see that girl you met when we were on the class trip?” I asked Hitoshi.


      “Ah...uh, yeah, when I was in Hawaii for New Year’s. It was kind of a coincidence—like, when I told her I was going back, she told me that she wanted to see me,” he muttered in response.


      “So that’s why you went with your parents. You made it sound like you didn’t wanna go, but you must’ve been all in on the idea,” I said.


      “Well, I don’t know if I was in on it like that...though I guess I kinda was looking forward to it.”


      “Young master, your loyal servant is delighted to hear this,” I replied, revisiting my butler character.


      “Master, what’s that all about?” Teshikaga-kun asked me with a wry smile.


      Hitoshi, meanwhile, seemed uncharacteristically embarrassed. Given that I was usually the one that was being teased, having the situation be reversed for a change was kind of nice.


      But wait, if he told her that he was going to Hawaii, then...


      “You exchanged contact info with her? That’s pretty impressive, dude,” Teshikaga-kun finished.


      “Ah, so that’s what it was, huh? You did that during the class trip, right?” I asked.


      Hitoshi was blushing at Teshikaga-kun’s astute observation. Unlike his embarrassment from earlier, this one seemed to be for real. I felt bad continuing to tease him when he seemed this shy about the whole thing.


      Hitoshi then roughly scratched his head and began to speak, as though he were remembering something.


      “I didn’t think I’d actually be able to connect with her. I kind of did it on a whim, you know,” he explained. “I thought it’d be just for the summer while on the class trip. But then...”


      Still blushing and grasping for words, Hitoshi went on to explain what happened over winter break. Teshikaga-kun, who was sitting next to me, was also listening to him with much interest.


      “You didn’t think you’d be able to connect? But didn’t you contact her after you got back?” I asked.


      “Of course not. I told you when we were coming back from Hawaii that stuff like that should just remain a sweet memory to look back on, didn’t I?” Hitoshi insisted. “Though, to be honest, a part of me did hope that I might possibly have a chance...”


      It seemed Hitoshi hadn’t contacted her, and neither had she—leading him to believe that that was the end of things.


      Except when another trip to Hawaii was on the horizon for him, he figured it wouldn’t hurt to get in touch with her again—and, lo and behold, there was a reply from her at lightning speed.


      Suggesting that they meet up.


      “Weren’t you just telling me that I should contact you more often?” I asked.


      “It’s different between a guy and a girl!” Hitoshi exclaimed. “Though I guess you were saying that it was easier for you to call up Barato and stuff...”


      “Seriously? I still get super nervous when I’m trying to call Kotoha,” Teshikaga-kun said.


      Hold on, Teshikaga-kun, I get nervous when contacting Nanami too. It’s just that the nervousness has now become part of the joy. So nothing’s changed, really.


      “Wait, this isn’t about me,” I blurted. “Right now we’re talking about the girl from Hawaii.”


      “Ah...right. Yeah, so, we met up in Hawaii...and we hung out...and I introduced her to my parents—”


      “You’ve already introduced her to your parents?!” I shouted.


      “Look, you and Barato are practically engaged, so no matter how much you try to tease me, it’s just gonna come right back at you.”


      True. I should probably keep my mouth shut.


      Still, it really did seem like Hitoshi was in the midst of the springtime of his youth. The circumstances did seem a little peculiar, but then I admit I hadn’t expected Hitoshi to find himself in love at all.


      Just then, I heard a breeze pass by—and felt it come in through the slightly opened window. The whistling sound almost sounded celebratory. I pursed my lips to pretend to whistle—though I couldn’t actually produce any sound.


      And like that, the three of us continued talking about relationships.


      We were currently in one of the open classrooms in the school. The room also happened to be a place that Nanami and I had once met each other in secret. No one was here, and it was the perfect place to shoot the breeze after school.


      And the reason the three of us were talking like this... Well, I guess we were having...guy talk? I’d heard of “girl talk” before, but was there such a thing as guy talk too? Oh, whatever. This was guy talk among just us guys.


      We had only our first-day assembly today, which meant that we didn’t have actual classes and thus were able to finish our day before noon. Just as I was thinking about going home, though, Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun came up to me. Since this was the first time we had seen each other at school in a while, they wanted us to have some time to catch up with each other.


      Nanami and I had talked about what to do today, and all we had decided to do was go home, eat lunch, and then...nothing else. In other words, I was free. I probably would’ve just played games before, but...


      Nanami told me, “How about you go for a change? You know friendships are important too,” like she was my mother or something.


      And so, here I was.


      By the way, when the three of us were walking down the hallway, we passed by the school nurse, who said...


      “Well, well. Look at the Three Stooges. Or maybe the Stumbling Trio?”


      “What’s that?” we all asked.


      “Yikes, must be a generational thing. Wait, hasn’t that one been rebooted, though?” she mumbled as she nonchalantly walked away from us. I hadn’t heard of the second thing she said, but was she talking about us when she mentioned the Three Stooges? Wait, really?


      In any case, the three of us were talking about a variety of topics, but...


      “Wow, so, an international marriage, huh? Or a long-distance relationship at least?” I asked.


      “I don’t think we’re talking marriage yet. We’re not you and Barato, after all,” Hitoshi replied.


      “Nanami and I haven’t gotten there yet either,” I said.


      “‘Yet,’ huh...?”


      How rude. Wait, is this rude? But it’s true that Nanami and I aren’t married. Though I guess we have done something similar. In a church, no less. Anyway, it seems spring is finally coming for Hitoshi. It is, isn’t it?


      “So, long story short, I actually wanted to get some relationship advice from the two of you,” Hitoshi suddenly said.


      “Me?” Teshikaga-kun and I said simultaneously, both of us pointing to ourselves. Hitoshi just looked at us, nodding fervently.


      I could understand why he might want to hear from Teshikaga-kun, but...why me?


      “Since Teshikaga just started dating Shirishizu recently, he’s kind of in the same boat as me. So it’d help to get advice from that perspective,” Hitoshi explained. “And needless to say, when it comes to love, Yoshin is the mightiest of us all.”


      “Wait wait wait. I’m not at all the mightiest! I’m like a total weakling, if anything,” I protested.


      “Come on, man, when it comes to relationships, you’re probably the most powerful person in the whole school,” Hitoshi reiterated.


      “I agree, master is probably the most supreme,” Teshikaga-kun murmured.


      What the. I had no idea what criteria they were using to determine who was strong or weak. It worried me that even Teshikaga-kun agreed.


      After all, I was pretty certain that Teshikaga-kun was stronger than I was...physically, at least. Oh, whatever. I felt like pressing further on a topic that I knew nothing about was going to be more trouble than it was worth. I should just let it go.


      “But she’s from a different country, right? I’m not sure if I’ll have anything useful to offer,” I continued.


      “And on my end it was one-sided for a really long time...plus I even messed up once,” Teshikaga-kun reminded us. He said it without hesitation, but it was no laughing matter. Maybe the fact that he could say it so easily, though, meant that he was starting to get past it. They did say, though, that there was much that we could learn from our mistakes. In that sense, too, Teshikaga-kun seemed way more powerful than me.


      “You fool, you and Takumi are now dating such pretty girlfriends...which means that you need to be the ones giving advice. So give me advice! This is your duty...please,” Hitoshi said.


      He was saying it was our duty, and yet he was also giving us an extremely proper bow. It was such a perfectly executed and beautiful entreaty that it almost scared me.


      Still, I was supposed to be the one to give Hitoshi advice? That didn’t feel right to me at all. Teshikaga-kun, too, had his arms crossed as he tilted his head in consternation.


      Honestly speaking, I wasn’t sure if I could really be of help to him. Could I be responsible enough not to say anything problematic? I mean, we were talking “advice” here. I still asked for advice from Baron-san sometimes. And when Nanami and I had just started going out I was constantly going to him for help.


      Come to think of it, Baron-san said something to me back then: that if I was feeling grateful for his counsel, then I should one day pay it forward. It was probably when I mentioned that I would pay him back somehow for all his support...and then he told me that, rather than repaying him, I should instead help someone else.


      Back then, I never imagined that I could be someone who could give advice to others—so I was skeptical about whether such a day would ever come. Did this mean, though, that the day had come?


      That felt like quite the responsibility, and it wasn’t like the topic of discussion had become any easier. In fact, I still didn’t know what we were going to actually talk about.


      But I felt now that my past actions had a kind of purposeful continuity to them. I was even feeling strangely willing to return the favor to those who helped make my relationship with Nanami so strong.


      I was unsure how much I could do to help, but giving a hand to a friend in need seemed unlike anything I had ever done before—and it was a good feeling. To put it another way, I had come all this way precisely because I had done things I normally never would have done, so adding one more thing to the pile wouldn’t hurt.


      I let out a soft sigh, as though I’d resigned myself, and said, “Oh, fine. I don’t know how useful I can be, but if I can help in some way I’d be glad.”


      “I’ll do what I can too,” Teshikaga-kun joined in. “I’m not that good at speaking English, but I can at least do what we’ve learned in class, so if you need help with that, just let me know.”


      When I finally agreed to help, Teshikaga-kun also followed suit. Wait, huh? Isn’t Teshikaga-kun supposed to be a delinquent? Why is he so good at his studies? I could never say something like, “I can do what we’ve learned in class,” even if my life depended on it.


      I guess this was what people referred to as a delinquent who was also an academic.


      When we agreed to help, Hitoshi—who had been bowing this entire time—raised his head and smiled widely. I simply raised both my hands, surrendering to his enthusiastic pleas.


      If he was going to be this excited, I guess it really was a huge responsibility. I had no clue what I was supposed to do, but if he ever did need advice, I guess I would just have to do my best.


      “I’m so grateful...thanks, guys,” Hitoshi said, then continued, “So, my first question is...”


      “That was fast. I didn’t think you had something to ask us already,” I said wryly.


      “I thought he called us out because he already had something he wanted to talk about,” Teshikaga-kun muttered.


      Hitoshi, though, waved his hand around as if trying to appease us, and then showed us his phone screen for some reason. It was displaying a message from someone.


      “And this is...?” I asked.


      The message was rather brief. It wasn’t written in English; in fact, it was written in very proper Japanese. If the person wasn’t speaking figuratively, then it probably meant exactly what it said.


      It said, “I’m going to see you.”


      “So, actually...the girl from Hawaii is coming here next month. To sightsee,” Hitoshi said. He brought his palms together and added that his first request was for us to share recommendations for good date spots he could take her to.


      Date spots... I don’t really know them either...


      Even though I had just said that I would help, I already found myself in quite a pickle.


      ♢♢♢


      After my first session of guy talk, I was sitting in my room, just looking up at the ceiling.


      A part of me still couldn’t register what had happened, since the experience was so new to me, but the fact that someone was relying on me did genuinely make me feel good.


      It did, but—I was still worried that I wasn’t suitable to be giving advice at all.


      Should I even be giving advice? Could I give advice? The more I stewed in these thoughts on my own the more pessimistic and anxious I felt about the whole situation.


      I was also probably feeling inferior to Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun as well.


      Teshikaga-kun started dating his childhood friend after a series of twists and turns. Hitoshi, who had always talked about wanting a girlfriend, managed to reunite with the girl he met while traveling. Both of them had rather dramatic and romantic meet-cutes. It was almost as if...


      “They’re like the protagonists of a love story,” I murmured.


      That’s right—both of them seemed to exude a kind of main character aura. That was the first thought that had popped into my head.


      Plus Teshikaga-kun was formerly...no, I guess currently still a delinquent, and yet he was secretly...no, openly dating the serious class rep.


      Hitoshi seemed like a class clown, but whenever there was an event in our class he always seemed to be at the center of it, and he could be counted on when it really mattered. He even seemed to have hit it off with a girl he met while taking a trip abroad. And they were already at a point in their relationship where they were seeing each other in both their respective countries.


      “This is seriously incredible. Like, is this actually for real?” I had to ask out loud.


      Just hearing it described like that made it sound totally unreal. And yet it was real. I guess truth was stranger than fiction.


      I described my two friends to be like the protags of love stories, but it wasn’t just their circumstances; it was also their personalities. I didn’t know how to describe it, but those two were definitely part of the cool crowd. And it wasn’t just the guys; the girls seemed that way too, even though I’d never met Hitoshi’s girl before.


      I, on the other hand, was just a member of a nondescript mob at best. I mean, before I met Nanami, I was definitely a background character. I was the type who had so little presence that I blended in with my surroundings. If I were in a novel, I probably wouldn’t even have had a name.


      The fact that I was dating Nanami had promoted me to being at least a side character. Though Nanami was definitely one of the main ones.


      This was bad; when I was by myself, I couldn’t help spiraling—or just thinking things that made me feel sad.


      As I sat in my room alone, spacing out to the max, the doorbell rang, letting me know someone had come to my house.


      And what impeccable timing this person had; they were who I wanted to see in this very moment.


      I called out a loud “Coming!” despite knowing that she couldn’t hear me, making my way quickly toward the front door. My parents weren’t here, but I didn’t hurry to the door because I thought the person waiting would think the house was empty otherwise; it was because it was my guest that had arrived. I had to switch gears and get out of my sad, sad state of mind.


      “Welcome,” I said as I opened the door.


      “I have arrived! Thanks for letting me drop in,” Nanami said with a smile on her face, waving with one hand while the other held a grocery bag.


      I invited her into the house, and the two of us proceeded to the kitchen rather than my room. Nanami already knew where my kitchen was, as well as her way around it.


      Once we put down the grocery bag, I took out two aprons from the cupboard and handed one to Nanami. We then put on our aprons at the same time.


      Indeed: Nanami already had her own apron here at my house. We also had a few other things that Nanami used too, like cooking utensils, as well as a change of clothes.


      I mean, even I wondered why more and more of my girlfriend’s stuff kept appearing at my house when she and I weren’t even living together and I still lived with my parents. Nanami wondered the same thing too.


      But there was little I could do to stop it, because behind all this material accumulation was my own mom. This apron, too, was a present that she had bought for Nanami.


      In fact, Nanami and I always wore these aprons whenever we cooked together. Now, too, as we donned our matching aprons, Nanami clapped her hands loudly and declared, “Okay, then—shall we make lunch?”


      “Yes; thank you for your guidance,” I replied.


      We had finished school early today, which meant that we hadn’t eaten lunch on campus. That was why Nanami and I decided to cook lunch together after school ended. We had to be careful about our spending for a while, and eating out was expensive. We would have to cook our own meals ourselves, and we might also have to scale back on going on dates that took us out too far.


      She and I discussed, and decided, that we should try to do more free things. We couldn’t spend what we didn’t have, after all.


      If I had been more capable and resourceful, I wouldn’t have had to put Nanami through all this financial hardship... No, wait, it wasn’t like we were married, so financial hardship wasn’t quite the right way to put it.


      Still, if I had a lot more money, would I have been able to give Nanami nicer things, or take her out on nicer dates? Not that Nanami was the type of girl to be drawn to money, but still.


      This was bad: I still hadn’t shaken off my earlier melancholy. I was still feeling negative even though Nanami was here with me. I was in the middle of preparing a meal, though; I had to concentrate.


      As I was washing the veggies, though, Nanami whispered—in the middle of peeling some potatoes—“Is something wrong?” She was holding a knife, so she was looking at the potato in her hand rather than at me as she spoke.


      I was making a conscientious effort to act cheerfully, but it seemed I was unable to hide my true feelings from Nanami—or maybe she just picked up something based on what I said.


      In that moment I was overcome with gratitude for the fact that Nanami was with me. But I also felt pathetic for making her worry about me like that.


      “Hey now,” she continued, “don’t get all sad even before you tell me anything.”


      “Huh? How did you know?” I muttered.


      Having finished peeling her potato way faster than I could, Nanami started to peel her next one—but then stopped. She then tilted her head and closed her eyes to think for a moment before replying, “Just ’cuz? Maybe your mood?”


      “Seriously? You could tell just based on instinct?” I asked.


      “I mean, we’re always together. You’d probably be able to tell if I were feeling down too.”


      Was it really like that? Now that she had said that it would be pretty terrible if it turned out I couldn’t tell when Nanami was down. Still, if Nanami did seem sad, I guess I would try to cheer her up regardless.


      “Will you hear me out for a bit?” I asked her.


      “Of course. It’s important to air out things like that, instead of trying to hold it all in.”


      She was probably right that bottling up negative emotions would lead to no good, especially something like this that didn’t directly impact either of us.


      Just as I started to talk, though, Nanami let out a soft “Oh.” Taking a moment to deliberate, she let go of the knife to place it on the cutting board. She then placed one of her hands next to my face, as though relaying a secret. Bringing her lips closer to my ear, she finally whispered, “You can let out everything you’ve been saving up inside.”


      I nearly dropped the vegetable I was holding. She clearly, clearly knew what she was talking about. I mean, of course she would know about stuff like that, but still. Plus the way she said it clearly indicated that she had learned it from that pervy class rep. How dare she go around planting unnecessary seeds in Nanami’s mind...


      “Oh, this one I looked up because I thought you might like it. On my own too,” Nanami suddenly said.


      “Huh...?!”


      Wait, what do you mean, I might like it? It feels like something terribly shocking was just thrown at me. That single comment was so loaded I couldn’t even process it. I just ended up muttering, “So, you’re saying that...you think I...”


      “I just have this feeling...that maybe you’re a bit on the masochistic side,” Nanami murmured.


      “Okay, so we need to talk about that right now,” I stated.


      Wondering how Nanami had arrived at the idea, I asked her more about it—and of course, it turned out that she may have looked it up of her own volition, but the instigator was none other than that class rep of ours. That class rep was always doing things she didn’t need to be doing.


      Nanami hadn’t said anything explicitly about the trip we took, but she did seem to have mentioned to her girlfriends that over the break our relationship had moved forward slightly. Of course, she had kept secret the part about us taking a bath together. But she did suggest pretty heavily that we had gone on a trip together. She also seemed to have made it a point to clarify that we didn’t go all the way.


      Upon hearing that, some of her friends berated Nanami for being chicken; some backed up Nanami and instead called me chicken; and then others attacked both of us for being chicken. There were several different reactions, though all of them seemed unreasonably harsh. No matter what, at least one of us was being called chicken.


      Though if we had to say whether we were or weren’t, then maybe we leaned toward the former.


      Still, I felt like we should have been commended for having the self-restraint not to go all the way, rather than getting scolded for it. Though this might steer us too far off topic, so I should probably stop.


      In any case, it was Shirishizu-san who commented on the fact that things hadn’t progressed in our relationship where they most counted, saying, “Maybe it’s all a part of a big tease...”


      And with that, the floodgates were flung open. They said that I liked being teased, and if that was the case, then maybe I was a masochist...and that, indeed, I seemed much more of a masochist than a sadist...


      And before I knew it, people had got it into their heads that I had certain sexual proclivities...and as a result, Nanami ended up researching what being a masochist actually meant. Hence her remark earlier.


      In other words, Nanami’s comment was the result of Shirishizu-san’s comment, Nanami’s friends supporting that comment, and also Nanami’s own curiosity—all wrapped up in the power of friendship. Though I wasn’t sure if I was a huge fan of the power of this particular set of friendships.


      “What did you think? Did you like it? Did it please you?” Nanami went on.


      “Why are you...picking up such questionable things?!” I exclaimed.


      “What do you mean?” Nanami asked innocently. “Maybe you’re the one who’s questionable, for thinking that this is anything but pure and innocent.”


      “Enough! Time for lunch!” I shouted, trying to resume our lunch preparations while Nanami was clearly attempting to provoke me. Nanami, too, grinned as she picked up her knife again.


      I had told her that I would leave the selection of the ingredients to her, so I was simply helping to prep everything per Nanami’s instructions. The actual cooking was going to be Nanami’s task. She was far better than me at seasoning and flavoring food, though thanks to her tutelage I was getting better at cooking too.


      Also, since starting my part-time job, I realized that seeing people enjoying their meals made me feel really happy. When people ate delicious food, they always looked so blissful. The fact that cooking could create such joy made it a truly incredible act. I cooked sometimes too, but hearing Nanami say that the food I made was delicious always made me feel like I could fly.


      I recognized those feelings somewhat belatedly, but nevertheless I found myself enjoying cooking more and more.


      So, the lunch that I made today with Nanami was what the internet called the “This Is Good Enough” combo—rice balls made with plenty of salt, pork and veggie soup, omelet, wieners, and pickles. There were two types of seaweed that the rice balls were wrapped in: the soft type and the crispy type. The rice balls didn’t have any filling in them, other than the salt on the outside. It would have been tasty with fillings too, but the concept for today’s lunch was apparently just to bite into some plain rice balls and drink some pork soup.


      We laid out the prepared dishes on the table alongside some hot tea—real tea, not the kind made from a powder. I couldn’t help but think of how luxurious it was.


      Just then, though, Nanami murmured, “So, actually,” her voice low as she looked down at the table.


      “Hm?” I let out, my palms about to come together for me to give thanks for the food that lay before us.


      “I actually thought of making curry for lunch today. With a sunny-side up and wieners on the side,” Nanami went on.


      “That sounds tasty too,” I said. “But why did you change your mind?”


      “Because you seemed kind of down. So, rice balls,” she said, picking up one of the rice balls from the serving plate. She then enveloped it with both her hands, as if to shape it—even though it was already in the shape that it was meant to be in.


      “You touch rice balls with your hands when you make them,” Nanami said, gesturing. “So I thought that if I shape them while putting positive vibes into them, then maybe you’d cheer up too.” Saying so, Nanami gently squeezed the rice ball in her hands. Its size didn’t change much, but after she squeezed it she handed it to me.


      I took the rice ball from her and then brought it up to my mouth.
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      “It’s delicious,” I murmured.


      “Because I imbued it with tons of good energy! Are you feeling better now?” she asked.


      Nanami is amazing. The weird feeling I had earlier is completely gone. Though I was feeling better even before I ate this rice ball.


      Realizing then that I had forgotten something important, I placed the partially eaten rice ball down on my plate. I then brought my palms together and said, “Thank you for this meal.”


      “Yes—thank you for this meal,” Nanami joined in.


      Salutations were important. The thanks we gave at the start of a meal was particularly so: If we were to receive the lives of others as sustenance, then it was crucial to give thanks to them. I had heard that such salutations existed in other countries, and it was probably because many cultures felt similarly. After all, humanity couldn’t survive without eating.


      I ate the rice ball, drank the pork and veggie soup, bit into the wieners, and placed the entire piece of omelet into my mouth in one go. Nanami laughed at that and said that I certainly seemed to have an appetite.


      Though the meal was peaceful, it was doing wonders in energizing me. As we ate, I explained to Nanami what I had begun to share earlier, as well as what happened in my guy talk session. If I were to explain how I had been feeling earlier, I also needed to tell her about Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun.


      “Wow, that totally is the springtime of youth. That sounds amazing,” Nanami sighed.


      “Yeah, right?” I agreed.


      “But wait. Is it okay for you to share all this with me?”


      “Yeah, Hitoshi said he wanted to hear your opinion too, so he said it was okay.”


      Nanami seemed relieved that I hadn’t shared anything confidential without checking with the guys first...but then her expression immediately turned slightly displeased.


      Huh? Did I somehow make her angry?


      That was what I thought, but Nanami leaned forward over the table and reached her hand out toward me—except that the table was too large for her to be able to reach over and touch me. Nanami gave up but for a moment, and then she stood up and walked over to my side.


      I was confused to see her do this in the middle of our meal, but Nanami sat down next to me and reached out both her hands...to pinch my cheeks. She then proceeded to pull them sideways.


      “Nanameh, he harts,” I said, my contorted face distorting my words.


      Seeing me unable to pronounce words properly, Nanami puffed out her cheeks a bit, locked eyes with me, and then pursed her lips. She looked upset, and it hit me that I hadn’t seen her make this expression in quite some time.


      “Jeez, Yoshin,” Nanami began. “Look, you don’t have to think weird things like that...like you’re a mob character and stuff.”


      “Well, I mean, compared to those two, aren’t I pretty plain and normal?” I protested.


      “What are you talking about? Normal is awesome. Plus you’ve got a pretty distinct personality yourself,” Nanami replied.


      “Huh? Oh, come on. There’s no way I’m distinct in any way,” I countered, laughing.


      Nanami, though, seemed utterly serious.


      Huh? Seriously? What about me is at all unique? I didn’t have the slightest idea.


      “I’ll tell you in full the next time we have lots of time to spare, but...at the least, just know that there’s no way that you could ever be some random background character,” Nanami declared.


      “Really? You think so...?”


      “Besides, to me,” Nanami began, removing her hands from my face and putting them together bashfully.


      From her gesture, I got a hint of what she was trying to tell me. I braced myself to prepare for whatever might come at me. That way, even if her words ended up being a critical hit, I should be...


      “For me, you’re totally the protag...so I would be happy if I could be your heroine,” she muttered.


      Shoot, her words were devastating. I thought I had prepared myself, but I was pretty certain I had been dealt a fatal blow. I felt like I was going to throw up blood—but out of delight, not embarrassment.


      “I see,” I mumbled. “Well, if I am the protag, then you’re definitely the heroine.”


      “Yeah. Tee hee, a happy ending would be totally the best, huh?” she said.


      A happy ending was the best; Nanami was absolutely correct. I, too, loved happy endings. I liked stories with bad endings too, but in real life I was only willing to accept a happy ending.


      That might be difficult in reality, but it was okay to want that anyway, wasn’t it?


      “So I hope that Kenbuchi-kun gets to be happy too,” Nanami continued.


      “Yeah, true. Though I’m not really sure what to tell him when it comes to date spots,” I countered.


      “What do you mean? She’s coming next month, right? It’s the perfect timing.”


      Hm? What’s Nanami talking about?


      “Next month is perfect? Is there something going on?” I asked.


      “Huh? Yoshin, are you being serious right now?” she inquired in return. She just looked at me, her mouth hanging open and a look of exasperation forming on her face. Her expression actually made her look kind of silly, in a cute sort of way. Anyway, Nanami asked me if I was serious, but... Next month? I thought to myself as I crossed my arms and tilted my head. I couldn’t think of anything at all.


      Nanami, though, continued looking at me, and gradually the look in her eyes changed to that of a benevolent saint.


      “Yoshin,” she began, “I was really debating whether I should tell you this or not. I mean, you probably didn’t really care about stuff like this until now, so I figured you hadn’t realized it.”


      “Hadn’t realized what? Me? Is there an anniversary or something coming up?” I asked.


      It hadn’t yet been a year since Nanami and I started going out, and Nanami’s birthday was in the summer, so there was nothing going on next month that I could think of. At least, as far as I knew there wasn’t any particular anniversary for quite some time.


      Oh, maybe it’s Saya-chan’s birthday? But I haven’t heard when that is, so I guess I can’t possibly know about that. So what is it?


      “You genuinely can’t figure it out, huh? In that case, I’ll just tell you,” Nanami said as she sighed once, then leaned forward with one of her index fingers raised in the air. She seemed to be letting me know that this was my final chance to take a guess, but I still couldn’t come up with anything...so I simply waited for Nanami to tell me the answer to the riddle.


      “Next month is Valentine’s Day,” she finally said.


      When I heard those words, I tilted my head even further and muttered, “Valen...tine...?”


      “Are you for real?!” Nanami shouted, so astonished her voice rang loud and clear in the entire kitchen.


      It seemed I had been more obtuse than even she had prepared for.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: An Event That Was Neither Relevant nor Familiar


      Oh, come on. Even I knew about Valentine’s Day. There was no way I wouldn’t.


      The reason my reaction was so slow, therefore, was rather simple: I just didn’t realize that Valentine’s Day was coming up next month.


      Knowing something and being able to associate that with real life were two separate things, not unlike the way knowing something theoretically didn’t guarantee we could apply it practically.


      It was just that this time, the event happened to be one that had particularly little to do with me.


      So when Nanami started explaining to me what Valentine’s Day was, I rushed to assure her that she didn’t need to do that.


      I then voiced my suspicion that she thought I was really ignorant or something, but then she pointed out that I had a history of displaying zero interest in things that I...well, had zero interest in.


      So it wasn’t necessarily that I was ignorant...but, yes, she was absolutely right: If I wasn’t interested in something, I wouldn’t even bother to remember it. Valentine’s Day didn’t even register with me because I didn’t get chocolates from my mom anymore. She was still gifting them to my dad, but once I told her I didn’t need them, she stopped giving them to me.


      Why? Probably because I was just embarrassed about it.


      I saw something about Valentine’s being a day for professing your love, and I had just thought, well, the person mom loves is dad, and what she feels toward me is probably familial love...or some such. Though clearly there was nothing wrong with getting chocolates for Valentine’s Day because of familial love.


      Regardless, it was now an annual event in my household for my mom to give my dad chocolates for Valentine’s, while, at the same time, she reminded me that I could ask her for some whenever I wanted some too.


      Of course, I always told her that I didn’t. End of story.


      Because of that, for several years now, I hadn’t received any chocolates or anything. If I said that I didn’t like chocolates that much anyway, it would sound like I was putting up a front. Though the lack of gifts had truly never been an issue for me.


      “Gosh, you really were pretty cynical, huh? Or were you just apathetic?” Nanami muttered.


      “I feel like it’s a bit different from that...though I can’t really be sure.”


      When I explained to Nanami my thoughts about Valentine’s, she became very exasperated with me. She just sat there with her eyes narrowed, her face disbelieving.


      Was I being cynical? I couldn’t help but wonder, but I could at least understand that maybe I was a little bit different from other people. Still, I suggested, “But wouldn’t me being cynical be more like talking about how Valentine’s Day was just a Japanese commercial conspiracy?”


      “Well, I feel like not saying that and just genuinely treating Valentine’s like any other day is more cynical,” Nanami responded.


      Is that how it is?


      Nanami had been frustrated with me like this before, but I felt like she was more in shock now than she had ever been, compared to the times when we talked about the class trip or the school festival. Both of those events took place technically during school hours, but Valentine’s happened every year and had nothing to do with school. Was that why it was different?


      She was, in essence, appalled that I would ignore such an event. But again, I really couldn’t help it. It really had had nothing to do with me before, so much so that it seemed almost like a cultural difference.


      “Though I kind of like you being cynical too,” Nanami murmured.


      Nanami always managed to find a way to compliment me. I worried a bit that maybe she affirmed my existence a little too wholeheartedly. I mean, how could she like someone who was cynical?


      When I thanked her, she looked like she wanted me to commend her too, so I decided to pat her on the head. I used to think that girls didn’t like to have their hair touched, but Nanami actually liked getting her hair stroked.


      No, it wasn’t just my imagination. The last time I did that, she told me explicitly, “I like it when you pet me like that.” That was why I did it from time to time.


      Let’s get back on topic; we were talking about Valentine’s—right, Valentine’s Day. When I told Nanami that it had had nothing to do with me before, she brought her fingers up to her lips as though trying to remember something.


      “I mean, weren’t the girls in your class handing out obligation chocolates to everyone? You know, the kind they give to all the guys regardless of whether they were close or not?” she asked.


      “What in the world is that? People pass out chocolates?” I repeated.


      Here, too, was another piece of cultural knowledge with which I was unfamiliar. Passing chocolates out to everyone seemed pretty spectacular. Or was it that people did so because they were counting on getting something in return later?


      When I mentioned that possibility, Nanami gave me another insulted look, telling me that I shouldn’t seek remuneration in Valentine’s. Yes, you’re absolutely right about that.


      But doesn’t it feel less special if you’re handing chocolates out to everyone? What’s that, now? Everyone was quite happy? All the guys were?


      “Hatsumi and Ayumi and I would buy random candy in bulk and pass them out, but everyone seemed pretty excited about that. Some of the guys were even worshipping us for it,” Nanami shared.


      They were worshipping them? Like they do gods and buddhas? Weren’t they just happy that it was Nanami? Well, maybe the fact that it was Kamoenai-san and Otofuke-san as well is pretty big too. At the very least, the guys could claim that they had gotten chocolates from those girls.


      “Ayumi was even saying ‘Demons out, chocolates in’ when she was tossing the chocolates out,” Nanami added.


      “Isn’t that mixing up two different events? Wait, does she actually throw them around? Like chocolates to ward off evil spirits?”


      Shoot, I kind of wanna see that. Maybe it isn’t totally proper to play with our food, but I’ve even heard of an event where you toss rice cakes around. If you’re gonna eat it later, I feel like it’s okay. As long as it’s with your friends.


      “Hatsumi hands them to people like normal, but for some reason every time she gives one she pairs it with an insult for anyone who asks for them. I have no idea what that’s all about,” Nanami said.


      It seemed there were pretty advanced players in the game here. Though I had seen on the internet that an insult served as a reward for some, I had to admit I had never seen it in real life. And Otofuke-san was willing to play along, huh? Nanami’s two friends really did get into things like that.


      I now understood how those two girls spent Valentine’s Day at school...or actually, maybe I understood it less now. Even so, I at least knew what they did. But then, what about Nanami? Did Nanami always hand out obligation chocolates to her male friends too?


      Well, of course. Even if Nanami wasn’t comfortable around guys, there was still the possibility that she did such a thing anyway.


      If I had known her during my sophomore year, would she have given me one too? Or maybe that just wasn’t possible.


      Still, the thought that Nanami had once given chocolates to someone other than me...gave me a weird feeling. I’m such a small-minded guy, getting jealous over something that my girlfriend did a long time ago.


      Something similar happened before, so I knew I wasn’t supposed to feel this way...but I just couldn’t stop those emotions from welling up.


      I really have to get better at controlling my feelings.


      “Oh, don’t you worry. I didn’t hand out any of the chocolate,” Nanami said.


      Wait, really?


      The fact that Nanami told me not to worry, even though I hadn’t said anything out loud, was most likely because she had surmised what I was thinking just from the expression on my face. I therefore didn’t need to ask how she knew. Being read like an open book by Nanami wasn’t anything new, though that was separate from the question of whether or not I should be concerned by such a thing.


      “Why didn’t you?” I asked.


      I felt like one often ended up doing stuff like just to go along with the flow of things. Though I had to admit I was happy to learn that Nanami had never given chocolates to anyone before.


      Nanami got in a casual stretch, as though her past actions weren’t anything notable.


      “I mean, I guess I didn’t really like being near guys at the time...plus I was kind of weirded out by the fact that the guys would crowd around Ayumi, or get excited when Hatsumi berated them, or even get on their knees to beg the other girls in the class for chocolates,” she shared.


      Nanami even added that it spooked her when during one Valentine’s a male classmate had knocked her over, an unreadable expression on her face as she told me about it. She smiled, but it was wry and awkward, the best she could do when remembering something like that.


      How could something like that be so chaotic? Wait, there was even someone begging on their knees? Did they really want chocolate that badly? I was curious whom the guy had done that for, but it turned out to be a girl I didn’t know. And it seemed like the guy had begged like that because he got carried away: The girl had offhandedly remarked that if he wanted chocolate he should kneel for it, and then he ended up doing it—rather eagerly—and inched his way toward her in that state...


      I still didn’t understand, of course, even hearing the explanation. And it seemed like those two were actually dating now. Yeah, I really didn’t get it at all.


      Maybe it meant that he liked the girl so much that he was willing to beg on the floor if it meant getting a piece of chocolate from her. If that were the case, then I might be able to understand where he was coming from.


      If I had been insulted by Nanami too, or told that if I got on my knees she would give me chocolate, then I would... Wait, would I, though? I could understand getting berated, but...well, maybe I couldn’t.


      But Nanami wouldn’t do something like that in the first place. She would probably just hand me the chocolate without spectacle. Nanami wouldn’t insult...insult me...


      Wait, why am I feeling slightly disappointed right now? And what was I just thinking about? The comment Nanami had made a little while ago, about me being slightly masochistic, replayed itself in my head—and with that, a tiny shiver went up my spine.


      I was pretty sure I didn’t have that kind of proclivity.


      In that moment, though, Nanami asked, “Would you get weirded out by that too?”


      “Oh, uh... That wasn’t what I was thinking, actually,” I mumbled.


      “It’s okay. Even if you are a little bit masochistic, that doesn’t change the fact that I like you.”


      “How did you know? This is seriously scaring me. Wait, can you seriously read my mind?”


      “Well, that was mainly based on where our conversation was headed, and the fact that you were muttering something about being a masochist while looking both happy and frightened at the same time. It’s not a big deal, though.”


      It certainly was a big deal. No matter how much my facial expressions revealed what was going on in my brain, I didn’t expect to be so accurately sussed out like that.


      Uh, what were we talking about again? Oh, right. The fact that Nanami hadn’t participated in handing out chocolates.


      “So, you’ve never given chocolates to anyone before?” I asked Nanami.


      “Not since middle school. I might have done it in elementary school, but I don’t remember it. As for my dad...”


      “Oh, you must have at least given some to Genichiro-san, right?”


      “Well, actually...”


      Nanami suddenly seemed reluctant to go on. Huh? Wait, don’t tell me you haven’t even given your father chocolates for Valentine’s. Isn’t that kind of bad? Was she going through a phase?


      Nanami, though, just shook her head to deny those suspicions. I was somewhat relieved to hear that she had at least been giving chocolates to Genichiro-san. I mean, it seemed almost scary if even he hadn’t gotten chocolates from Nanami. And imagine what would happen if I started getting chocolates instead of him.


      “I do prepare a chocolate for my dad, but...it’s actually my mom’s job to give it to him,” she explained. “So I think the last time I gave it to him myself was probably when I was in elementary school.”


      It seemed Tomoko-san wasn’t even willing to let her daughter take on the role of giving chocolates to her husband. It must just be an indication of how deep her love went, but it was still somewhat surprising nonetheless.


      Nanami, too, was now muttering something about how she must have gotten the possessive lover gene from her mom, though if you asked me, I didn’t think Nanami seemed possessive.


      Still, there were moments when I felt that Nanami and her mother had similar personalities. That must be because they were simply mother and daughter.


      Upon hearing more about it, though, I couldn’t help being slightly surprised by the fact that Nanami’s history with Valentine’s Day also seemed somewhat skewed. I had assumed that Nanami had for years very smoothly passed out chocolates to everyone around her. Even though she felt uncomfortable around guys, Nanami was still very good at following through on these kinds of events and practices. And because she was so proper, I assumed that she would do her due diligence and equitably pass out chocolates to everyone. But if she really hadn’t participated in passing them out in the past, I guess that really wasn’t something she had done before.


      I found myself feeling mixed emotions, both happiness and something more complex. I, too, had never actually received a proper gift of chocolates for Valentine’s Day.


      Wait, why am I just assuming that I’ll be able to receive chocolates from Nanami? There’s no guarantee that she’ll give them to me. But she will, won’t she? I mean, she seemed so happy when we talked about Valentine’s Day that one time. She seemed to be looking forward to it and stuff.


      I then started thinking about what I would do if she didn’t actually give me anything on the day of, but then...




      “That’s why...this is the first Valentine’s where I’m actually giving something serious to a boy,” Nanami said.




      When I heard those words, both my mind and body froze.


      We had been talking about how she had or hadn’t given chocolates in the past, so her sudden remark caught me completely off guard.


      Maybe Nanami was embarrassed, because after saying that she turned her head away from me slightly. Her cheeks were a pale shade of pink, and her lips formed a little pout.


      When I didn’t say anything in response, Nanami very reluctantly turned to face me again. I mean, I wasn’t staying silent out of malice or anything, but...


      “You’re not gonna say anything about it?” she asked.


      She seemed so adorable when she was pouting like that. Wait, more importantly...I had to reply.


      So, after a slight pause, I asked, “So...it’s really your first time?”


      “I might have given out some obligation chocolates when I was in elementary school and stuff, but...as far as I can remember, I’ve never given them to a specific boy before,” she replied.


      “I see. Is that so,” I muttered.


      “What about you, Yoshin?” Nanami whispered.


      I was pretty sure I wasn’t so dense as to ask her what she meant by that question. As in, I was pretty certain that she was asking me whether I had ever received Valentine’s chocolates from anyone else before.


      I already explained to her my thoughts about Valentine’s, and I also shared with her that I hadn’t even received chocolates from my mom recently.


      But what about before that? What about from other girls? Had I gotten chocolates before, ever? That was probably what she wanted to know.


      What was the correct way to respond? I wasn’t sure, but even still, I furiously engaged my mind in order to answer Nanami, who had asked the question with such shyness.


      I once heard that people on the brink of death saw their life flash before their eyes, not as a way to recall their past, but as a way to search for a way to save themselves. I wasn’t on the brink of death, of course; I was just desperately culling through my entire life up to this point for a clue. Obviously there were more things I had forgotten than not, but I still waded through my sea of memories and searched for the answer.


      After a brief silence, I slowly opened my mouth, and I could hear how Nanami fearfully drew in her breath.


      “Probably not, as far as I can remember,” I replied.


      “Then...it’s your first time?” Nanami confirmed.


      “At least...it’s my first from a particular girl...I think.”


      Probably, definitely, maybe. I couldn’t help but use such words, but at the very least, I had no recollection of receiving chocolates when I was in elementary school or middle school. I figured that one would usually remember when one received chocolates like that, so if I couldn’t remember it, it probably didn’t happen.


      “It’d be super awkward if it turned out that we both had experienced it all before, huh?” Nanami said with a giggle.


      “Is that even possible? Besides, how would we even find out?” I asked.


      “Who knows? What if one day you reunite with some girl from your past, and she says, ‘But I gave you chocolates that time!’ Or maybe a girl who had given you chocolates before comes to our high school as a first-year next year?” Nanami suggested.


      “What’s with those dramatic developments? If that’s the case, then it’s possible for some guy who had gotten chocolates from you to show up too, right? Like a senpai you reencounter when you go to university or something.”


      Oh, shoot. Just saying it is starting to make me nervous. If someone like that shows up, I’ll have to go up against him and fight him with everything I’ve got. But I still feel really anxious about the possibility.


      Determination and uneasiness could coexist. Nanami, though, stared at me blankly for a moment and then burst out laughing.


      Did I say something weird?


      “Jeez, if I’d liked someone enough before to give him chocolates, don’t you think I’d remember that?” Nanami insisted. “There isn’t anyone like that, and if someone suddenly did show up and said I’d given him chocolates when I was so young that I couldn’t even remember it...”


      “If someone did show up?” I pressed.


      “Isn’t a guy who remembers something from that long ago and brings it up...actually kind of scary?” she asked.


      She was absolutely right. If Nanami couldn’t remember whether she had given something to someone, it probably was something that happened around elementary school. And if a guy had gotten chocolates from her back then, and if he brought it up when he met her again and asked her if she still liked him... He would be quite the creeper.


      But would he really? If the girl were as beautiful as Nanami, maybe he couldn’t help hoping for that possibility. Though as an elementary school student she probably would have been more cute than beautiful, so maybe this wasn’t the case.


      To remember one’s first love from elementary school... It was a romantic idea, but to some people it might be scary rather than romantic. I see—that was a good thing to keep in mind.


      “In other words,” I said, “I’m the only person under suspicion here, given that I can’t remember for sure.”


      “If you can’t remember then it probably means you didn’t. Oto-nii says he remembers the day he first got chocolates from Hatsumi, but that’s probably because he likes her,” Nanami replied.


      It made sense that we would remember receiving such a gift from the person we liked. Since I had no memory at all of such a thing, it was most likely I hadn’t received any chocolates. Still, the suspicion lingered.


      Nanami was probably half kidding right now, but if there was any moment in the future that betrayed some past incident, it could create genuine problems.


      My motto these days had been to take down any flags that foreshadowed the possibility of any tempestuous events. I had been acting on it as much as possible since starting to go out with Nanami. Sometimes I failed, but I at least managed not to repeat any past errors. Humans made mistakes, but we could also reflect on and learn from them.


      “Okay, then let’s reset,” I said as I clapped loudly once, then twice. This was the gesture we did when we prayed at a shrine, one that was said to ward off evil spirits. By doing it now, I felt like I was managing to clear any evil that would have befallen us.


      When Nanami tilted her head and repeated “Reset?” I puffed out my chest as confidently as possible and said, “I declare this year’s Valentine’s Day our first Valentine’s together, and that we are both giving and receiving chocolates for the first time in our lives.”


      “That’s quite the declaration,” Nanami said as she clapped, though she seemed simultaneously amused and mildly exasperated.


      That’s right: I wasn’t saying anything revolutionary, but in the event that this Valentine’s wasn’t actually our first for either of us, then all we had to do was just to say that it was and that was that. Even if things came out later on, it wouldn’t shake the fact that this year’s Valentine’s was the first time I was receiving chocolates, and the first time Nanami was giving them—because that was what we decided.


      The past wasn’t going to disappear just like that, you say? But even so, if we couldn’t remember it, then it was as good as gone. If one day those memories ever came crawling out into the light, we could think about it then.


      “Then, this year’s will be my first Valentine’s, huh?” Nanami agreed.


      “Yup, and it’ll be mine too,” I replied.


      “So we’re both first timers!” she remarked giddily. “If that’s the case, then I’ve really gotta get pumped up—and make a whole slew of stuff.”


      “You’re gonna make things yourself? Then should I get pumped up to receive them too? How would that even work?”


      Having just declared it our first Valentine’s Day, we were getting ready to enjoy it to our fullest, with neither guilt nor worry.


      As for me, I was only going to be getting something for Valentine’s, which honestly just meant I wasn’t going to be doing much of anything at all. Or was there something specific to think about for a Valentine’s Day date? It’d be best to do some research just to make sure Nanami enjoys herself.


      Should I try to get time off for both of us that day? I should ask the owners about it.


      Nanami continued talking excitedly about the event for a while, but then she suddenly murmured, “But if it’s the first for us both, then it’d be pretty awkward if we mess it up, huh?”


      “Wait, what are you talking about?” I had to ask.


      I felt like Nanami was starting to talk about something other than homemade chocolates, so I had to quickly stop her from changing topics.


      She must have known, though, because she stuck her tongue out at me like a mischievous child...and giggled happily once again.


      ♢♢♢


      February is always the month of Valentine’s Day, but it also includes a different event, one that is unavoidable for students like us.


      It is, of course, exams—and final exams, to boot. It’s the set of tests that serves as both the culmination and assessment of everything we learn during the academic year. At our school, this last batch of exams for the junior year takes place in February.


      That was why even though Nanami and I had only just started talking about enjoying our first Valentine’s together, we realized that we also needed to spend time studying for exams...as well as college entrance exams. Nanami seemed to be preparing in various ways already, but I hadn’t even decided what to do after graduation.


      Nanami and I had talked vaguely about how it might be fun to go to the same university, and my parents had also said figuring out what I wanted to do while I was at college was an option as well. They also told me not to worry about tuition, which I was grateful about. Even I understood that that wasn’t something to be taken for granted.


      Had this been me from before, I would have probably just gone to college in total apathy. The change in my mindset was probably all Nanami’s influence. I felt like I had become better at openly expressing my gratitude toward my parents, just like Nanami always did toward hers.


      I ended up talking at length about studying and taking college entrance exams, but this was all to express that we had been busily spending our days hitting the books while also putting time in at our part-time jobs. Given that this year final exams were scheduled before Valentine’s Day, the fact that it was only the beginning of February meant we still had a bit of time. Except the only people who actually felt that way were probably those who had been studying regularly up until now. I had become more diligent about academics recently, but even then, I was still behind on a lot of subjects.


      Actually, Nanami and I often found ourselves studying even when we were hanging out together. I guess we were having what people called study sessions. I was grateful for them, and it was a plus that I wasn’t getting in the way of Nanami’s studies either.


      Today, though, I wasn’t having a study session with Nanami, but with the guys instead. I felt like ever since we had our first guy talk the other day, I was getting more opportunities to hang out with them.


      This time Nanami and the girls were going to join us later. We were all going to review together and quiz each other on areas that would show up on the tests.


      Why weren’t the girls going to join us until later, you might ask? I wasn’t quite sure, but I had heard that they were going to have their own girl talk session too. Given that these particular girls had nothing to worry about when it came to the exams, they were probably going to talk about Valentine’s stuff.


      The three of us guys, therefore, decided to have a study session in my room. But then...


      “Oh wow, your room is pretty big. I’m jelly.”


      “Thanks for having me, master.”


      It was Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun, of course, and it was a new experience for me to have someone other than Nanami be in my room. When I texted my parents and said, “I have friends over in my room, so you might not know we’re here,” they were super surprised.


      Or, rather, they were crying...? I mean, it was just a message, so I was pretty certain they weren’t actually crying, but they really seemed shocked and thrilled that I had invited friends over to our house.


      Maybe I shouldn’t think too much about it.


      “I’ll go get us some tea. Have a seat wherever,” I told them as they settled into the room.


      “Got it, I’ll look for some pervy magazines while you’re away. I bet you have some with gyaru girls in them,” Hitoshi said.


      “Teshikaga-kun, if Hitoshi does anything weird, feel free to punch him,” I said.


      “Roger that,” Teshikaga-kun replied.


      “Wait, do not roger that! We’re supposed to be studying today!” Hitoshi hollered.


      He was one to talk, given his immediate interest in looking for pervy magazines. I only left the room after seeing Teshikaga-kun salute me with his right hand and make a fist with his left. I thought I heard a muffled sound erupt in the room immediately after I left, but I probably just imagined it.


      What kind of a person looked for pervy magazines at a study session, anyway? Well, maybe that was just what Hitoshi did.


      At least for me, I was not interested in seeing anything related to perviness when it came to my friends. Did friendship operate differently for the rest of society? I guess that was something that I could just figure out eventually.


      For now, I needed to make tea...and maybe get some snacks together too. If Nanami were here I would grab some sweets, but I didn’t have the slightest clue what kinds of snacks were appropriate for guy talk.


      Given that I had no idea, I decided that I would be safe if I got some savory items along with some sweet items...just not chocolate. After all, our main event wasn’t to enjoy snacking; it was to study.


      Though I guess Hitoshi had mentioned wanting to get our thoughts about something before we started studying. I assumed it was about the girl he talked about the other day, but maybe there was something else too.


      Studying, falling in love, working part-time, hanging out... Life for a high schooler was more difficult than I thought. Though I guess I was a high schooler too. And my new life really highlighted the fact that I spent my sophomore year doing absolutely nothing.


      “Okay, I got us some tea and snacks... Er, what are you guys doing?” I asked, walking into my room and finding Teshikaga-kun restraining Hitoshi. They were in the middle of some kind of wrestling move, with Hitoshi face down on the floor.


      “Oh, uh...Hitoshi said something about how under the bed was a common hiding place,” Teshikaga-kun muttered.


      “Dude, who hides stuff like that there? And who even has physical magazines in this day and age?” I couldn’t help asking.


      “You...idiot... Who do you think...you’re...talking to...?!” Hitoshi let out.


      Even though he looked pathetic, at least Hitoshi managed to say something that sounded pretty cool. Seriously, how are you managing to make yourself in this situation look like a hero who’s rising up in a moment of crisis?


      But fine, I didn’t have anything pervy on my phone either. But besides that I still didn’t think there were a lot of high school students that owned physical copies of stuff like that anymore.


      “It’s precisely because it’s the age of convenience that we gravitate toward material objects,” Hitoshi stated.


      “I mean, I think you have a point, but...”


      He was talking about reading material of a sexual nature. Though I guess having passion for anything at all wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. All things considered, he wasn’t being entirely illogical here.


      In any case, I offered tea to Hitoshi, who had been liberated because of my return, and Teshikaga-kun, who had kept a hold on Hitoshi until then.


      “I think this is the first time I’ve been served black tea while hanging out with some guys,” Hitoshi murmured.


      “Really? I guess Nanami and I have tea sometimes when she comes over, so I assumed this is what people mean when they talk about serving tea to guests,” I explained.


      “Dang, you’re just rubbing it in my face, man. Thanks, though,” Hitoshi replied.


      “Maybe I’ll try making tea for Kotoha next time too... Oh, thank you,” Teshikaga-kun said too as he took his cup.


      It was funny to see their different reactions. We were drinking normal tea made from a tea bag, but it was the brand that Nanami preferred. One day I wanted to try brewing loose leaf tea too.


      From there, rather than immediately dive into studying, we ended up just talking. Maybe it would have been better to serve the tea when we took a break?


      Actually, maybe it was better to start off by taking care of the issue that Hitoshi wanted to discuss.


      “So, what’s up? You said that you wanted to talk about something. Maybe it’d be better for us to talk about that before studying,” I began.


      “Is that okay?” Hitoshi piped up. “I mean, I’m grateful, but...”


      “It’s about your girlfriend...or, soon-to-be-girlfriend, right? The one who’s coming next month?” I asked.


      “When is she coming? Will there be time for you guys to meet up?” Teshikaga-kun followed up.


      “I guess she’s coming at the start of the month. For maybe, like, a week,” Hitoshi explained.


      She seemed to be staying for a pretty long time. Wait, maybe that was normal, given that she was coming all the way from Hawaii. We stayed for about that long when we traveled to Hawaii too. But, wait. The start of the month...?


      “Huh? Isn’t that soon? Have you prepped anything for it?” I asked.


      “Well,” Hitoshi stalled, “we decided to go to the snow festival together.”


      “Oh, right. That’s in February, huh? Maybe Nanami and I should go to that too.”


      I wasn’t particularly interested in snow sculptures, but I certainly did want to see Nanami getting excited over them. Plus I had heard that the snow festival experience was completely different depending on the time of day you went. Maybe it would be fun to visit after work, even though it was a little out of the way.


      “That sounds like a nice idea...though I guess that means you don’t need any date spot recommendations, right?” I asked.


      “Right. Like, you’ve got plans already, so what do you need to talk to us about?” Teshikaga-kun wondered.


      He was right: If Hitoshi already knew where he was taking her, then he seemed to have things already figured out. Since Hitoshi had dated girls before, he probably knew what to do while on the actual date; unlike me, he didn’t seem to need much more help beyond that.


      Suddenly, though, Hitoshi asked, “Have you guys baked anything before?”


      “Huh?”


      Teshikaga-kun and I replied in beautiful, confused harmony. We were going from trading date ideas to baking? Where did that topic even come from?


      Hitoshi seemed hesitant at first, but then he eventually looked us in the eye with an uncharacteristically serious expression and asked, “Will you guys bake with me?”


      “What are you talking about?” I blurted.


      “I mean, that’s totally fine, but what for?” Teshikaga-kun also inquired.


      Unable to make sense of the conversation, Teshikaga-kun and I both tilted our heads in confusion as we sat next to each other.


      After saying it wasn’t a terribly complicated story, Hitoshi explained himself with, “Did you guys know that Valentine’s in Japan is actually kind of particular? I didn’t, and I also had no idea that White Day is not a thing outside of Japan.”


      “Huh? White Day only exists in Japan?” I asked.


      “Apparently... At least, it doesn’t exist in Hawaii.”


      Hawaii? Where does Hawaii come in? I wondered until I heard the detailed explanation—and everything made perfect sense.


      Apparently Hitoshi and the girl in question decided to visit the snow festival together, but then in the same conversation they also talked about Valentine’s Day. When he then asked her about Valentine’s Day and White Day in Hawaii, it turned out that Valentine’s there mainly involved men giving gifts to women.


      Of course there were instances of women giving gifts to men, too, but apparently the majority of instances tended to be the other way around.


      On top of that, unlike how things went in Japan—where people confessed to the person they liked in order to start going out—Valentine’s there was more a day for couples that were already dating.


      Hitoshi, being completely ignorant to those differences, brought up Valentine’s Day just to test the waters, but apparently the girl had become super happy that he mentioned it.


      Hitoshi wondered out loud to us whether this meant he had a chance. Dude, you definitely do, I thought. He seemed to me to be the type to go for things even if there wasn’t a chance, but it seemed he wasn’t as brazen in moments like these.


      Anyway, he thought of asking her then if she was going to give him chocolates, but then she, in turn, asked him why specifically she should give chocolates for Valentine’s...leading to the topic of what Valentine’s Day was like in Hawaii.


      When Hitoshi then explained what Valentine’s in Japan was like, the two decided to look up what the day was like in the other’s country, and then gift each other something special.


      The task seemed like a terribly difficult one to me, but Hitoshi said that there was no way he wouldn’t do it if a girl was asking for it, especially when she had told him that she was already looking forward to it.


      Well, of course he had to do it—or, at least that was the conclusion Hitoshi had reached. If there wasn’t going to be a White Day, then it also made sense for the two of them to have a gift exchange on that single day. Hitoshi going to Hawaii in March would be pretty difficult, practically speaking.


      “I see, so there’s no White Day overseas, huh? I had no idea,” I remarked.


      “Yeah, I didn’t know either until I talked to her. I just assumed it was a global thing,” Hitoshi said.


      “Now that you mention it, Kotoha might have told me something like this before,” Teshikaga-kun mentioned.


      I couldn’t help being impressed by the breadth of Teshikaga-kun’s knowledge, even though he seemed slightly shy about it. Or maybe it was more the class rep, in this case. Apparently she even knew about customs from different parts of the world.


      Oh, that’s not what it is? She just wants a present from Teshikaga-kun, so she looked it up and brought it up with him? Well, well.


      It seemed Teshikaga-kun was being solicited gifts from Shirisuzu-san as well. Looked like she had no problem telling him what she wanted.


      Maybe she was trying to make up for all the years that she couldn’t see him. After all, they had only just started dating recently. I guess that would make her want to make Valentine’s Day pretty special. If that were the case, then it wasn’t my place to say anything.


      Besides, Teshikaga-kun seemed to be enjoying it—and that was the most important thing.


      Erm, maybe I should get back to Hitoshi’s Valentine’s Day.


      “So that’s why you’re thinking of baking something and giving it to her? You want to celebrate Valentine’s Day at the same time you guys go to the snow festival?” I surmised.


      “Yeah, she’s leaving before Valentine’s, so we chatted about doing something for it while she was still in Japan,” Hitoshi shared.


      “Are you gonna tell her you like her?” I asked.


      “I guess that depends on how things go,” Hitoshi muttered.


      “You’re more shy than I thought...though I guess that’s not the kind of thing to say lightly, given that if things go well you’d still end up being in a long-distance relationship,” I observed.


      I had no idea that the two of them had gotten that far already. It made me happy for Hitoshi that things were going so smoothly with the girl he liked.


      So that was how baking was relevant to our discussion.


      “So, to sum things up, I wanted to ask you guys if you would be willing to help me prepare something to give her as a gift...a baked good or something like that,” Hitoshi asked with an earnest bow.


      I wasn’t so coldhearted as to say no to a request like that, and besides...


      “I don’t have that much experience with baking myself, but hearing you talk about it makes me want to give something to Nanami too. So, sure thing,” I responded.


      “It’d be great if I could make something for Kotoha too. So I’ll definitely help,” Teshikaga-kun joined.


      Having learned about an event like that, there was no way I wouldn’t want to join in. Fortunately both Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun seemed to be learning about Valentine’s Day overseas too. I could probably hear more about it from the two of them as we all prepared things together.


      Seeing that both Teshikaga-kun and I were willing to help, Hitoshi sighed with relief. I had a feeling, though, that even if we weren’t, Hitoshi would have been able to manage just fine on his own.


      At the same time, I couldn’t help wondering about something.


      “Dude, don’t you have a lot of friends? Aren’t there other people better suited for something like this than us?” I asked.


      “Well, you know... The other guys aren’t really interested in baking. Or they have club stuff,” he muttered.


      I guess that can’t be helped, then...?


      “And besides, there aren’t that many guys who have girlfriends and also enough time to help me out like this,” Hitoshi added, sounding like he was both teasing us and also trying to hide something—most likely embarrassment. He was probably just saying this because he was pleasantly surprised to learn that we were genuinely willing to help out, and he felt shy about it.


      But really, another way to put it was that he chose us because we had the most time on our hands. I mean, sure—since I wasn’t in a club or anything, it’s not like I could disagree on that point.


      Though I would be lying if I said I wasn’t still mildly peeved.


      “Get him, Teshikaga-kun,” I quietly commanded.


      “Roger that,” Teshikaga-kun responded.


      “Huh? Wait, hey, hang on—!”


      Teshikaga-kun shot out like an arrow in the direction I pointed. Using his whole body as a spring, he literally pierced through the air...and captured Hitoshi.


      With his protests falling on deaf ears, Hitoshi was, once again, caught in a high-speed pro wrestling technique.


      We were getting absolutely zero studying done, but since we were having a lot of fun I guess it was fine. For now, it seemed we had booked ourselves a baking session for our next guys’ meetup. Or maybe we should say that we were going to be making sweet treats, as the kids were calling them.


      I rarely had opportunities to set up future plans with people other than Nanami, so even though it wasn’t like me at all, I found myself feeling excited about what was to come.


      ♢♢♢


      “Wow, so that’s what you guys are planning, huh?” Nanami said.


      “Yeah, based on Hitoshi’s proposal. So, um... I hope you look forward to it,” I replied.


      “Oh, for sure. Like, I’ll really, really look forward to it. I’ll look forward to it so much that I might not be able to sleep,” Nanami emoted, repeating herself for emphasis.


      This now seemed like a huge responsibility...or, rather, I was starting to feel a certain amount of pressure. I had to do my best to make Nanami happy.


      “Oh, but...even though I said I’m looking forward to it, don’t push yourself too much,” Nanami added, probably because she picked up on my sudden nerves. She pinched my cheeks slightly and tugged them upward.


      My mouth formed the shape of a smile, forcing a happy expression onto my face. I simply told her that I would keep that in mind and then broke into an actual smile.


      Satisfied by my reply, Nanami spooned up a piece of the rather expensive cheesecake we had purchased at the convenience store and brought it to her mouth.


      While we were taking a break to enjoy some store-bought sweets—having decided a little earlier to take a moment to recharge in between studying—we were relaying to the girls what Hitoshi had shared with us, as well as the fact that the guys were going to get together to make baked goods to give out as gifts.
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      As soon as we mentioned that at our study session, though, our intent to hit the books went out the window. Nanami and Shirishizu-san were giddy, while Otofuke-san and Kamoenai-san became jealous. Kamoenai-san even went so far as to pick up her phone, which meant she was probably contacting her boyfriend. Even though I hadn’t seen him in a while, I apologized to him quietly in my mind.


      Though maybe it wasn’t actually something to apologize about. But nevertheless it was true that we had planted an unnecessary idea in her mind. The next time we hung out, I should apologize to him for real.


      Currently, Hitoshi was being peppered with questions by Nanami and her friends about the girl that was going to visit from Hawaii, while Teshikaga-kun was giving his report to Shirishizu-san separately.


      Hitoshi seemed flustered by all the questions, but he also looked like he didn’t mind them at all. Teshikaga-kun, too, seemed delighted because Shirishizu-san seemed so happy about the news.


      To think that such a scene would unfold at my house, of all places...


      Since it felt too crammed to be in my room with this many people, right now we were all studying in the living room. My mom wouldn’t be home for a little while longer, so it should be okay for us to all be here. She would probably become way too emotional if she witnessed us all together, so I honestly wanted us to call it a day before she came home. I wasn’t sure if we would manage it, though.


      That was where we were at now. Though, like I said before, I never thought so many people would ever come hang out at my house. I guess you never knew what life might bring.


      I really did feel like I was unlocking all sorts of achievements lately. I guess today’s was the fact that someone other than Nanami had come to visit my house.


      We were all chatting about our love lives while eating sweets from the convenience store. In all seriousness, though, the girls in the group were definitely a lot more advanced in their studies than the guys were. Maybe they were just plain smarter, but more importantly, they didn’t make any mistakes.


      The guys, for example, would mess up while setting up equations or make other careless mistakes. Somehow we’d be on the right track but still end up arriving at the wrong answers.


      I would have to come up with better strategies before the upcoming exams. Being able to teach and learn from each other during this study session was really reassuring...though I was mainly being taught by Nanami.


      But that all meant that we weren’t just chitchatting, we were actually studying too. And in between periods of focused attention, we were talking about Valentine’s Day and differences in how it was celebrated overseas.


      Come to think of it, when I shared that with Nanami, she tilted her head a bit. I wondered if something about it seemed that strange to her.


      That was what I had thought, but it turned out what had bothered Nanami wasn’t Valentine’s itself, but rather the reason I had mentioned it to her at all.


      “You didn’t want to keep it a secret from me?” she asked. “If you gave it to me the day of as a surprise gift, I would be super happy no matter what the situation.”


      “No matter the situation... Exactly what kind of situation are you imagining?” I blurted.


      “I’d be happy if you gave me a present even if it was the end of the world and we were all gonna die,” she answered without hesitation.


      “Wow, that was way bigger in scale than I imagined.”


      A present at the end of the world. That seemed very emo, or, at the very least, something more suited for a feature film. Would I even have the wherewithal to prepare something like that in that kind of scenario? Plus what kind of an ending to the world would allow for a gift exchange? Like, a meteor? Exchanging gifts right before a meteor was about to strike seemed pretty explosive, realistically speaking.


      Though I guess people who liked surprises really liked surprises. I didn’t dislike them myself; I didn’t, but...maybe this particular instance wasn’t the most appropriate for something like that.


      “But if it’s too much of a surprise, couldn’t it be kind of a bother? Plus Valentine’s Day is on a weekday this year, so it seems hard to keep it a surprise for long,” I added.


      “Ah, depending on the timing, I guess you’d find out pretty quick, huh?” Nanami agreed.


      I also had to admit that Nanami would find out anyway even if I did try to hide it. When it came to me, her instincts and intuition seemed particularly sharp recently.


      “That’s why I figured I’d tell you straight up that I was going to give you a present...but then not say what exactly I was going to give you,” I explained. “That way there’s still a small element of surprise.”


      “Oh, that’s true. In that case, maybe I’ll keep mine a surprise until the day of too,” she murmured.


      Indeed, even if I didn’t try to make everything a surprise, if I just kept a small part of it secret, it would still have a similar effect. And this way, no one would have to feel too anxious on the day from wondering if they were even going to get a present at all.


      So, I opted to let her know that there was going to be a gift, and then surprise her within those parameters. I had done something similar before, and I thought that Nanami would be able to enjoy it this time around too.


      I had asked Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun to try a similar approach as well. I was pretty sure that Hitoshi had contacted his girl in Hawaii, and that Teshikaga-kun had also relayed the appropriate information to Shirishizu-san.


      This way, we would be able to avoid different information flying about, as well as prevent any kind of discord that might arise from it. Though I didn’t think that would happen anyway, it was important nonetheless to protect ourselves with whatever small, preventive measures we could take.


      After all, as I had just learned, life could be as unpredictable as me having friends come over to my house.


      “Also, I noticed that the snack you bought today...is a dorayaki, isn’t it?” Nanami asked.


      “Yeah, the dorayaki from the convenience store has cream inside, so it’s really tasty,” I replied.


      “But you picked up some chocolate at the store and then put it back on the shelf...didn’t you?” she pressed.


      “Huh? Um, yeah, I did pick it up, but...”


      “Is it because you’re gonna have chocolate on Valentine’s Day, and so you’re not gonna eat any other chocolate until then?”


      I thought that the topic of conversation had suddenly shifted, but apparently I was wrong.


      With Nanami having hit the proverbial nail on the head, I put down the dorayaki that I had just picked up. Just, like how did she manage to figure it out?


      Nanami was right: At first I was thinking of picking up a chocolate-based snack at the store. The shelves were already lined with a Valentine’s special and had a bunch of delicious-looking sweets available. They were a little bit on the pricier side, but still, quite a few of them seemed enticing enough to me to want to get them. But I only picked up one—and ended up not even buying it.


      I put it back because I was going to get chocolates from Nanami for Valentine’s Day. So it only made sense for me to practice chocolate abstinence until then.


      I wanted to eat Nanami’s gift with the feeling like it was the first time in my life that I was eating chocolate. So to make sure that happened I had to put the chocolate back on the shelf.


      I had no idea, though, that Nanami had been watching me the entire time.


      “Yes, that is correct,” I finally mumbled.


      “Is that so,” Nanami whispered, her voice sounding rather glum. I didn’t know why, but she also seemed to be shrouded in a very gloomy atmosphere.


      Huh? Did that weird her out? Does she think my decision to practice chocolate abstinence is too much? But...I only did it because the idea popped into my head, not because I’m thinking super seriously about it. No, wait, that sounds like I’m not taking my upcoming gift from Nanami seriously enough. I’m not thinking of her gift lightly at all. It’s just that I want to take on my first Valentine’s Day in the best condition possible... But wait, what does that even mean? I don’t even know myself.


      “In that case, I’ll have to really roll up my sleeves and make those chocolates for you,” Nanami finally stated.


      “Huh?”


      Nanami had donned a willful smile, flames dancing in her eyes as she made powerful fists with both hands. It seemed that my not eating chocolate had kindled a fire somewhere deep within her.


      “Yoshin, don’t eat chocolate from now on, okay? I’m gonna make you some chocolate for your first Valentine’s that’s going to absolutely knock your socks off,” she declared.


      “Wait, Nanami—you’re raising the bar super high. Are you gonna be okay?” I asked.


      “Mwa ha ha... This Valentine’s Day I will destroy some chocolate...”


      “Y-You don’t have to get that pumped about it...”


      Oh no, she didn’t seem to hear anything I said. She was probably dead set on going all out for Valentine’s now.


      I couldn’t help feeling both excited about and frightened by the prospect.


      “And what are you thinking of making?” Nanami suddenly asked.


      “I haven’t decided yet, but even when I do I’ll probably keep it a secret. I figured a baked treat would be pretty classic. Plus if you’re making something chocolate-based, I was thinking of making something else,” I explained.


      “I see. In that case, maybe I should stop eating baked goods until Valentine’s Day too,” Nanami remarked.


      “Isn’t that too broad of a category? You don’t have to take it that seriously, you know...”


      Nanami, though, was thinking hard, arms crossed and a look of consternation on her face. I couldn’t make anything too complicated, so I was thinking that I could get away with baking something aimed for beginners.


      Maybe now, though, I had to put more effort into the whole affair too—not just the baked goods to give as a present, but also a lot of other elements as well.


      I sat next to Nanami, quietly getting pumped up for the upcoming day.




      Except that, unfortunately, my oath not to eat any chocolate until Valentine’s Day was going to be broken shortly before the big event.


      It couldn’t have been helped, and I didn’t have any regrets about it either, but it definitely was a misstep on my part.


      Also, the fear I felt when I saw Nanami becoming super focused on Valentine’s... That feeling would return when Nanami went slightly out of control on our Valentine’s date.




      What was Nanami going to do for Valentine’s?


      I was going to find that out not too far off in the future.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: In Preparation for Our First Valentine’s...


      With some time having passed since the end of winter break, we finally found ourselves in the month of February.


      The last few Februarys we’d seen a lot of snow, making it a time when shoveling snow became a real drag. This year, though, things were different from usual.


      What was different, of course, mainly had to do with my own state of mind.


      Humans were strange creatures: When they started thinking about things they hadn’t previously thought of, or when they gained new knowledge about something, the world seemed suddenly filled with precisely just those elements.


      Apparently, in psychology this was known as the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon, and I had a hunch it was also what was happening to me in my current state.


      The entity called “Valentine’s Day” that I had not previously been aware of now seemed to exist everywhere I looked. Supermarkets and shopping malls were a given, but in-game events, TV shows, and even school were filled with Valentine’s Day elements.


      Part of that included multiple instances of guys who previously never noticed girls suddenly becoming oddly friendly toward them. Or when girls were seen asking guys for favors—like letting them see their class notes—in exchange for chocolates on Valentine’s Day.


      A set of class notes in exchange for a piece of chocolate. I couldn’t judge whether that was a fair trade. But even within my social circle at school a slight but notable change could be seen.


      “Huh? Wait, Hitoshi... You don’t want obligation chocolates for Valentine’s Day this year?” one girl asked in surprise.


      “Oh, uh, I was just saying that maybe I wasn’t going to want them. Though I really can’t tell at this point,” he said vaguely.


      “But isn’t this the time of year where you run around the whole school telling everyone you want chocolate? Wait, is all the snow suddenly going to melt tomorrow?” another girl wondered.


      “You used to accept chocolates from friends even when you had a girlfriend,” someone else remarked. “What’s going on with you?”


      Hitoshi’s comment had set off a flurry of questions from the girls. No one seemed to have any idea that he was going to see the girl he had gotten close to while traveling in Hawaii.


      Hitoshi, too, seemed to be intentionally keeping that piece of information a secret. If that were the case, then I was going to keep my mouth shut about it as well.


      Still, the world really was filled with all things Valentine’s.


      “Who could’ve guessed that I would forget about an in-game event?” I mused.


      “What do you do for Valentine’s in a game?” Nanami asked.


      “For the game I play, we usually try to increase our affinity points and get limited edition items and stuff. Though usually we just get a bunch of commemorative items that aren’t all that useful.”


      “I see. Do you get to exchange items with people playing the game? Maybe even chocolates?” Nanami suggested.


      “Well, I think chocolates themselves are limited edition items that have certain restrictions, so I’m pretty sure that’s not possible. Other than that, there might be special Valentine’s Day equipment and stuff.”


      I had only thought of such events in games as opportunities to receive interesting items, and even then, the items themselves weren’t terribly desirable. Because of that, I hadn’t paid too much attention to them in the past.


      You could get chocolates from NPCs, but they only raised your XP by a smidge, so I never tried to collect them from all the NPCs either.


      “I see, so you get chocolates from game characters,” Nanami murmured.


      “Hold on, Nanami—they’re not real, remember? Please don’t get jealous of a game character,” I pleaded.


      “But you like the character that’s your profile pic, right? Isn’t she what you call your waifu?” she asked.


      “Where did you learn something like that...”


      I mean, I knew that taking a fictional character as one’s wife was a thing. One of my online gaming friends called one of the NPCs their waifu. Except that practice was now somewhat outdated, since these days people tended to say...


      “I think it might be more appropriate to say ‘oshi’ nowadays. A character that’s your oshi,” I replied.


      “So you don’t actually harbor romantic feelings toward them? You don’t have a waifu in that realm?” Nanami asked.


      “Yeah, I don’t really have a waifu, in games or anime...”


      The look in Nanami’s eyes scared me, but she seemed to be at least somewhat mollified by my answer. Though I had to confess I simply didn’t want my romantic affairs wrapped up in things like that. It was probably because of that subconscious trauma I had experienced related to them, even though meeting Nanami helped me to manage it better. Still, that was probably why I didn’t identify such an object of affection in my games even now.


      I did have a character I liked, of course, but that was based on a comprehensive evaluation of both her abilities and looks. The preference wasn’t based on, say, falling in love at first sight or anything.


      “An oshi character, huh? I guess I don’t have anyone like that,” Nanami lamented.


      “You don’t really watch anime or play games, right?”


      “Yeah, I wasn’t really exposed to things like that. Though with you, it’s fresh and fun.”


      Nanami actually started playing games a tiny bit after meeting Baron-san and the others—though it really was just the tiniest amount. Still, just that she was willing to learn about the things I was interested in was something I was really grateful for.


      “But you didn’t even notice Valentine’s Day unfolding in the game you like to play, huh? Just goes to show you truly had zero interest,” Nanami muttered.


      “You’re determined to revisit that, huh? But still, I feel like there really are a lot of events going on for Valentine’s Day this year.”


      “No, this is totally normal... If anything, I feel like there are actually fewer things going on than in the past,” Nanami commented.


      This is considered few? I keep seeing things everywhere, so I just assumed they’d increased since last year. It must mean that I really am experiencing the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon.


      “And?” Nanami suddenly asked.


      “What do you mean, ‘and’?”


      “I was wondering if you decided what you were gonna make me.”


      “That’s going to be a surprise...”


      This had become our usual exchange lately, with Nanami asking me what I was going to bake for her every chance she got. And without fail, she giggled when I replied that it was going to be a surprise.


      She probably just enjoyed having this back-and-forth. I knew that, but I couldn’t help responding in the same way, given how adorable she was when every time she asked me she clung to me with a giddy smile on her face.


      Except that, actually, I had already decided what I was going to make: I had chosen to make cupcakes, because apparently cupcakes were easy even for beginners.


      Me, Hitoshi, and Teshikaga-kun had even gotten together after school to practice baking a few times. Sometimes we met up at my house, sometimes at Teshikaga-kun’s house, other times at Hitoshi’s house...


      Given that we couldn’t start until after we’d reached someone’s house, we couldn’t devote too much time to practicing; still, after several tries, Hitoshi seemed to have gotten the hang of things and began improving at an impressive rate.


      Amid all our efforts, I coincidentally learned that there were certain meanings attached to the various gifts that tended to be given on Valentine’s Day. I came across the information when I was searching for recipes.


      And the meaning attached to cupcakes was...“You are my special person.”


      I would be lying if I said it didn’t feel like someone was kind of forcing meaning here where there really wasn’t, but apparently marshmallows and cookies didn’t have particularly good messages attached to them for couples that were already dating. I was glad I hadn’t chosen to bake cookies...though I really had picked cupcakes by accident. Out of the mountain of potential sweets with special meanings, it was rather lucky of me to have chosen them.


      Though it was possible that Nanami wouldn’t consider such meanings to be terribly important. It seemed to me that it was part of this recent wave on social media of people bringing up all kinds of behaviors and presenting them as some sort of mysterious, long-lost social etiquette.


      For the record, the meaning behind chocolate was apparently “I feel the same way as you.” That...seemed like something that could be interpreted differently depending on what exactly the other person was feeling. Did Nanami know this meaning, and did she in fact feel the same way I did?


      If we kept going here, what would it mean if I gave Nanami cupcakes and she gave me chocolates in return? Would that mean she did, in fact, feel the same way I did? I didn’t quite understand how that worked in real life, but...


      “Just a few more days until Valentine’s,” I murmured.


      “Kenbuchi-kun is going on the snow festival date next weekend, right? Shall we go too? I wanna see what kind of girl he’s seeing,” Nanami suggested.


      Although she was essentially proposing that we stalk them, the fact was that neither Nanami nor I had had the chance to meet Hitoshi’s girl before. Even in Hawaii, we were all sightseeing in different groups.


      A lot happened then apparently, but if she had come all the way to Japan this time, then it might be possible for us to...


      “Oh, no... Nanami, we have work next weekend,” I pointed out.


      “Oh...!” Nanami let out, obviously crestfallen. Still, there was nothing we could do about that. The owners had already stressed to us that they wanted us to be on call next weekend.


      Both Nanami and I had given our assent without hesitation, precisely because they were giving us a day off on Valentine’s.


      Oh no, Nanami’s so disappointed that she’s slumped over the desk.


      Unfortunately, it seemed that this time would not be the occasion for us to meet the girl that our friend liked.


      ♢♢♢


      I had assumed Valentine’s Day had little to do with a Western-style restaurant, but that seemed not to be the case.


      Perhaps because of the efforts of the current management, or because they possessed the bold commercial spirit that wouldn’t let a good business opportunity pass them by, but even my workplace was having an event tied to the occasion.


      The first part of it...was Yu-senpai.


      “Here you go! From me, a piece of chocolate for the special day!” Yu-senpai announced.


      “Oh, Nao-chan... To give me a genuine token of your affection,” murmured one customer, emotionally moved.


      “It’s an obligation—totally and completely just a piece of obligation chocolate!” she added with a smile.


      “So I have no chance...?” the customer muttered.


      “Please come back again for White Day! Though I don’t need anything in return!”


      That’s right, Yu-senpai was gifting obligation chocolates to the customers. Was this even allowed, legally speaking? Though I guess she wasn’t doing much more than passing out chocolates that the restaurant had prepared. It wasn’t like she was holding people’s hands or feeding it to them. She was just handing it out with orders of coffee, giving it to people after their meal, or passing it out to people when they were settling the bill.


      Yeah, it was probably okay.


      “Yu-senpai gives them out, while over here,” Nanami and I muttered as we both turned to look toward another employee. There, we saw...Shoichi-senpai with an excessively handsome smile on his face.


      “These are chocolates, for Valentine’s Day... Will you accept them?” another customer said.


      “Thank you for going to all the trouble,” Shoichi-senpai replied.


      How many chocolates had he received from female customers so far? Every time he accepted one, he thanked the customer with a heartfelt smile on his face.


      The current customer in question was blushing, either from the relief of having had her gift make its way into the hands of its rightful owner, or from simply seeing senpai’s killer smile.


      It wasn’t even Valentine’s Day yet; how many was he going to get, just from today alone? And how many would he get on the actual day of?


      “Senpai, do you want me to go put those chocolates away?” I asked, watching as he struggled a bit with holding multiple packages in his hands. Senpai, though, just smiled and shook his head.


      “Yoshin-kun, these chocolates are gifts given from the sincere heart of such lovely ladies. The least I can do is handle them with my own hands,” he replied.


      “Wow,” I murmured in awe at his suave reply, so blown away I ended up clapping a bit.


      I mean, seriously, wasn’t that response just the most handsome thing ever? It was so gentlemanly. I, too, should be like Shoichi-senpai and be thoughtful even toward things I received as gifts—though I hoped I was already that way toward presents from Nanami, at the very least. I was aware of how little I was invested in pretty much everyone else, though, so ultimately I did want to take his attitude as a model. Maybe I really could learn a thing or two from him.


      As senpai walked away toward his locker, his arms full of chocolates and bags of other snacks, he seemed indescribably cool. But then he suddenly turned back toward me for a moment and said, “Oh, but if you could maybe help a bit...just a tiny bit...with trying to eat everything, I’d greatly appreciate it. I find it kind of challenging every year to eat it all by myself.”


      Jeez, he really ruined the moment there. Though I guess that was one of his charms too—despite his suaveness and looks he wasn’t flawless. I mean, he was undeniably good-looking, of course. But perhaps even his slight ditziness attracted people to him.


      Huh? But is that really okay?


      “Senpai, didn’t you say a minute ago that these were gifts from the sincere hearts of those ladies? If that’s the case, is it really okay for me to eat them too?” I asked.


      “When I accept the gifts I get permission about that ahead of time—I tell them that I’m grateful for the heartfelt gesture, but I hope that it’s okay for me to share the object itself with family and friends,” he explained.


      So he actually managed to get an okay with a remark like that, huh? In actuality, it seemed most of the chocolates were obligation chocolates or those given from the perspective of a fan, rather than those from people who liked him for real. That must have been why people were comfortable with his request.


      So no one is actually giving him chocolates to confess their love, huh? That’s kind of unexpected too.


      “I want the ladies to save the serious chocolate for the man who is going to be their future sweetheart. Besides, all the women who come here are usually married. So I’m happy to get these chocolates even if they don’t have a deeper meaning,” senpai continued.


      I see. But according to that logic...


      “Would you only accept an actual, serious chocolate from the person you’re dating?” I asked.


      “I think so. I know that I’m pretty popular with the ladies, but if we’re talking about real, legitimate chocolate with meaning attached to it, then I would probably only accept it from the girl that I would like to be in a relationship with.”


      I guess he could say this precisely because he knew he was popular. What a world this was: Views about love and all things Valentine’s Day depended entirely on the person you asked.


      “In that case,” I said, “if it’s after Valentine’s, I’d be happy to help.”


      “Thank you,” senpai replied. “I know that if I was being really considerate to everyone who gave me chocolates then I should eat them all myself...but as a basketball player, I really can’t eat that many snacks.”


      Senpai finished off by saying that wasting food went against his principles, gazing at the chocolates he had received with a face full of anguish.


      Of course: Senpai was a basketball player. An athlete definitely couldn’t be eating this many sweets all at once. If it affected his body, it would be a matter of life and death.


      I couldn’t help him before Valentine’s Day because of my promise to Nanami, but as long as it was after that, then I could try to eat a little bit...though I might do so still feeling conflicted about whether it was really okay for me to be having them.


      “For now, I’ll just say that I’ll have some if it’s with Nanami,” I concluded.


      “Ah, true. And I’ll of course be there as well when you do,” he responded.


      “Speaking of, you’re okay with sweets in general, senpai?”


      “I don’t really dislike any food, though I got pretty close with a mild distaste for chocolate one year when I ate them all at once.”


      So he had eaten all the chocolates he received in a single year, at least once upon a time. It seemed to have been quite the ordeal.


      “That’s why the occasional bag of rice crackers is sincerely appreciated,” senpai muttered.


      “You get rice crackers too...?”


      I guess there really were different approaches to Valentine’s Day. It was good to know these things for the future, though, in terms of what gift I might prepare for Nanami. Apparently having savory things could be good too.


      As for the treats senpai received, he tended to share them with his family and close friends, or he sometimes used them in his own cooking.


      Cooking that uses chocolate? When I tilted my head in puzzlement, he explained that you could use it to flavor curry or even beef stew. I had heard about chocolate being used in curry before, but stew was a new one for me. Maybe I could try it the next time I made it.


      Anyway, this was our restaurant’s main attraction during this season: the Peerless Valentine’s Performance from the Pair of Powerful Part-Timers. I wasn’t sure if I could call it peerless, but Yu-senpai was the one who had come up with that name. Yu-senpai was on the giving end, while Shoichi-senpai was on the receiving end. No one knew when it had started, but apparently this was what they did in the days leading up to Valentine’s.


      Though those two employees weren’t the only attractions to the restaurant, of course; there were also special menu items that had a Valentine’s Day theme.


      Out of all of them, though, the most popular one was said to be the chocolate fondue. It was a special item that was only available during this time of year, and customers could enjoy it at their own table. The fondue included different fruits, nuts, and sponge cake, as well as marshmallows and even potato chips. People could order more chocolate or add more food items to dip at an additional cost, but the initial serving was large enough that it was already a pretty good deal.


      The chocolate fondue I knew was one where liquid chocolate welled out of a giant machine at a buffet, and people took from it whatever they wanted. That, though, was obviously too difficult to do at our restaurant. Instead we served melted chocolate, which still required quite a bit of effort for us to make. And so, despite many of the restaurant’s female customers wanting the fondue to be offered on the menu year-round, this was something the restaurant only offered around Valentine’s Day.


      “Thank you for waiting—I have your chocolate fondue here,” I said to the customers sitting at one of the tables.


      Even though the post-lunch period typically found the restaurant pretty empty, today a steady stream of parties stayed later than normal to order the chocolate fondue. Usually the customers cleared out before closing time, and we got to have an early dinner, but that didn’t seem possible today.


      Nanami...was working hard, as always. In fact, she was already going around the tables by herself, which was really impressive. No one needed to step in to assist her anymore.


      I guess maybe her having previous work experience really did make a big difference. I was finally getting the hang of doing different things by myself, but I still had to have the senpai help me sometimes.


      D’oh, what am I doing right now? I should be concentrating.


      For some time after that, our restaurant remained as busy as a battlefield...until we had served the last order from the lunch menu for the day and things finally started slowing down.


      I felt like I’d never seen the restaurant so busy before. Now that I thought about it, I realized that we actually were less busy even during the Christmas season.


      “That reminds me—does it look like you’ll be able to get chocolates for Valentine’s, Misumai-kun?” an older regular asked me when I brought an order of chocolate fondue to his table.


      It was a party of two, a man and a woman. Since they looked similar in age, they seemed to be a married couple. It was the man who had ordered the chocolate fondue, while the woman was enjoying a parfait. The couple had an air of elegance about them, with both of them being sharp dressers. I had seen them a few times before, and it seemed they had remembered me as well.


      I didn’t remember either of their names, though, so I wasn’t sure how to respond.


      Maybe they struck up a conversation with me because the restaurant wasn’t so busy anymore. We weren’t seating new parties either, so I guess it would be okay to chat with them a little bit. When I glanced over at Yu-senpai, she nodded—which I took to mean as a sign of permission. Okay, if that’s the case, no harm in staying here and chatting for a bit. This is part of customer service after all.


      “Well, I might be able to get one,” I replied with one index finger raised, whispering without even realizing it. It was a little embarrassing to declare that I might be able to receive chocolates from somebody.


      “Oh, that’s great,” the man said. “One from Barato-san, eh?”


      “Huh? Why would it be from Nana—I mean, from Barato-san?” I asked.


      “Well, I mean... I shouldn’t say this out loud, but...you fell for her at first sight, didn’t you?”


      The customer might have believed that he had been whispering, but his wife sitting across from him certainly heard; she was covering her mouth with both hands, her eyes opened wide in astonishment and sparkling like those of a little girl. Her curiosity seemed to have been awakened.


      Shoot, I think something kind of troublesome just happened. How exactly am I supposed to respond in a situation like this?


      It was only a brief moment of silence, and yet it felt heavy and interminable. My mouth refused to move, closed shut like a rusted door.


      “Um, that’s true... Yes,” I managed to say, speaking so unnaturally slowly that I might as well have started creaking. Oh man, that totally came out super awkward.


      “Oh, so you haven’t told her that you like her yet?” the man asked.


      “He can’t just rush into things like that,” his wife scolded. “Besides, Misumai-kun has another girl that he’s quite close to. Isn’t that right?”


      The wife’s sudden mention of another girl that I was close to made me think of Otofuke-san and Nanami’s other friends. If you asked me if I was particularly close to any one of them, though...


      I mean, I talked to them if I was with Nanami, but it wasn’t like I hung out with them on my own. So, if you asked me if I thought I was particularly friendly with them, I wouldn’t be able to say for sure.


      They were important friends of mine, of course. In that sense... No, wait. I was pretty certain that I had never discussed the nature of my relationship with Nanami’s friends in front of the restaurant regulars. They had come to visit the restaurant before, but that was only because it was the workplace of one of their friends. In that case, who was the woman talking about?


      The answer to that question shortly became clear. And it was a rather unexpected one.


      Or, maybe it was exactly as expected.


      “You know, that sort of flashy young woman you were with on Christmas,” the woman continued. “Completely different from Barato-san, but still very pretty. You’re close enough with her to go on a date with her, aren’t you?”


      The girl I was with on Christmas... That’s gotta be Nanami, right? Huh? No, wait. There’s someone here who knows about Nanami?


      Well, of course there was. I mean, we came here, after all. It must have just been that no one who had been at the restaurant the other day had recognized her.


      Hm? What did she just say, though? That it was a different type of girl from Barato-san...?


      “What? You’re two-timing?! I’m so jeal—I mean, Misumai-kun, you shouldn’t be doing that, especially given the way you look. You have to pick just one of them. But still, two of them...”


      The husband was incensed, but I was also pretty certain that he had nearly said he was jealous. Wasn’t that something he shouldn’t be saying right now?


      Actually, that girl is Nanami—and thus the same person as Barato-san. I know you can’t believe me when I say that, but it’s true.


      “Oh, what’s the big deal? A love triangle fighting over the same boy... You see it all the time in TV dramas and shojo manga and stuff,” the wife cut in.


      “But, I mean... If you’re a man, you should keep it to just one,” the man muttered.


      “And you were about to say you were jealous of Misumai-kun, weren’t you, dear?”


      “Y-You like marshmallows, don’t you, honey? Here, I’ll feed you some right now. I wasn’t about to say that I was jealous of anything. Really!”


      It seemed the wife was not going to let him get away with his slipup earlier. The husband, however, was desperately trying to distract her by feeding her some of his chocolate fondue.


      I took that as an opportunity to wish them a pleasant meal and slip away to the back of the restaurant.


      By that point, there was only a handful of customers in the restaurant. With some time to spare, Yu-senpai and Nanami were also in the back, but...


      “Are you trying not to laugh right now?” I asked.


      Yu-senpai had her lips shaped into a small, quivering smile, clearly forcing herself not to laugh. Nanami, on the other hand, had a very conflicted look on her face.
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      “You’re in love with that other girl, aren’t you, Misumai-senpai?” Nanami asked me. “You were just toying with me...”


      “Wait, that’s not quite right, is it? I’m so totally confused right now,” I confessed.


      “Well, yeah. I never thought my own love rival would be myself,” Nanami remarked.


      “Can you even call yourself a rival, in this case...?”


      Stuff like this could get more complicated the longer you let it go on. So...I guess I should resolve it sooner rather than later—for the sake of my own honor, Nanami’s reputation, and all sorts of other stuff...


      ♢♢♢


      There were times when we described being extremely busy as like being on a battlefield. Having never actually been on a battlefield, though, I had to wonder if doing so wasn’t rather imprudent.


      That was what I had thought, but honestly, any further thought on that question went straight out the window for today—because it really could only be described as nothing other than a battlefield.


      I signed up for shifts on both Saturday and Sunday, and both those days, we were busy from opening all the way to closing. We had no time to take breaks, but if we didn’t, we would simply implode.


      No, seriously. I had scheduled myself for more shifts because I was taking Valentine’s Day off, but I was so busy during my shifts that I very nearly regretted that decision. I was pretty sure this was the busiest we had ever been.


      As we closed up shop on Sunday night, the owner and his wife said to the team, “Thank you all for your hard work. Because of everyone here, we were able to get through this weekend.”


      Every year around this time, the restaurant was very busy for the first two days of its special Valentine’s fair, with traffic gradually slowing until...


      “And I thank you in advance for your continued efforts on Valentine’s Day as well,” the owner added.


      That’s right: Just as he said, Valentine’s Day itself was when the restaurant was at its busiest, especially at night. And given that both Nanami and I were taking that day off, I couldn’t help but feel extremely remorseful.


      “Don’t worry about a thing! Just leave it to us single folks,” Yu-senpai said.


      “I find it annoying to have that pointed out by Nao-nee, but unfortunately in this case I must agree,” Shoichi-senpai joined in.


      Both of them said this while flexing their biceps, though Yu-senpai didn’t actually have much to show off.


      Nanami, on the other hand...


      “I’m so tired... I need to recharge...”


      She was leaning on my back and hugging me from behind, the spitting image of a little girl wanting to be spoiled.


      Things had been so busy at the restaurant lately that, even after we got off work, we were so exhausted and totally spent that we couldn’t do anything other than just go home together.


      Thinking about having to go to school tomorrow added another layer of doom and gloom to our fatigue. To think that working adults did this every day... I had nothing but respect for them.


      “Misumai-kun and Barato-san, thank you both very much as well. What did you think of your first experience with our Valentine’s fair?” the owner asked.


      “Wow, honestly... There were so many people. You must be tired as well,” I replied.


      “Events like these are popular among our customers because they get to interact with our rather famous employees,” he said with a chuckle. “But even then that’s only until the two of them graduate from university.”


      He then added, with a gesture of mild concern, that they had to get to work on developing the next set of such employees.


      Of course, by famous employees, he must have been referring to Shoichi-senpai and Yu-senpai. There probably weren’t that many people who were as pecul—as unique as those two.


      “I don’t mind working here after graduation. I like this place,” Yu-senpai piped up.


      “Nao-chan, you need to get a job at a good company and put your parents’ mind at ease,” the owner said. “Though if you can’t find work anywhere, you can always come back here.”


      “Sweet, I’ve got myself a job lined up! Now even if I get rejected everywhere, I won’t need to stress about it too much.”


      “Nao-nee, I can’t say I approve of you relying on your connections like that,” Shoichi-senpai said.


      “You’re gonna go to university and then go pro, right?” the owner said, now turning to Shoichi-senpai. “If you ever hit hard times, we’ll feed you. Don’t ever hesitate to come see us.”


      After a slight pause, Shoichi-senpai replied shyly, “Thanks, nii-chan.”


      I had forgotten that the owner and Shoichi-senpai were childhood friends, and seeing Shoichi-senpai now was more like seeing just another normal high school kid than the upperclassman I always saw him as.


      Plus the owner was clearly super kind as well. Seeing how he created such a warm environment here made me feel...envious? I guess that wasn’t the right word. Maybe it simply made me feel like I wanted to try doing something similar myself.


      All of that aside, just how long was Nanami going to keep hugging me like this? At this point it seemed like everyone here was looking at us with excessively warm gazes. I was also pretty certain that they really wanted to tease us about it as well.


      The owners had told us that they would serve us a staff meal after tonight’s shift, so Nanami and I decided with much gratitude to have dinner here. Okay, Nanami. We’re gonna eat now, so how about you get off of me?


      I peeled Nanami—whose eyes looked like they would shut completely any minute—off me so that we could take our seats.


      Now that the restaurant was closed, it was nice to be able to get off our feet and calmly have a meal. Sitting with a bunch of people not related to me who were all older than I was, though, was probably a first.


      Tonight’s staff meal was served buffet style, with mounds of food piled in large serving dishes. We could take whatever we wanted onto our own plates.


      I heard Yu-senpai say, “Today’s dinner is family style, huh?” so maybe this was a common occurrence. Being able to eat small amounts of many different dishes seemed like a lot of fun.


      “There’s dessert, too, so make sure to leave room for it,” the owner’s wife revealed toward the end of the meal.


      “Whoa, there’s dessert too?” the women in the group murmured in response. Yu-senpai, in particular, was looking particularly giddy.


      We basically ended up having a party, and I felt I was getting the opportunity to talk with people that I didn’t usually interact with.


      And the dessert that came out at the end of our dinner was...


      “This is...”


      “Oh my goodness...”


      It was what we had seen numerous times while we were working: chocolate fondue.


      Nanami and I couldn’t help turning to look at each other.


      “This is your first time trying out our chocolate fondue, right? I’d love to hear what you think,” the owner said to me and Nanami.


      With both him and his wife smiling at us while prepping the fondue at our table, we found ourselves in a situation where we couldn’t say no to the offer.


      But they were right—it looked absolutely delicious. Even while I was working, the chocolate smelled so sweet and pleasant that I couldn’t stop thinking how I wanted to try eating something like it.


      Nanami, too, seemed very interested in the chocolate fondue.


      “Oh? Do you two not like chocolate?” the owner asked after he saw us hesitate.


      “Ooh, if you guys don’t like chocolate then I can eat your share! Do you want something else instead?” Yu-senpai said.


      “Oh, no. That’s not it. We like chocolate,” Nanami responded slowly.


      “Right, of course. We both definitely like it,” I insisted.


      It’s just that right now we’re practicing chocolate abstinence so we can have chocolate for Valentine’s Day.


      Shoot, the idea of explaining chocolate abstinence to people was super embarrassing. Any third party would hear the reason for our reluctance and wonder what the hell we were doing.


      Of course, we had the option of just explaining ourselves and refusing the chocolate fondue...but the thought of rejecting the owners’ kindness here felt terrible. And if we couldn’t explain ourselves well enough things would get so awkward. I would also hate to make them go out of their way to accommodate us.


      As I sat there trying to decide what to do, the owner’s wife brought her hand up to her mouth as if having realized something. I heard her murmur “Oh my” with a gentle smile. She then looked at us and said, “Don’t you think chocolate fondue is interesting? Instead of just serving things with chocolate sauce already on them, we ask the customers to put the chocolate on the foods themselves.”


      Next she proceeded to skewer a piece of strawberry that was on a plate and slowly dipped it in the sauce, the ripe, red fruit slowly getting coated in melted chocolate.


      I had assumed that the half-coated strawberry was for herself, but she instead offered it...to the owner.


      With her sudden gesture to feed her husband, everyone—the owner himself, as well as Yu-senpai, Shoichi-senpai, and the rest of the staff members—ended up drawing their breaths.


      For a moment, there was only silence, as though time itself had stopped. But in the next moment the owner took the strawberry in his mouth, albeit a bit hesitantly.


      Who was it that squealed? We all watched the owner shyly chew on the strawberry while his wife sat there with a satisfied smile on her face.


      The wife then turned to us and said, “If the customer chooses the ingredient and dips it in chocolate, that’s already as good as handmade chocolate. Maybe that’s why chocolate fondue is so popular.”


      She finished off by saying that she hoped Nanami and I could enjoy the fondue while thinking we were both eating chocolate prepared by the other. It seemed in the moments before she spoke up she had come up with an excuse for the both of us. She was right, though, that if Nanami was the one to put chocolate on the ingredients, then it was almost like Nanami had made the chocolate dessert herself. Hey, wait a minute, though. Does that mean...


      “We’re supposed to feed each other?” I murmured.


      “It sure seems that way,” the owner’s wife remarked nonchalantly.


      I looked around and saw that Yu-senpai was also feeding Shoichi-senpai and some of the other workers too. But then I also saw how some of the male staff members were feeding Yu-senpai in return, so as usual, that was all just from her unique sense of personal space, or lack thereof.


      The owner, too, was now feeding a chocolate-dipped cookie to his wife, after she had asked him to do so. It seemed the atmosphere was thus already set for us.


      To be perfectly honest, I was grateful for the offer. A hit of sugar sounded like just what my weary body needed. I could almost taste the chocolate in my mouth already.


      I could tell that Nanami was itching to try the fondue as well. At this point, we no longer had the option not to try it out. The excuses we needed—that it would be good for our bodies, and that the fondue would essentially be the same as a handmade sweet from Nanami—had already been prepared for us.


      “In that case,” I began, “what would you like to try, Nanami?”


      “Huh? You go first, Yoshin. It’s Valentine’s... Well, okay, it’s not, but it’s basically like a pre-Valentine,” Nanami replied.


      “Wow, that’s a phrase I’ve never heard before. What in the world is a pre-Valentine?” I asked.


      “Huh? What else do you say when you talk about the Valentiney things you do and all the preparations you make before Valentine’s?” Nanami said matter-of-factly.


      Wait, really? I don’t think I’ve ever used that phrase in my life. Even today at work, we were having a Valentine’s fair. But I guess we don’t say Valentine’s Eve, even though we say Christmas Eve.


      As I sat there thinking, Nanami continued to ask me what I wanted to eat, so on impulse I requested a strawberry. With dextrous hands, Nanami then proceeded to dip a strawberry in chocolate.


      The combination of strawberry and chocolate was excellent on any occasion. I realized belatedly that I requested the same item that the owner had been fed by his wife, but I had to assume there was nothing wrong with copying items in situations like these.


      “Here you go, say ‘aah,’” Nanami said.


      “Oh, right. Here I go...”


      Just as I was about to bite into the strawberry, though, I suddenly noticed everyone around us staring. Even though they had all been busy feeding each other a moment ago, they were now holding completely still and intently watching me and Nanami. Even the owner and his wife were looking at us.


      Jeez, why are you guys all staring at us? Just keep eating your own food.


      Despite my internal pleas, everyone’s gaze was fixed on me and Nanami. Unfortunately, it was clear that they weren’t going to stop staring until I sucked it up and ate the strawberry that Nanami was offering me.


      Does everyone want to see Nanami feeding me that badly? I wondered, but when I thought about it, I realized that this was the first time I was doing this at our workplace. She and I had been seen doing this at school several times, but... I supposed that explained why the people here seemed so interested.


      The strawberry floating in front of me began to look less like dessert than like a guillotine at a public execution. If I didn’t hurry up and just eat it, the chocolate might drip onto the table and get it dirty. Just having those thoughts made me feel like I was being forced into action.


      Nanami was sitting before me, her eyes sparkling as if trying to entice me to eat her offering with just her eyes. She even had her head slightly tilted, another possibly seductive step in her efforts to get me to eat the strawberry.


      Yeah, I have no choice but to eat it, don’t I? Everyone around us was watching with bated breath. Even though I had no obligation to meet their expectations, I figured that for the sake of ending this spectacle I might as well just do it.


      Once I had made up my mind, I felt bad continuing to make Nanami wait—so, I simply gave up and bit into the strawberry. And did I just imagine those emotional exclamations coming from all around us the moment I did so?


      What kind of a situation had people being so impressed by someone eating a strawberry? No one was there to answer my question, though.


      I even heard someone mutter something about finally witnessing what they had been hearing about for so long. Wait, what? Who said that? Well, I guess there are really only two possible people it could be.


      Right now, I was better off concentrating on my taste buds rather than minding my surroundings. Nanami was feeding me, after all.


      The taste of a tart and juicy strawberry combined with bittersweet chocolate spread throughout my mouth. Maybe it was because the chocolate was also in liquid form, but it melded perfectly with the strawberry’s refreshing juices. It was a pairing I personally preferred, and I felt like the strawberry even softened the somewhat overpowering taste of the chocolate.


      This must be what it meant for flavors to play with each other. To top it all off, the strawberry’s acidity was even making me pucker up a bit. Was I the only one who felt this way? I wasn’t sure if I could properly explain what I was experiencing. The inside of my mouth felt like it was being squeezed somehow, but it wasn’t unpleasant; if anything, it was almost a comforting sensation.


      “How is it? Good?” Nanami asked.


      “Yeah, it’s tasty,” I replied.
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      The sweetness and the freshness were seeping into my body. Sweets really were amazing. I even felt like I could get back to work.


      The fatigue that had lingered in my body slowly dissipated. Nanami offered me another piece of food; in her hand she had a cookie dipped in chocolate.


      This, too, was delicious. The toasted fragrance of the cookie matched the sweet chocolate taste perfectly. This was a match made in heaven as well. Whereas the previous bite had been refreshing, this time what remained in my mouth was a toasted fragrance. And with my mouth still coated with sweetness, I sipped...some coffee.


      The bitter coffee, taken without sugar, effectively washed away any lingering sweetness in my mouth. I felt ready to enjoy more chocolate.


      As I sat there immersing my senses in the sweetness of chocolate, Nanami pointed to the inside of her mouth as if to indicate that it was now her turn to eat.


      Oh, I’ve been the only one eating so far. I have to give some to Nanami too.


      She was opening and closing her mouth like a baby bird waiting for its food. No, wait, maybe she was more like a carp in a pond...


      But a carp wasn’t terribly cute, so let’s just leave it at a baby bird.


      I pictured a baby bird...I mean, Nanami, chirping and flapping her little wings, asking for food.


      “What do you wanna try, Nanami? Marshmallow?” I asked.


      “Oh, that sounds good. Aah,” she said in response.


      Marshmallow, got it. I pierced a piece of marshmallow with my fork and dipped it in the melted chocolate. At once the airy marshmallow felt slightly weighed down by its new chocolate coating. The two-tone hue of the brown chocolate on the white marshmallow looked incredibly appetizing. I then moved to offer it to Nanami, doing my best not to drip the chocolate onto her clothes.


      I felt like I had become a parent bird. Should I say “aah” here as well? After a moment of internal turmoil, I let out, “S-Say ‘aah,’” as if trying to set the rhythm.


      Nanami smiled excitedly and took the marshmallow into her mouth. It was a fairly large piece, but she managed to eat it all in one bite.


      I had never really eaten marshmallows before, but I couldn’t help wondering if combining it with chocolate didn’t make it too sweet. Knowing nothing of my concern, though, Nanami appeared very happy indeed.


      “Wow, sweet things really hit the spot when you’re tired,” Nanami muttered as she sipped on her own coffee to chase the marshmallow. Instead of drinking it black, she had added milk to it to make a café au lait.


      Enjoying a sweet treat with a sweet drink—Nanami sighed as though she were experiencing happiness like no other. There was also something inexplicably sexy about her as she removed her lips from her cup and sighed. Even the steam that rose from her cup seemed to adorn her rather than randomly wafting about into the air.


      But as soon as I thought that Nanami, now flustered, said, “Oh no, my glasses are foggy. I can’t see a thing.”


      Maybe because she had brought the cup too close to her face, but the steam had clouded up her glasses and forced her to take them off. Seeing her in her restaurant uniform but without her glasses made my heart skip a beat.


      It was as though the cliché phenomenon of a girl suddenly turning beautiful upon taking off her glasses had transpired before my very eyes. Though, for Nanami, she was beautiful even with her glasses on.


      “What’s wrong, Yoshin?” Nanami asked with her head tilted and her glasses in her hand, having noticed me looking at her. She looked so cute like that that if we hadn’t been at work I would have squeezed her right there and then.


      “Oh, I was just thinking about how cute you look with your forehead out,” I confessed, feeling no need to cover up my desire to compliment her. The people around us erupted in murmurs, though, and Nanami turned bright pink while still holding her glasses in her hands.


      Everyone seemed surprised that I complimented her in such a straightforward manner, but Nanami seemed rather pleased that I had said such a thing at work; she was stroking her forehead lightly.


      After a slight pause she asked, “Yoshin, do you have a forehead fetish?”


      “No, I don’t think so,” I replied. “I just thought seeing it was really cute, especially since I don’t get to see it that often.”


      “Then maybe I’ll show it next time when I’m at school too,” she said, playing with her forehead with her fingertips like she was fixing her bangs. She looked cute doing that too, of course, but a part of me wanted her to do it only when she was with me...or at best, only when we were at work together.


      “All right, you two, quit your flirtin’!” Yu-senpai called out. “You said you weren’t going to flirt at work, right? Mai-chan and Nana-chan, both of you get over here! Let’s eat together.”


      “If we’re not flirting at work, then aren’t you going to call us by our full last names too?” I muttered.


      “Stop being so stingy. Calling you by your last name just isn’t cute enough. Come on, Mai-chan. If you’re gonna have chocolate, then I’ll feed you some too,” Yu-senpai countered as she began dipping what appeared to be a square piece of cream cheese into the chocolate sauce...but I immediately crossed my arms in front of me in refusal.


      “I’ll refrain from being fed by anyone other than Nanami, so please give that to someone else,” I declared.


      “What? What’s with that?” Yu-senpai whined. “Fine, then—Nana-chan, do you want to have this?”


      “Oooh, absolutely!” Nanami replied in a singsong voice.


      “Nanami?! Nanami!” I shouted in vain as Nanami approached Yu-senpai and ate the piece of cheese that was offered—with zero hesitation whatsoever.


      When Nanami gushed about how delicious the cheese plus chocolate combination was, the owner’s wife along with the other female staff members began offering Nanami more chocolate. If she had been a baby bird earlier, now she seemed more like a migratory bird. If it was just other women feeding her, though, I guess it was fine.


      Seeing such a cute scene, I couldn’t help smiling to myself.


      “In that case,” Shoichi-senpai spoke up, “I can be the one to feed you, Yoshin-kun. How about this potato chip?”


      “Should I do the same?” the owner also wondered.


      “There’s no need for you to try to give this whole thing a punch line,” I muttered.


      Whether I accepted the treats that were offered to me by the owner and Shoichi-senpai...would have to remain a secret.


      ♢♢♢


      “Do you mind taking this to the table, Barato-san?” I asked.


      “Of course, Misumai-senpai,” Nanami replied, saluting me as she completed one task among the many other tasks I had assigned to her. So far, we had been successfully keeping our vow of not flirting with each other at work.


      Up until Valentine’s Day, we had both signed up for shifts every single day. Because of that, our routine the past few days had become a cycle of school, work, and studying.


      As I mentioned, we had both gotten a day off on Valentine’s Day itself...except that this year Valentine’s fell on a weekday, so we had also gotten the following Saturday and Sunday off as well.


      Our plans for the day itself consisted of spending time together after coming home from school, and then going on our Valentine’s date over the weekend—though I felt like a date for Valentine’s could have been on either Saturday or Sunday.


      When I talked to Yu-senpai about that, she said something confusing, muttering, “I mean, come on—don’t make me say it out loud.”


      I didn’t really get it, but since the owners said that we could take both Saturday and Sunday off, Nanami and I discussed it and decided to take them up on their offer.


      But because we did, things were quite hectic for the both of us.


      “Thank you for coming! This is a little treat for Valentine’s Day. Hope you enjoy,” Yu-senpai was saying.


      “Oh, thanks, Nao-chan! I’ll think of something to give you in return,” one of the regulars replied.


      “In that case, how about coming by again on Valentine’s Day? I’m gonna be doing a special Valentine’s cosplay that day!”


      Never one to miss a moment to advertise, Yu-senpai gave a thumbs-up to the regular—who tilted his head in confusion at the mention of a Valentine’s cosplay, though he nevertheless still remarked that he would look forward to it before leaving the restaurant.


      Every day we had multiple customers who came to chat with Yu-senpai and Shoichi-senpai specifically, but today, there was a new development involving another staff member.


      And by another one, I meant me.


      “Here you go, Misumai-kun—chocolate for you.”


      “Huh?”


      As I was taking orders like usual, a group of women that often came to eat at the restaurant tried to hand me a small, square box.


      I had let my guard down, thinking that I had nothing to fear from a group of women during Valentine’s season. Did she say “chocolate” just now? Wait, is this for me?


      A strange, completely unreal scene was unfolding right in front of me—and even though I felt like I was capable of responding to the unexpected, I had to admit that I couldn’t ad-lib my way out of this one.


      I wished I could have accepted it smoothly, the way Shoichi-senpai did.


      “I-I’m sorry, I’m afraid I can’t,” I stammered instead.


      “Oh? Do you not like chocolate?” one of the women asked.


      Oh, no. That’s not quite it. Seeing the whole group become slightly disappointed by my answer, I felt swift and immediate remorse. I didn’t want to make them feel bad at all, but I had no idea how to politely decline their gift. I tried seeking help from someone around me, but unfortunately, everyone had their hands full at the moment.


      It was precisely in times like these where I had to figure things out myself. But what to do? I had no idea—so I decided to explain myself sincerely to them, without trying to cover up anything.


      “I’m truly grateful, but...there’s actually someone I want to receive Valentine’s Day chocolates from,” I said.


      “Oh, really?” one of the women said in surprise.


      “Y-Yes, really. And...it seems like I might really be able to receive my very first Valentine’s Day chocolate ever, so I wanted to reserve that occasion for her.”


      I felt the women in the party all draw in their breaths. I’m sorry, I know it’s a really weird reason for declining your present. As I apologized to them in my mind, I couldn’t help but feel a little pathetic about myself.


      Though I had wanted to handle all this smoothly, it seemed like I had ended up just being awkward instead. I was sure that people who were accustomed to situations like this, or people who were generally more socially apt, had no problem explaining themselves clearly.


      I, on the other hand, was far too inexperienced in situations like these...though honestly, having experience might not ever be enough. At least for someone like me, it wouldn’t be.


      As my flustered awkwardness traveled throughout my body, I glanced over at Nanami for a moment, as if seeking help.


      She was busy waiting on customers herself, so I really only looked at her for a split second. Seeing her working so hard, though, helped me gather my courage.


      That’s right: I was doing my best to be able to receive my first Valentine’s chocolate ever from Nanami. In order to make that a reality, I had to muster up the strength to decline chocolates from anyone else.


      And if people were going to get upset with me, then so be it. I felt bad letting them down, but that was better than letting Nanami down. I couldn’t get my priorities mixed up.


      As I opened my eyes wider, buoyed by my renewed sense of resolve, the scene that unfolded before me was...


      “Oh, my, my.”


      “Well, well.”


      All the women in the party were blushing, their eyes twinkling, and everyone was grinning, to boot.


      I got a little freaked out, seeing all the women muttering and smiling giddily out of nowhere, the box of chocolates they had offered me still sitting on the table. The change was too sudden; just a moment ago, they all seemed a little disappointed.


      As I stood there still petrified, one of the women put the chocolates back in her bag. Did they get what I was trying to say? I became relieved for a moment, but then...


      “I see. How nice it is to be young. Your first chocolate...”


      “If it’s someone you want to treat so well, then you must be very happy.”


      “Yes, yes. In that case, we’ll wait until next year to give you chocolates from us. Your first chocolate... Can’t be anything other than youth, can it? I was once like that too.”


      The three women seemed to have understood me, and they looked at me with the most encouraging warmth in their eyes. I was extremely grateful that they were being so kind to me despite the fact I had declined their generous gift.


      It seemed that working here had blessed me with only having wonderful customers. I had never received any unreasonable complaints so far, and I couldn’t be more thankful.


      Thinking that I had managed to decline their present in a socially acceptable manner, and moving now to take their order back to the kitchen...


      “I hope you can get those chocolates from Barato-san,” one of the women said.


      Even though I had my back toward them, I was so shocked by her comment that I spun around to do a complete one-eighty. I had thought for a moment that the strange supposition from the other day had already been spread around, but apparently I was wrong; it was simply that the women had noticed me stealing glances at Nanami a little while ago and figured it out on their own.


      They were all beaming so widely that I couldn’t bring myself to deny their assumption. Frankly, I had no reason to deny it in the first place.


      Still, I stood there silently, debating how I might respond. Should I just tell them I’ll do my best? But then Nanami suddenly appeared next to me.


      “Is there something I can help with?” she asked the party.


      She was holding a tray in her hand, so she must have been bringing out dishes when she heard her name and thought that she was being called over. The women, too, seemed a bit taken aback by Nanami’s appearance.


      I was a bit taken aback too, but Nanami couldn’t figure out what had me so flustered, so she just looked at me with her head at an inquiring tilt.


      In that moment, though, all three women at the table perked up at the sight of Nanami looking so puzzled.


      “Barato-san, what are you doing for Valentine’s Day?” one of them asked.


      “You know, with chocolates, for example,” another added.


      “Do you have any plans? Any plans at all?” a third finished.


      What are you all asking her?! I panicked, while Nanami just stood there, now confused about the sudden line of questioning regarding Valentine’s.


      But after glancing at me for a moment, she turned back toward the group of women and smiled warmly at them.


      “I’ve been invited by Misumai-senpai to spend time with him on Valentine’s Day,” she announced.


      At that, I drew in my breath once again—and the women all emitted a silent scream. They sure were mature adults; they didn’t actually scream out loud.


      With undeniable shock on their faces, they kept looking back and forth between me and Nanami. Their expressions could have been described as the facial equivalent of a thumbs-up.


      Wow. This is super embarrassing.


      “Come on, now, Misumai-senpai. No messing around; we have to get back to work,” Nanami said to me before she turned toward the women and added, “If you need anything, please let us know.”


      With Nanami nudging me in the back, I managed to walk away from the table. I could feel the mildly astonished gazes of the women as they watched us return to work.


      After that, my shift continued without any notable issues or problems. As I was ringing them up, the group of women gave me an actual thumbs-up and wished me good luck.


      I never expected Nanami to say...that I had asked her to spend time with me. I felt compelled to ask, “Why did you tell them that I invited you to go out with me?”


      “Hm? Because I didn’t want to miss an opportunity to give a response as ‘Barato-san,’” she stated.


      “As...Barato-san?” I repeated.


      “Yeah. You know, I’ve figured out how to maintain a professional distance with you at work, so I thought maybe it was okay to start establishing a relationship with you in this environment too.”


      I didn’t realize she was trying to do something so complicated. But why?


      “You can think of the chocolate fondue the other day as being a gift from Barato-san, and your gift on actual Valentine’s Day as being from me. So you get to enjoy Valentine’s twice over,” she went on.


      “Valentine’s twice...does seem like a fun idea,” I murmured.


      “Besides, rumors like those tend to settle down if you say something about it yourself. If you don’t address them at all, they tend to mutate and get weird.”


      “Ah, true. I do remember something like that happening...”


      A lot of things had happened at school precisely because of what Nanami described. In that instance, too, rather than try to deny things outright we had ended up spreading a new rumor to control the situation.


      I guess people tended to believe the more sensational and dramatic stories as being truth.


      “Besides, I think that once Valentine’s Day is over, it’s okay for us to tell people what’s really going on,” Nanami said. “All the customers are nice, but I don’t like the idea of them having a weird misunderstanding about you.”


      “Right. I’ve gotten more than one customer asking me weird questions about whether I like ‘Barato-san’ or ‘Nanami,’” I agreed.


      “Even though both of those girls are me. Maybe this is when I can say that I’m my own enemy,” Nanami concluded.


      I was pretty sure she had it wrong. Still, that was the situation we were in. Maybe Nanami was right; now that we had enjoyed the charade for some time, it was okay to start telling people the truth.


      “But how are we gonna tell people?” I wondered.


      “Well, if I come to work in my usual outfit, they’ll figure out that I was the same person who came to the restaurant before. It’ll be like what I did at school, only backward.”


      “I guess you did go to school dressed up a bit more modestly too, huh?” I recalled. “Everything really is backward at work.”


      Though I had to admit that I found that amusing more than anything. And it was a huge plus to be able to admire both versions of Nanami. I’d been blessed to see her in a lot of different outfits lately.


      On our way home, as we walked along a snow-covered path, Nanami walked slightly ahead of me, a coat covering the outfit she had concocted for work. She then turned around, as if specifically trying to show off the current version of herself.


      I could recognize that this was Nanami, but if someone who didn’t know her saw her just now, then maybe it made sense that they would think she was an entirely different person.


      I guess being able to recognize different versions of the same person could be impressive, but I couldn’t help focusing more on whether or not it was less a matter of knowing the “normal” version of a person than a matter of just how much information we had available to us.


      “Barato-san,” I then said, purposely calling her by her work name. I then reached my hand out toward her and, as if for the first time, asked, “Will you spend Valentine’s Day with me?”


      At my question, Nanami’s bespectacled eyes drew a blank. It had become a given that Nanami and I spent time together, which meant I hadn’t explicitly invited her like this in some time.


      I now understood, though, that that wasn’t a given. And in order to build a new kind of relationship between us, maybe it made sense for us to go back to the basics.


      Nanami took my hand and smiled happily. The breath she exhaled was white—the same color as the snowscape around us.


      “Valentine’s Day is going to be lovely, isn’t it, Misumai-senpai?” she said.


      I walked home while holding hands with “Barato-san” and resolved to just enjoy this strange work dynamic, all the way until its end on Valentine’s Day.


      Our first Valentine’s together would be upon us very soon.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Our First for Valentine’s Day


      This year Valentine’s Day fell on a weekday.


      In other words, we had school, and everyone came to class as usual. Obviously it was difficult to celebrate Valentine’s first thing in the morning.


      But even so Nanami and I had both asked to take the day off from our jobs. It would be the first time in a while that we didn’t have to go to work. I mean, we had had days without work, of course, but we usually filled them with studying. So this would be the first time in a while where we had a day off with absolutely nothing to do. Weekends were a little different, though; in order to enjoy what we could we tried our best to leave work as early as possible to see the snow festival, or check out different Valentine’s events around town.


      When we got to school, though, I observed, “The atmosphere seems different today.”


      “You think so? Isn’t it always like this around this time of year?” Nanami replied.


      Is it? To me it feels...not electrified, I guess, but enveloped in some strange mood. What is this, exactly?


      “It’s Valentine’s, so everyone must be either getting chocolates or fighting over giving them out,” Nanami explained with an index finger raised in the air. Was I able to start picking up on all this now because this was the first year I actually paid attention to Valentine’s Day?


      It was that whatever effect...the something something phenomenon, wasn’t it? I just learned it the other day, but I already forgot about it.


      Anyway, it was probably that phenomenon thing happening again. That must be why I was able to sense the altered mood that came with today being a special day. I felt like I was a character in a shonen manga that had leveled up such that I could now tell how strong my opponent was.


      “Feels different from last year...though that might just be me,” I murmured.


      “What are you gonna do about obligation chocolates this year?” Nanami asked.


      “Decline them, of course,” I answered without missing a beat. “You already know that my first chocolate is gonna come from you.”


      I managed to decline chocolates at my workplace, so I should be able to do so a little more smoothly at school. If I couldn’t do it here, then all my efforts at work would be rendered totally pointless.


      Except...


      “Am I even going to get any obligation chocolates this year?” I had to wonder.


      “It’s in the name, right? Obligation chocolates. So I’m pretty sure you will,” Nanami said, a hint of awkwardness in her smile that I was relatively certain I wasn’t imagining.


      Actually, I had a genuine question about all this: Was it common to give obligation chocolate to a guy who had a girlfriend? Maybe it was okay as long as there were no feelings attached. Obligation chocolates, friendship chocolates, girls who still gave chocolates to guys who had girlfriends...


      Yeah, that’s gotta be a no-no, but I get it if some people say that’s just me overthinking it. Maybe it’s not really about the act, but whatever feelings someone brings to it?


      “Either way, I’ll either say no today or accept it starting tomorrow,” I said.


      “If you do that, wouldn’t it feel more like just a random day where people give you snacks and not Valentine’s?” Nanami pointed out.


      True. If I said no but added that I would accept chocolates the day after Valentine’s, it would feel a little too weird. I might as well just refuse.


      Yeah, I should probably just stick to saying no, instead of saying that I would accept them another day.


      “How do you feel about me getting chocolates from people, even if they’re obligation chocolates?” I suddenly asked Nanami. The question kind of just came to me, but thinking about it now, from the boyfriend’s point of view, I felt it was better not to receive chocolates from other girls on Valentine’s. But what was it like from the girlfriend’s...from Nanami’s perspective? Did she dislike it, not think much of it, or feel some different emotion entirely?


      “Well, I guess a part of me wouldn’t like it, but if you’re just getting some from Hatsumi and the others, then maybe it’s okay. All those girls have boyfriends too, so...”


      So basically it was okay as long as it wasn’t accompanied by actual affection for me. In other words, she didn’t want me accepting chocolates from people we weren’t already close to.


      As I had suspected, this was less about the chocolates themselves and more about the feelings involved. If Nanami didn’t like it, then the only option for me was to refuse. It simply meant that I had to be discerning about the feelings that were at stake.


      When I told Nanami that, she seemed very happy to hear it.


      Once I decided on my mindset for the day, I found myself able to step into the school’s bizarre atmosphere without any problems. I felt like a video game character as we made our way to our classroom: Two explorers, carefully navigating a miasma-filled dungeon so we could reach the safe zone, also known as our classroom. In this context, the school felt a lot like a devil’s den or something.


      In reality, though, we just walked by a lot of guys and girls who were stealing glances at each other. It almost felt like a battle would ensue if they were ever to lock eyes.


      Seeing that, Nanami remarked, “I take back what I said earlier about things always being like this.”


      “Huh?” I couldn’t help blurting.


      “It’s kind of intense this year. People seem a lot more on edge than they were last year,” Nanami continued with a strained smile on her face. Did things really feel that weird this year?


      I wondered why that was, but we got the answer the moment we reached our classroom. After exchanging our usual morning greetings, Hitoshi explained to us why things were like this this year.


      “It’s because Barato has a boyfriend now, of course,” he declared.


      “What do you mean?” I asked.


      “You know, it’s the first Valentine’s where popular guys like Shibetsu-senpai who previously confessed to Barato and got rejected are completely free.”


      “Wouldn’t they already be free by virtue of Nanami rejecting them?” I asked.


      Hitoshi wagged his index finger in response and launched into a mini lecture, looking extremely smug while he did so. I appreciated his explanation, but did he really have to look like that?


      “Until Barato got a boyfriend, all the guys she rejected were actually still hoping for a chance,” he said. “So up until last year very few guys took the serious chocolates, even if they accepted the obligation ones.”


      “If it was only a few of them, then at least there were a few of them who did,” I repeated, processing this information. “But this year...”


      “That’s right—Barato has you, so all the other guys she rejected have now totally given up. So, for this year, there’s going to be a storm of serious, legit chocolates being given out all around us!” Hitoshi exclaimed, throwing his arms up dramatically and widening his eyes as if he were a prophet that had just delivered a divine proclamation. And did that flash of lighting behind him actually happen, or was I just seeing things?


      Everyone seemed to be taking Valentine’s Day extremely seriously. But in the first place I didn’t even know it was okay to bring chocolates to school. I had read in some manga before that bringing chocolates to campus was prohibited.


      I guess that wouldn’t happen in high school, huh? Maybe there were some middle schools that didn’t allow it.


      “What was your Valentine’s like last year?” I asked Hitoshi.


      “Hm? I got a bunch of obligation chocolates, but no serious ones whatsoever. What’s your point?” Hitoshi stated. “I wouldn’t mind the same happening this year, I guess.”


      Hitoshi’s not bad-looking, and he seems popular—and yet he didn’t get any actual, serious chocolates last year? But didn’t he say he had a girlfriend once? Didn’t he get Valentine’s chocolates from her?


      “On Valentine’s my ex-girlfriend gave chocolates to some other guy and confessed to him, so I got dumped just like that,” he said.


      “Don’t take it too hard, man...”


      I knew it happened a year ago, but just hearing about it was making me sad. That seemed so wrong. Or maybe more like tragic. To be dumped on Valentine’s, of all days... I had no idea what his ex-girlfriend had been thinking. If she was gonna break up with him anyway, she should have done it a lot earlier.


      “She told me I’d be sad to be single on the actual day, but it’d be okay starting the day after,” Hitoshi murmured.


      “Dear lord... Girls are scary,” I muttered.


      I mean, I knew from my experience with Nanami that not all girls were like that. But still, if that had happened to me, I would totally be traumatized by girls in general.


      Hitoshi must be mentally untouchable, to have that happen to him and still say he liked girls.


      Wait, did he just say that it’s okay not to get any serious chocolates this year?


      “Did things go well with that girl, then?” I asked.


      “Uh, yeah...well, um...how can I put it,” Hitoshi mumbled.


      Oh, and now he seems super embarrassed. Once we hit February I had increased my hours at the restaurant, so I hadn’t been able to spend that much time baking with him. Hitoshi, though, had gotten the hang of it without me and had improved in leaps and bounds all by himself. He had even sent me photos of some very delicious cupcakes the other day. We did a taste test among the guys and had also shared baked goods with the girls to get their opinion.


      “We went on a date to the snow festival. I gave her my present along with the cupcakes, and we ended up eating them together,” he shared, then added, “and then she gave me chocolates.”


      “Huh? She did?” I let out.


      I thought in Hawaii it was more common for guys to give girls presents for Valentine’s, and much less so to have it the other way around.


      “So it went well, huh? That’s great, man—congrats,” I said, clapping. On his part, Hitoshi looked uncharacteristically embarrassed, his face flushing a deep red. Our classmates around us must have known about it too, because they promptly joined me in applauding him.


      Perhaps to hide his embarrassment, Hitoshi responded to all the clapping by very loudly thanking everyone. I see—Hitoshi must have really made the effort this time around. I guess I can’t be losing to that either.


      “So, she liked the present too, huh?” I whispered.


      “Yeah, totally,” he replied, winking as he gave me a thumbs-up. I see, so she really did like it...


      I was whispering because I didn’t want Nanami to hear us and was nervous that me even sort of mentioning it might ruin the surprise—a surprise that Hitoshi, Teshikaga-kun, and I had planned together.


      The three of us had told our respective girlfriends that we were going to give them baked goods. But we hadn’t told them anything else.


      The surprise was that not only were we giving them baked goods, but we were also going to give them an additional gift.


      I didn’t know if Nanami would like it, especially since I had never done this before...but it was huge to learn from Hitoshi that in his case, it had gone over well.


      “Don’t you have to remind Takumi to keep quiet about this?” Hitoshi asked. “Otherwise Barato might find out when he gives his gift to the class rep.”


      “Oh, shoot...”


      I was so not thorough when it came to stuff like this. Teshikaga-kun and Shirishizu-san seemed not to have come to school yet, so I should chat with Teshikaga-kun about it later. At least, just for today...


      With all the clapping around Hitoshi, no one around us seemed to have heard our whispering. And since I could see Nanami approaching us, we decided to end the conversation there.


      Oh, speaking of...


      “So, are you two dating now? Are you officially in a long-distance relationship?” I asked Hitoshi.


      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I couldn’t ask her to go out with me, and I also couldn’t tell her I liked her.”


      “What...?”


      Hitoshi’s remark instantly turned the congratulatory mood of the classroom into one of hushed silence. Even Nanami, who had been walking toward us from where she had been chatting with her friends, froze in her tracks.


      All pairs of eyes turned toward Hitoshi—and he must have sensed it, because he quivered and looked slowly around him.


      All of us in the room drew in our breaths like one giant creature...and, as if on cue, shouted in unison, “Tell her!”


      The belated command resonated throughout not just our classroom, but the hallways as well.


      ♢♢♢


      Even though the entire class reprimanded him, Hitoshi had stepped up, and in the end things had gone well for him. I couldn’t lose to that. Not that this was about winning or losing, but still, even if it wasn’t that shouldn’t keep me from not rising to the challenge.


      Nanami and I had gone to the snow festival too, but as a kind of quick stop we made after getting off work. Our full-on date, therefore, was reserved for our day off. It was a date in celebration of Valentine’s Day, and Nanami and I were still discussing what exactly we wanted to do. We were expecting a pretty big paycheck from work, so we chatted about splurging a bit. At the same time, we wanted to hold back a bit too—in consideration of whatever future expenses might come up.


      Thus, our date on actual Valentine’s Day was going to be an at-home one. Though I admit what we actually meant by that was that we would be relaxing and spending the final part of our full-on Valentine’s date at one of our houses, just the two of us, as well.


      Fortunately, both my parents and Nanami’s family were going to be out until fairly late on Valentine’s Day.


      It wasn’t like I had asked them to do so. My mom had just told me out of the blue, “Your father and I are going to be out on Valentine’s Day, so you can spend it at home with Nanami-san.”


      Though when I asked my mom about it some more she had also said, “If I leave you two be, you might get carried away and go somewhere you shouldn’t—so I figured you’d be able to better control yourselves if you were at home.”


      Of course we wouldn’t go anywhere we shouldn’t...anywhere we...shouldn’t...


      I mean, honestly, when I was looking up stuff about Valentine’s Day activities, those kinds of places definitely cropped up. Apparently love hotels also had events and deals for Valentine’s Day too.


      Except that high school students couldn’t take advantage of them anyway; even if you were over eighteen, high schoolers just could not partake at all. So there was no way Nanami and I would go...


      “And why exactly do you even know something like that? Were you looking it up because you actually wanted to go?”


      Shoot, now I’m remembering how Nanami made fun of me with the biggest grin on her face when I told her all that. I mean, I was just trying to reassure her!


      Though when—just in retaliation to all the teasing—I had told her that I did want to go, Nanami had turned completely red and fallen silent. After all, if we went while not in our school uniforms, the hotels probably wouldn’t be able to figure us out...


      I said that, but since it was important for us to avoid any unnecessary risk, we wouldn’t go this year to such a place regardless.


      Therefore, for Valentine’s Day itself, I had invited Nanami to my house.


      We didn’t walk to my house together; she and I purposely went back to our respective homes first. Although it wasn’t like me to do this, I changed my clothes and vacuumed my room, and then went on to tidy up the rest of the empty house.


      My parents weren’t home yet. It seemed they really were going to be home late because of work.


      A part of me had suspected that work was just an excuse for them to let me and Nanami have time alone together, but it seemed they were actually quite busy with their jobs. Apparently February and March were busy times of the year because they were close to the end of the fiscal year, when all accounts needed to be settled. My mom had said that she was going to eat Valentine’s chocolates and ride the sugar rush in order to push through her work. Adults really did have it rough.


      I hoped to be able to spend Valentine’s with Nanami even when we became adults, but if we were both busy, then maybe we would only be able to see each other a little bit. I thought that adults could just take a paid vacation day for Valentine’s, but maybe that wasn’t so easy to do.


      As I was imagining what it would be like once we had become adults, I heard the doorbell ring. The bright and cheery sound had my body trembling in anticipation.


      Because Nanami and I usually walked home together when she came over to my house, greeting her at the front door like this felt new and fresh.


      I was now fully prepped as well, having cleaned my room and finished preparations for my Valentine’s gift. I was fairly certain I hadn’t overlooked anything. But if I had, I’d just do my best to recover from it and make this a good day.


      With my heart pounding like it was my first time having Nanami over, I opened the front door to our house...and there stood Nanami, carrying a rather large bag in her hands.


      “Welcome, Nanami,” I said, leaning halfway out the open door.


      “I’m here! Thanks for having me,” she replied as she waved to me and tilted her head adorably.


      Today Nanami had her straight hair down loose, though she was wearing her glasses today as a slight accent to her look. Her outfit of the day consisted of a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a dark coat, plus what seemed to be a cream scarf. I couldn’t tell what she was wearing underneath her coat, but she looked to be pretty warmly dressed.


      The bag she brought was quite large—probably larger than the one we used for school. What did she bring? Can something that big be for Valentine’s? What could it be?


      “That’s a new look for you,” I said, then added, “It’s cute.”


      “Tee hee, I’m glad. I’m channeling Barato-san, so I tried dressing more serious today,” she replied with a smile as she flashed a peace sign—and then shivered a bit.


      Shoot, I was so taken by Nanami that I forgot to invite her in. It was most certainly better to share my thoughts on how pretty she looked only after she had been able to step inside, where it was warmer.


      “It must be cold—come on in. And I’ll take that bag. It looks heavy,” I said to her, reaching out for it.


      “Thanks...and I’m okay with the bag. It’s not too bad,” she said as she pulled it away from me and hid it slightly behind her.


      “Really? Okay, then come right this way.”


      Something about that exchange seemed a little off to me, but she probably just had something in the bag she wanted to hold on to. Maybe there was a large chocolate inside, and she didn’t want it to shift. That explained why the bag was so big. All these thoughts were going through my head as I invited Nanami up to my room.


      Once we had arrived, Nanami and I exchanged greetings for the second time today. She then proceeded to sit demurely on the floor.


      What’s with this weirdness I’m feeling? I feel...excited, maybe even nervous? Wait, why am I feeling so restless?


      This wasn’t the first time Nanami had come to my room. In fact, she had come over many times before, and we had also been alone, just the two of us, many times over. She had even stayed over for Christmas. I had thought, therefore, that I would be used to situations like this already, but I found myself more nervous now than I had ever been.


      I felt fidgety, almost ticklish. I even wanted to scream and run around, if that were something I could do. I wouldn’t, of course, but that was how restless I was feeling.


      The large bag she had brought was most likely what was getting my hopes up about what kind of Valentine’s chocolate she had prepared for me.


      But maybe that wasn’t quite right either...because even Nanami seemed more nervous than usual. She seemed not to realize it, but she was swaying side to side a little bit—like she was swaying in the wind, or even dancing. Is her heart what’s dancing right now?


      I was so nervous that I was starting to think funny thoughts.


      “Anyway, I’ll...go get us some tea. Wait here, okay?” I said.


      “Oh, um...thanks,” she murmured.


      There was a tension in the air that was reminiscent of when Nanami first came to my room. I decided to leave and make some tea to try to lighten the mood.


      I was pretty certain that I still had some of the tea left that I had made for Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun. Maybe I should spend some extra time brewing it, in order to help calm myself down...


      “Um, it’s okay if you’re slow,” Nanami said just as I was leaving the room.


      Um, what does she mean that it’s okay if I’m slow?


      Was she going to prep the chocolate now? No way... She wouldn’t cook in my room, would she?


      But maybe, just in case, I really should brew the tea more slowly than usual. And I should also make sure to knock before entering the room.


      I had never knocked before entering my own room, but alas. If Nanami was in the middle of getting ready, she might become flustered if I didn’t.


      Besides, I needed time to prepare too.


      The cupcake I was going to give Nanami had turned out well. I had kept it at room temp, but since it wasn’t summer, that seemed not to have affected it all that much.


      I had also experimented with storage a few times. I could put it in the fridge too, but then the cake part would get all hard. If it was just for one day, though, it would keep at room temp.


      To complete the cupcake, all I had to do was to put cream on top and decorate it. I had considered bringing it to the room along with the tea, but that seemed a bit too difficult for me to pull off. Should I take the tea over first, and then come back for the cupcake?


      Once I had finished brewing the tea, I made my way back to my room as slowly as possible while still trying to get back before the tea got cold.


      I wonder what Nanami’s doing...?


      With my heart fluttering a bit, I knocked on the door to my own room. It felt strange to do so, but then I heard Nanami’s voice coming from inside.


      “Y-Yoshin...one second...hang on for just one second, okay?!” she called out, mild panic in her voice.


      “Oh, sure...”


      What could she be so nervous about? I didn’t hear any loud noises coming from inside. Just what was Nanami doing in there?


      But I only ended up waiting for the briefest of moments. I seemed to have done pretty well with my timing, because just a moment after she told me to wait I heard Nanami announce that she was ready.


      Upon opening the door to my room, I smelled something distinctly sweet.


      The unusual smell made the room seem like it wasn’t even mine. It was incredibly strange, but the smell wasn’t unpleasant; if anything, it was quite appetizing.


      And the person waiting in the room that was filled with such a sweet, appetizing smell was Nanami...


      “Huh?”


      Nanami...was in my room. I mean, of course she was. That much was expected, but it was the state she was in that was unexpected.


      What exactly was unexpected...was what she was wearing. When I had left the room, Nanami was wearing a normal outfit. When she had taken off her coat, she was wearing loose sweats underneath.


      I remembered because at the time I had thought the whole ensemble had been terribly trendy. But what she was wearing then was definitely not what she was currently wearing now—there was no way she would have come to my house dressed in this.


      Seeming satisfied by my obvious surprise, Nanami bowed to me very respectfully and said...




      “Welcome home, master.”




      Nanami, who greeted me with this almost cliché expression of obedience, was wearing a pink and brown maid outfit.


      ♢♢♢


      Although there were many different ways to react to an unexpected situation, in this situation, I ended up freezing completely. I wanted to pat myself on the back for somehow managing to keep a hold of the tray that held our tea.


      “It’s Yu-senpai, isn’t it?” I finally managed to say.


      “Oh, you could tell?” Nanami replied.


      “How could I not?”


      In fact, if that outfit actually belonged to Nanami, I would be in even more of a shock. Why was she even wearing such an outfit...or, more importantly, why did she borrow it in the first place?


      These days, costumes like these were provided entirely by Yu-senpai. Though I had to admit that, because of them, my interactions and whatnot with Nanami had gained quite a bit of variety.


      Nanami herself seemed slightly giddy, perhaps owing to the fact that she hadn’t worn a maid outfit since the school festival. She waved her hands around as if to show off her costume, even shifting to sit in different poses possessing varying degrees of seductiveness.


      I felt like I was watching a live gravure photo session. When I first saw it I had thought the outfit was frilly and was made of a lot of fabric, but in reality it was actually pretty low-cut and featured a pretty short skirt.


      It was, in other words, rather revealing. Was that part of its cuteness? Or did the revealing aspect correlate with its cuteness somehow? Who even knew?


      At the very least, right now, Nanami wearing a maid outfit was...


      “Super pretty,” I let out.


      “Huh? Hee hee...tee hee hee hee...”


      My thoughts just slipped out of my mouth, but Nanami also started giggling in a peculiar way. What on earth? Even her smile looked kind of questionable.


      When she hopped around from excitement, her skirt—full and practically piled with frills—swayed to match her movement. As did her chest. Or maybe I was wrong; maybe I just thought they were swaying because the frills were.


      I stood there, totally captivated by Nanami’s outfit, but I still had a lingering question about the whole thing: Why was she wearing a maid outfit in the first place?


      It suited her, and she looked great in it—but why a maid outfit? Did Valentine’s have anything to do with maids?


      “I’m pretty sure Nao-chan’s wearing a matching costume at the restaurant today,” Nanami commented.


      “Huh? Really?” I uttered.


      Still, why a maid for Valentine’s Day? I couldn’t help wondering about the reason, though I did recall senpai mentioning something special for Valentine’s Day. I guess the maid costume was what she was talking about. Maybe there was some kind of a connection there that I wasn’t aware of.


      When I heard more about it, though, it turned out that fewer customers tended to come on Valentine’s Day itself compared to the beginning of the Valentine’s fair that the restaurant put on—so, in order to circumvent that, the restaurant held a special event only on Valentine’s Day itself.


      One of those events was apparently a Valentine’s Day limited edition costume, an endeavor spearheaded by Yu-senpai.


      And Yu-senpai had been kind enough to let Nanami borrow one of the costumes, saying that, since it was Valentine’s Day and all, Nanami should spend the day in a special outfit.


      “She didn’t need to take a photo of herself and send it to us, though,” I muttered.


      “Nao-chan’s so cute, isn’t she?” Nanami commented in indirect response.


      Nanami was showing me a photo on her smartphone in order to explain the situation to me. Yu-senpai must have sent the photo—one of herself in a maid outfit—only to Nanami, since I hadn’t seen it before.


      In the photo Yu-senpai was wearing a maid costume that matched Nanami’s, one that was somewhere in between a sweet and gothic Lolita style. It was the same design as the one Nanami wore, though Yu-senpai’s was in light green and brown instead of pink and brown. The combination was supposedly to evoke mint chocolate. This, apparently, was Yu-senpai’s limited edition Valentine’s costume.


      The Yu-senpai in the picture had her cleavage on full display while also wearing a short skirt with plenty of frills on it. I still couldn’t get over how the sheer amount of frills made the outfit somehow come across as less revealing than it probably was.


      Flashing a carefree peace sign, Yu-senpai seemed to be showering the customers with her trademark energy while innocently showcasing all her various charms.


      A tanned gyaru maid... I almost felt like she was overdoing it, but even so, the outfit looked good on her. No wonder customers came to the restaurant just to see her in it.


      In the photo, though, there was one other person wearing the same outfit. That’s right—this year, Yu-senpai wasn’t wearing the costume alone; she had taken someone else down... I mean, she had found another person to wear matching outfits with her.


      It was, of course, the owner’s wife. In the photo, she stood next to Yu-senpai looking rather embarrassed, with somewhat teary eyes and a truly mixed expression on her face as she, too, flashed a modest peace sign at the camera.


      The fingers she had put up for the V were rather bent, suggesting that she was being forced to do it for the photo. I felt kind of bad for her.


      Apparently she really had been forced into this by Yu-senpai and made to wear a matching maid outfit in a third color. The owner’s wife was wearing a costume in yellow and brown.


      She had apparently said that she was embarrassed to wear such a costume at her age, but the owner himself was so happy that he had done fist pumps upon seeing her in it. I, too, thought that the outfit looked nice on her.


      I didn’t know how old the owner and his wife were, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t old enough to be considered middle-aged. Though I really couldn’t figure out what we were supposed to do upon receiving this photo of her.


      As a sidenote, apparently Yu-senpai got a real scolding from the owner’s wife for having sent this photo to me and Nanami...but that was a story for a different time.


      In any case, I understood how and why Nanami ended up borrowing the maid costume from Yu-senpai. Though the mystery still remained of why it was a maid costume to begin with.


      “You don’t like maid costumes, Yoshin?” Nanami asked.


      “I do!” I exclaimed, then sobered up and said, “Wait, that’s an unfair question.”


      Of course I was happy to see her in a maid outfit. It was the same as being served a meal that looked absolutely delicious and knowing that there was no way it could possibly taste bad.


      I was happy, this was fun, and she was, quite simply, a sight for sore eyes.


      But that was separate from the fact that the whole situation still raised a bunch of questions. I mean, Nanami was most definitely wearing an outfit that raised all sorts of different questions.


      Also, Nanami’s Valentine’s present for me wasn’t just the maid outfit. Okay, just saying that Nanami in a maid costume was my present was already pretty questionable, but to be fair she was the one who said it first.


      Anyway, the sweet scent I smelled when I walked into my room earlier? The source of that was also a part of her gift.


      “This is pretty incredible,” I murmured.


      The table was covered with numerous sweets, ranging from chocolate cake to macarons and doughnuts. With this many sugary treats lined up in one place, of course my room would smell sweet.


      “Tee hee... Happy Valentine’s Day, Yoshin! Here are some chocolates from me,” Nanami said as she pulled out a beautifully wrapped box from the pocket on her dress.


      “There’s more?!” I blurted as I took the package from her. The wrapping paper was pink—maybe she had matched it with her outfit? She said chocolate, so that was probably what was inside the box. The cake looked to be a chocolate one too, and yet, there was more.


      Wait...this too?


      I picked up something round that was clear and shined like a gem. I had thought it was just a decoration, but it turned out to be...


      “Candy?” I uttered.


      “I had to buy it premade,” Nanami commented, “but it’s fruit candy.”


      There’s even candy, huh? But I see, she had to buy the candy premade. Well, of course she did... But wait, doesn’t that mean... Did she just say that she had to buy “it” premade? Excuse me? Does that mean she made...everything else? It’s all homemade?


      When I whipped back toward Nanami to look at her, she raised her arm in an exaggerated manner and scratched her head, winking and sticking out her tongue. In other words, she struck the quintessential “my bad” pose.


      Oh come on, no matter how cute you look, I can’t help but think that this is just way too much.


      She must have been prepping this for a while. When did she have time to do such a thing? I had a tough time just trying to make cupcakes, for crying out loud. I guess things were different if you cooked on a regular basis.


      “Oh, don’t worry. The stuff on the table I had my mom and Saya help me with. So it’s really not that much,” Nanami insisted.


      “It’s not that much? Even with this much?” I asked.


      Did that mean that technically these were gifts from all the women in the Barato family? If that were the case, that meant I was receiving my first chocolate not only from Nanami, but from the Baratos as well. I was not expecting this to happen today at all, and it became clear to me that I would need to put a ton of effort into White Day to prepare appropriate gifts in return.


      And most of all, in comparison to the total spread on the table, the cupcake I made was starting to look incredibly lame.


      “Did you really have to make so much, Nanami?” I couldn’t help muttering.


      “Well, I hadn’t made sweets in a while, and I ended up having a ton of fun,” she explained. “Plus I think I really went for it because it was my first Valentine’s.”


      Really went for it...was one way to put it. Literally everything on the table looked delicious. I had never really had macarons before either.


      Except...I felt like I had seen this lineup of sweets somewhere before. The chocolate cake aside, I felt like I had just seen macrons, doughnuts, and candy together very recently...


      Still, I said, “Everything looks delicious. This must have been so much work.”


      “Not really. I like cooking, and some things keep well, so I spread the work out over a number of days. Though I guess the cake was kind of a challenge.”


      “What’s this thing on top? I’ve never seen it before.”


      “I tried putting marron glacé on it. My mom was making them, so I helped her and asked her to give me some.”


      Wait, I’m pretty sure I’ve seen the phrase “marron glacé” somewhere recently too. Where did I see it? After a few moments of diving into my brain, I realized where.


      That’s right—I saw it before I made the cupcakes. I’m pretty sure it said...


      “Eternal love...right?” I mumbled.


      Of course: I saw it when I was looking up things to avoid giving on Valentine’s, along with what different sweets signified. I was pretty sure that chocolate, along with macarons and doughnuts, all had distinct meanings. That was probably why the spread on the table seemed so familiar to me.


      Oh, Nanami just froze up. Did I say something funny? Just as I was wondering about that, though...


      “Yoshin, you...knew?” she asked.


      “Huh? Oh, wait. Did you know about it too?”


      Nanami, now blushing a bright red, got a tray from seemingly nowhere and hid the bottom half of her face with it...then crumpled to the floor and looked up at me. She must have started tearing up, because her eyes were wavering uncertainly even as they glistened.


      “I was looking up stuff when I was trying to decide what to give you,” I explained. “You mean...”


      “Yeah... I wanted to make everything that had a positive meaning attached to it,” Nanami confessed.


      “So that’s why you really went for it...”


      “I didn’t think you knew about it too. This is kind of embarrassing,” she said with a sigh.


      I, of course, didn’t think there was any reason to feel embarrassed about it. I was pretty sure that doughnuts meant “I like you a lot,” candy said “I like you,” and macarons conveyed “You are my special person.”


      In any case, it was a veritable parade of sweets, with all of them expressing love and affection. I wasn’t expecting to receive this much emotion attached to Nanami’s gift, so I had to admit I was happily surprised.


      “Seriously... I thought you’d think I was doing too much, so I purposely didn’t tell you the meanings of anything,” Nanami continued.


      “No way, I wouldn’t think that at all,” I replied, “though it does seem like a lot to eat all at once.”


      “Really?” Nanami said, slowly coming around. “Oh, thank goodness...”


      As I saw Nanami sigh with relief out of the corner of my eye, I turned back to the table to look at the mountain of sweets.


      There were so many different items that I thought I would get fat from how happy I felt just looking at them. This must be how Shoichi-senpai feels every year.


      Eating all of this by myself was probably going to be a challenge. But I was going to do it, of course; no way was I going to give any of this to other people.


      I was going to accept all of Nanami’s feelings with the utmost care—and give my feelings to Nanami too.


      “Wait just a sec,” I said, then left the room to grab the cupcake that I had prepared for this very occasion. I did my best to wrap it up so that it would look pretty, but I was going to have to rely on the thought I put into it to make up for its shabbiness. Once I returned, I sat down in front of Nanami.


      “Happy Valentine’s Day, Nanami,” I said as I handed the cupcake to her. Nanami took it from me, then extended her arms out to study it.


      Next I brought out the other present and, holding it out toward her, declared, “And this is a token of my affection.”


      The moment Nanami saw it, she opened her eyes wide in surprise.


      I was offering Nanami...roses. It wasn’t enough to call a bouquet; it was a small bunch of just four bright red roses.


      “Will you accept it?” I asked.


      “Huh...? Huh?!” Nanami blurted in response.


      Seeing the expression on her face convinced me that this surprise had been successful, making it well worth it for me to have gone out and done something I rarely ever did—buy flowers.
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      For this surprise I had taken a page from Valentine’s customs abroad. It was common outside of Japan for men to give gifts to women, and apparently, roses were one of the most common presents.


      Giving red roses to express love. When we learned the meaning behind that gift, my two guy friends and I had each bought roses to give as a gift to the girl we liked.


      I was pretty certain that Teshikaga-kun had given his roses to Shirishizu-san already, but that news seemed not to have gotten around to Nanami just yet. Regardless, I was grateful that they had helped to keep it a surprise.


      “Thank you,” Nanami finally said. Her smile as she held the roses was just as beautiful as the flowers themselves.


      As a sidenote, apparently giving four roses meant “My feelings will not change until the day I die.” That was a bit too embarrassing, though, so I wasn’t going to say that out loud.


      I was contemplating telling it to her on a different occasion...when a shock ran through my body.


      I felt something large and soft collide into me, and by the time I realized what had happened, I found myself being embraced and kissed by what appeared to be a deeply moved Nanami.


      She kissed me like she wanted to suck on my lips, and immediately wet sounds filled the room.


      A strange sensation enveloped my body, as if I had been struck by lightning right on my lips, and the charge was running straight through me. And as we kissed with the same amount of passion to equal the roses I had just given Nanami, she and I collapsed onto the floor with her body on top of mine. Not in a weird way, though; she just ended up on top of me.


      With us positioned like that, though, I ended up saying the most inane thing possible.


      “I wonder if our tea has gotten cold...”


      I had no idea what I was so worried about, but the tea I had brought to the room earlier probably had grown cold already. With my face and my body as flushed as they were, though, that was probably for the better.


      “Mm, I think it’s okay,” Nanami said from above me before she buried her face in my chest. She then shifted her body as though she were climbing—or, rather, crawling—up my body.


      Finally she brought her face right up to mine...and touched our noses together, shyly whispering, “I’ll warm it back up with my love.”


      Then, as though trying to hide just how embarrassed she was, Nanami kissed me one more time.


      ♢♢♢


      Because Valentine’s Day was on a weekday, for the day itself Nanami and I kept things to a simple celebration.


      Despite our intentions, however, I ended up getting so many gifts from Nanami. I was also not counting on the fact that my present for Nanami would end up being so trite in comparison to what she gave me.


      We had been talking about going on a Valentine’s date today since it was the weekend, but now I felt like just a single date wouldn’t be enough to give back for what she had given me.


      In fact, apparently Nanami was going to give me yet another Valentine’s present today. More accurately, she said that today was the only day she could give it to me.


      What was she going to give me? Or maybe I was more concerned with what she was going to do.


      Given the amount of feeling she had given me on actual Valentine’s Day, I couldn’t even begin to imagine it.


      This meant that I really had to pump myself up for my return gift to her for White Day. That was what I was thinking, anyway.


      Still, I was only considering a normal gift—something within the realm of common sense.


      I wasn’t expecting, therefore, an incident to take place that would force me to think of an actual reciprocal gift for White Day.


      What Nanami was saying about chocolate that would knock my socks off...


      That, it turned out, was yet to happen.


      ♢♢♢


      “Welcome... Oh, hey, it’s you two!”


      “Hello Yu-senpai,” I said. “Today we’re here as customers.”


      “Hello! We came here as part of our date,” Nanami added.


      While on our Valentine’s date the weekend following the actual day, Nanami and I came to the restaurant where we both worked. We were thinking of taking a break here and having some tea, but that actually wasn’t our main goal.


      We were shown to our seats and promptly served water. Shoichi-senpai was working today, and he was actually the one that brought our waters to our table.


      “Hello there, you two. Did you enjoy Valentine’s Day?” he asked.


      “Yes, we did—thanks to you. We really appreciate it,” I told him.


      “No need to thank me...though I do hope that you’ll be able to sign up for Valentine’s shifts with me next year,” he muttered.


      “Next year? Did something happen?” I asked.


      “Well, Nao-nee wore her own special outfit, but then she wanted me and the owner to dress up like butlers too. The restaurant was absolutely packed... So next year, I want you to dress up as a butler with me...”


      What was that woman even doing? I quickly glanced at Yu-senpai, and she must have noticed because she struck the same “my bad” pose that Nanami had done the other day. She clearly had not reflected on her misdeeds.


      So, the women had worn Valentine’s maid outfits, while the men had worn Valentine’s butler outfits.


      Apparently the restaurant’s post about it on social media had attracted many customers, making the scene that day like yet another battlefield. I felt bad that on such a busy day, Nanami and I had taken a day off to relax with each other.


      “I wanna see Yoshin in a butler costume,” I heard Nanami mumble.


      Oh, shoot. Nanami’s all into the idea. No, Nanami, no! Today is not about the butler outfit. Calm down; you have to calm down, Nanami.


      She must have noticed me looking at her intently, because she cleared her throat once and shared her order with senpai.


      “So you think you’ll be working here next year too?” I asked senpai.


      “Well, I am graduating high school soon, but...if I can continue, I would like to,” he replied.


      “I see. You’ve been here for so long, you must feel quite attached to it,” I suggested.


      “No... It’s just that looking for a new job is such a pain...”


      His response seemed very much something a high schooler would say. I mean, Shoichi-senpai was a high schooler, but still. It was quite refreshing to hear him say something like that.


      But it was true: Senpai was graduating next month.


      Maybe I should think of a graduation gift for him, or plan a celebration of some kind. He had really done a lot for me, and even though we had met in a strange way, we had known each other for some time now.


      Though what we were giving him today was separate from a graduation present.


      “Shoichi-senpai, this is for you and everyone at the restaurant,” I said.


      “And this is from me—here you go, senpai,” Nanami followed suit.


      She and I both pulled out the snacks that we had brought in our bags and handed them to senpai. I had brought cupcakes I had made, while Nanami had brought chocolates.


      Senpai blinked a few times before taking the gifts from us.


      For Valentine’s Day this year, Nanami and I decided to thank people who had supported us in different ways.


      In terms of work, we wanted to thank everyone for letting us take both Valentine’s Day and the weekend off...by giving them treats we had made.


      I wasn’t sure if they would like it, but at least Shoichi-senpai seemed delighted.


      “Are you sure I can have this, Barato-kun?” senpai asked. He had accepted my gift without question, but he was looking at the chocolates from Nanami with a certain amount of trepidation in his eyes.


      “It’s to thank you for your support. Please enjoy them with everyone at the restaurant,” Nanami responded with a smile, as though it were no big deal. Senpai, on the other hand, donned an awkward smile and even stepped back slightly.


      This was Nanami’s first time giving chocolates to people that were neither me nor her family. And that was most likely the exact reason she wanted to give them to people at the restaurant who had been good to her.


      I had made a good number of cupcakes too, so I was planning to put them all in the staff area later. Though I wasn’t sure if that would really work as a show of my appreciation.


      “If that’s the case, then I’ll gladly have them,” said senpai. “I’ll enjoy them later along with everyone else. But...”


      When senpai paused, I asked, “Is something wrong?”


      “Did you make this yourself, Yoshin-kun?” he asked me. “I’m honored, but I guess a part of me is a little surprised you bake...”


      “Oh, I guess I’ve been enjoying cooking lately, and it’s nice to have someone eat the food that I make,” I shared.


      This much was true. I knew that I had gotten into cooking because I wanted Nanami to eat the food I made, but honestly I was beginning to enjoy cooking itself more and more.


      Since I started going out with Nanami I also started doing more chores around the house, so I supposed cooking was one part of that. I had to admit, though, that I enjoyed cooking more than housework.


      I occasionally cooked for my parents too, and it made me really happy whenever they said that my food tasted good.


      Because I used to just get food from a convenience store or even skip meals when I was feeling lazy, I never thought I would learn to cook myself.


      “I see. Then are you thinking of pursuing that as a career in the future?” senpai asked.


      “Ah... I haven’t thought that much about it. I mean, right now I’m really only cooking for Nanami,” I confessed.


      “Nii-ch...the owner started cooking the same way, so really any reason can be what gets you started. I feel like it’s okay to consider it as one of your options,” senpai noted.


      My future, huh...?


      I guess the fact that senpai was graduating next month was a part of the reason the conversation went this way, but still, talking about the future now was a little unexpected. I’ll readily admit I wasn’t planning on discussing that while I was on my Valentine’s date with Nanami.


      When I thought about it, though, it made sense that no matter the occasion everyone had hopes and dreams for their future. I, unfortunately, didn’t have either of those. To put it more precisely, I didn’t really have any ideas about what path I wanted to pursue.


      I guess I was now paying the price of living a life of mindless self-indulgence so far.


      “Oh...sorry, this isn’t really a date-friendly topic. I hope you enjoy your meal,” senpai said, suddenly changing topics.


      “Oh, uh, yes...?”


      I watched as Shoichi-senpai quickly retreated to the back of the restaurant. I turned and found Nanami looking at us with clear anger in her narrowed eyes. Wait, you don’t have to get that upset...


      Maybe that was why Shoichi-senpai scurried off in a hurry.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked Nanami.


      “You were starting to look kind of sad,” she began. “If it’s about your future, we can think about it together, so don’t fret over it all by yourself. Talk to me, okay?”


      “Well, I don’t think I’ve gotten to the point of worrying about it yet. I don’t even know what I wanna do,” I said.


      “In case you think you might want to go into the culinary industry, I’ll support you in any way I can,” she said, taking my hands in hers with a smile that made it hard to believe her eyes had been narrowed in anger just moments ago. Her words were reassuring, but I also knew that I couldn’t just keep relying on her generosity.


      I was going to be a senior soon. It was probably time for me to start thinking about stuff like this more seriously. Though I already felt like I was off to a late start.


      “But regardless of what you decide, wouldn’t it be nice to go to the same college? Plus if you ever want to be a stay-at-home husband in the future, I can definitely take care of you. In fact, even if you do absolutely nothing, I can—”


      “Wait, Nanami, you probably shouldn’t be so eager to enable the creation of a no-good, deadbeat lout like that,” I muttered.


      Not working at all while relying on Nanami for everything would mean that I was completely leeching off of her. Why would I do that, especially after finally having started to gain some life skills? Though if we were only talking about whether that was an easy life or not, it was probably the former.


      Though maybe mentally it wouldn’t actually be much of an easy life. I felt like it would be really emotionally draining. If I got used to such a situation, my heart would probably give out. And in the event Nanami tossed me aside, I really wouldn’t be able to complain.


      Yeah, I really should think about my future more seriously. Though I’m also going to enjoy today’s date to the fullest.


      “I want to support your dreams for the future too, and I don’t want things to be one-sided...so it’ll be great if you could help me think things over,” I said.


      “I’d be glad to,” Nanami answered.


      It definitely was a bit too heavy of a topic while we were on a date. It was important to separate the two: We’ll have our date now, and then we’ll discuss our future some other time.


      With that settled, I decided to give the snacks I had brought to the owner and the other staff members.


      When I got up from my seat and went to the back, my sudden appearance seemed to surprise the owner and the rest of the staff. Yu-senpai knew that I was here with Nanami, though, so she seemed less surprised compared to everyone else.


      Nanami had brought a good number of chocolates, so she was probably fine, but I couldn’t pack that many of the cupcakes I had made. Nonetheless, people seemed surprised when I started handing them out. Shoichi-senpai had a smug look on his face for some reason, and it amused me to see everyone tilting their heads and visibly wondering why.


      “In that case, here you go—these are chocolates from me! Enjoy them with Nana-chan, okay?” Yu-senpai said.


      “Oh, thank you. I’ll work hard to prepare a return gift,” I replied.


      “Dude, this is already like your preemptive return gift, so you don’t have to worry about it,” Yu-senpai muttered.


      Oh, I guess she was right. Shoichi-senpai, too, told me to look forward to White Day, and even the owner and the others were telling me that they would give me and Nanami a deal on that day too.


      But this is all to thank you guys for letting us take days off, so you don’t have to do anything in return... Still, I decided to gratefully accept their kindness.


      I then proceeded to return to the table where Nanami was waiting for me, but...


      “Oh! Misumai-kun, are you here as a customer today?” one of the women in a group of regulars asked as I passed by their table on my way back.


      “Oh, hello. Yes, it’s my day off today, so...”


      “Oh my, are you on a date? Gosh, it’s so nice to be young, isn’t it? I haven’t gone on a date with my husband in years...”


      “Same here! Though I guess that’s why I get to have these girls’ outings,” another woman in the party chimed in.


      The women were here in their usual group, sitting at their usual table, enjoying their usual conversation.


      It was the weekend, so I wasn’t expecting to run into them like this. I mostly worked after school on weekdays, so I had assumed that that was the day and time that this group typically came to the restaurant.


      I thus ended up getting caught by the women and missed my chance to exit the conversation. Just as I was trying to think of what to do, though, someone came up to me and asked, “Were you able to give it to them, Yoshin? Oh, hello everyone—welcome.”


      Having been greeted thus, the women in the group tilted their heads in unison. They seemed to have found it strange that Nanami was welcoming them to the restaurant.


      Well, of course: Nanami was wearing a total gyaru outfit today. Though given that it was winter, it wasn’t a terribly revealing one.


      Today she was wearing a pair of tight-fitting jeans that showed off her legs, along with a white tank top—wait, was it a tank top?—that showed off her shoulders and navel.


      Her hair was a bit wavy as well, and she certainly wasn’t wearing the glasses she always wore when she was on the job. Yeah, she looks like a gyaru. No doubt about it.


      “Um,” one of the women began uncertainly.


      “Wait, you were the one who was with Misumai-kun before,” another murmured.


      It seemed one of the women knew about the last time Nanami and I came to the restaurant together. It was probably when we had visited the restaurant before Nanami started working here. This customer also knew of Nanami’s existence when suspicions arose that I liked “Barato-san.” Though the fact that Nanami and Barato-san were the same person made it kind of confusing.


      Actually, was this the moment Nanami was going to reveal the truth?


      When I glanced at her, she nodded at me slightly. Oh, so that’s how it is. That’s why she took the time to come over when I got caught by these regulars. Plus she even made it a point to greet them to the restaurant specifically...


      I raised my hand in the air with my palm facing upward—as though I were introducing a product on the home shopping channel—and then, indicating Nanami, said, “Actually, I’m currently on a date with Barato-san...”


      As though that were her cue, Nanami bowed respectfully. With such a wide gap between the appearance and mannerisms of the Nanami they were seeing now and the Barato-san they knew from the restaurant, all the customers were at a loss for words. Having fallen speechless, they looked back and forth between me and Nanami, until they finally rested their gaze on me.


      “Barato-san... This is Nanami Barato-san, who works at this restaurant,” I said, repeating the introduction for emphasis.


      Maybe that was what finally clicked with the regulars, because their eyes began to twinkle all at once. This must be some of the best gossip of their life, I thought.


      “Oh my. My my my...”


      “Goodness, so you two were one and the same person...”


      I felt like their initial misunderstanding toward me may also have been resolved by this realization: that there was only one person I liked, rather than two.


      “To meet and start dating someone from your part-time job. How nice it is to be young! I’m sure work from now on will be a lot more fun,” one of the customers said.


      Hm? Wait, has the misunderstanding not been cleared up? Rather, what kind of a story are these women telling themselves right now?


      “You’re absolutely right!” Nanami agreed. “Oh, but we’ll still work very seriously at our jobs, so please don’t worry about that.”


      “Oh my, is that so?” another woman said. “And Barato-san, you look so nice in that outfit too. Say, when did you two start dating?”


      “I confessed to him on Valentine’s Day,” Nanami answered.


      “Oh goodness, you confessed to him? That’s so unexpected...”


      It was amazing just how smooth of a yarn Nanami was spinning. I mean, to tell these people the entire story from the beginning would take way too much time, but still.


      “Well, we should let you have your lunch. I hope you enjoy your meal,” Nanami finally said. “Yoshin, shall we go?”


      “Oh, uh, I’ll see you again, when I have my next shift... Please excuse us,” I managed to say.


      I followed Nanami’s lead and managed to break away from the women’s table. They were probably going to launch into a good gossiping session the moment we were out of earshot.


      After all, Nanami always called me “Misumai-senpai” at work, but right now she was calling me “Yoshin.” I felt like we had given them more than enough fodder for their imagination.


      Hopefully none of it was anything that would damage either Nanami’s or my reputation.
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      Once we had returned to our seats, I made sure to confirm things with Nanami by asking, “Why did you decide to explain things that way?”


      “Well... It just seemed like a pain to explain all the details. Besides, people tend to be more interested in the end result than how we got there,” Nanami said.


      It was true that the women seemed more interested in the outcome than anything else. Plus I had to agree with Nanami about how things could become a pain to explain pretty quickly. We could probably skip the details and write them all off as a margin of error. I was dating Nanami; if we could get that across, then we would’ve accomplished our mission.


      Besides, we were on our special date, one that we were enjoying after a long spell of going without one. We certainly didn’t want to waste precious time dealing with awkward issues.


      “At least we’ve managed to get rid of weird rumors about you at work,” Nanami declared.


      “You’re right, I’m glad we cleared things up before people started talking about how I was two-timing...”


      “Now we can make out at work without asking for permission,” she continued.


      “Didn’t you just say you’ll still work seriously?!”


      When I told her that I wouldn’t be able to permit makeout sessions at work, Nanami said that she was just kidding and stuck out her tongue. I hope she really is kidding...


      Maybe I should consider continuing to call Nanami “Barato-san” at work. It was important to keep things separate, after all.


      As we sat at our table and continued to discuss how we would behave at work from now on, Yu-senpai brought us our orders, saying, “Here you go! Thanks for waiting. Plus this is on the house—a Valentine’s special.”


      In addition to our coffee and light meal, Yu-senpai had brought us two pieces of chocolate cake. They were in the shape of hearts, and each of them had a berry sauce drizzled over them.


      The problem was...


      “Yu-senpai... There’s only one fork,” I pointed out.


      “You idiot, how else are you gonna eat these if you don’t lovingly feed each other with a shared fork?”


      Yu-senpai also added, ridiculously, that these cakes were the first bite of our wedding cake. But this wasn’t a wedding cake, and besides, the bride and groom feeding each other cake at their wedding was done with two forks. I was pretty sure I saw that at a relative’s wedding.


      After that, we had a bit of a back-and-forth with Yu-senpai until we finally managed to get ourselves a second fork—but only under the condition that we would feed each other cake regardless.


      Were we, by chance, totally set up by Yu-senpai?


      ♢♢♢


      While on the first date we’d had in a while, we stopped by our workplace and ended up feeding each other cake.


      Wow, that didn’t make sense, even to me. Except I was grateful that Nanami enjoyed it, and we both got to eat delicious chocolate cake.


      After that, we left the restaurant and strolled around town. We didn’t have a particular destination, so we really did just walk around aimlessly.


      I guess if we had to give our walk a purpose, we might say that we were going window-shopping at Nanami’s request, or we were checking out Valentine’s events that were still continuing through the weekend.


      Though in reality, most displays had already shifted to White Day. The pace at which the commercial mood of the town shifted left me a bit dizzy.


      There were a few Valentine’s events—mainly chocolate-based ones—still going on, however, so we decided to go check them out.


      Also, perhaps because it was only the weekend after Valentine’s, I felt like there were still many couples out and about, though I wondered if I had just been imagining things. Maybe some of the Valentine’s events were still open because of that. Though White Day really did seem to have overshadowed Valentine’s Day already.


      I should probably remember all the White Day events so that I could make use of them for a future date with Nanami.


      “White Day already, huh?” I remarked. “Nanami, do you have something you want or something you want to do for White Day? If you let me know, I’d be happy to oblige.”


      “Hold on, Yoshin—I feel like I’ve already gotten a return gift from you. Are you still planning on giving me something for White Day?” she asked.


      “After everything you did for me, there’s no way I wouldn’t get you something in return...”


      I received so much from Nanami—chocolate cake with a marron glacé on top to macarons, chocolates, and various other snacks—and though I didn’t believe for a second that the amount of stuff was equivalent to the amount of feelings attached to them, I was still pretty certain that my gift to her was no match for what she gave me. Besides, Nanami even said that she was planning to give me some kind of special chocolate after our Valentine’s date today.


      I had already received all sorts of homemade treats from her, but apparently today’s chocolate was one that she could only give me on a day off like this. Today’s event planner, therefore, was Nanami.


      She told me to look forward to it, which meant that I already couldn’t wait for evening to come. Nanami, too, seemed to think that our daytime date activities were just a way to tide us over until nighttime. That was also why we were planning to head to Nanami’s house pretty early today, so we could avoid wearing ourselves out too much.


      The sun set fairly early, so we were going to go see the Valentine’s illuminations. Until then, though, it might be nice just to stroll around, or maybe relax at a café or something.


      We hadn’t had a date like this—leisurely, with no itinerary—in a while. Though I couldn’t not have a plan for White Day, which was precisely why I was asking Nanami my question.


      “I guess I just want you to spend the day with me,” Nanami said. “Let’s go on a date for White Day too, okay?”


      “Well, I want to get you a gift for White Day too. It’ll be our first White Day together, after all.”


      It seemed natural to want to do something for Nanami for our first White Day, following our first Valentine’s Day together. Nanami, too, seemed moved by the fact that it would be our first.


      After thinking for a moment, Nanami—perhaps because she had thought of something she wanted to do—raised her index finger and said, “In that case, I want you to bake me something for White Day too.”


      “If it’s that simple, then of course I’ll do it,” I answered immediately.


      “Also, um...if possible, I’d like us to make it together,” she continued.


      “Together?”


      Preparing a return gift together seemed rather strange, but if I had to be honest, it also sounded like fun. But when I asked her why, the response that Nanami gave was absolutely adorable.


      “You know, because...you were baking with Kenbuchi-kun and Teshikaga-kun, right? Like, you told me all your practice was important hangout time with the guys,” she began.


      “Oh, yeah, we did. Hitoshi was really happy about it, and he even told me things went well for him because of what we did.”


      “Well, when I heard that, I got really jealous. Like, I want to bake with you too! That’s why, for White Day, it would be great if you would—?!”


      Shoot, I thought I was just thinking that she was so cute I wanted to hug her, but then I was actually already doing it. I must have shocked her because I did it so suddenly.


      I had no idea she felt jealous about the fact that I was baking with the guys. It was fun hanging out with Hitoshi and Teshikaga-kun and getting all rowdy while we were baking, but of course it would be fun to do the same with Nanami.


      “Let’s bake together. In fact, let’s do it every week,” I declared.


      “We’d bake way too much if we did it every week, and I would get fat—so just on White Day would be fine,” Nanami stated.


      She rejected me.


      But...fat. Getting fat, huh...? I feel like saying that I’ll like Nanami even if she gets a little pudgy is a really insensitive thing to say right now. Though if she asks me the question, I guess it’s okay to respond as such. But saying it without being prompted seems wrong. Yeah, it’s most definitely wrong. Let’s talk about something else.


      “I feel like I’m going to get fat from being so happy this White Day too. Maybe I should exercise more. I need to burn off some calories,” I said.


      “Oh, maybe I’ll do it with you. I ended up eating a lot because I was taste testing everything,” Nanami said, perking up.


      “Didn’t you mention that you managed to go on a successful diet last year? You didn’t look at all like you had gained weight...like your belly and stuff,” I remarked.


      “That’s right! The diet worked, so I had you touch my stomach, huh?” Nanami recalled, then added, “but now I have to exercise again...”


      What kinds of exercises did Nanami do? When I asked her about it, she said that she focused more on managing what she ate, rather than following any radical dieting plans.


      I guess eating moderately and exercising was the best combination, even though it took a while to see results.


      “But don’t you think it’s too early to talk about getting fat from happiness? Isn’t that only for people who are married?” Nanami asked.


      “Really? Don’t you think you’ll get fat if you keep eating delicious food, even if you’re not married?” I countered.


      “Can I say that I’m getting fat from happiness even if I’m still just a girlfriend? Maybe if we’re living together...?”


      “Isn’t that getting carried away? And if that’s the case, getting fat from being happy is just a matter of time.”


      “That’s true, but... No, wait. Is it just a matter of time...?”


      Nanami and I looked at each other and fell silent.


      Oh, come on...say something. I mean, I felt like I was sticking my foot in my mouth when I spoke too—like that bit about getting married or living together, when I haven’t even accomplished anything.


      Talk about getting ahead of myself. Our conversation had gone so off the rails that the actual definition of gaining weight from happiness didn’t even matter anymore.


      “So, uh, I guess we just need to focus on maintenance, huh?” I concluded.


      “Is that what we were saying?” Nanami questioned. “Though...I want you to always think that I’m pretty, so I guess I do want to maintain my figure.”


      Nanami was stroking her waist and hips, but her body language seemed to suggest that she was feeling somewhat troubled.


      Her gestures were a bit too sexy for her to be doing out in public, but there were so many people out today that no one seemed to be paying any particular attention to us.


      “I should make sure I don’t get fat too, if that’s something you’re not into,” I muttered.


      “Let’s both work hard to maintain our figures, even though gaining weight out of happiness is honestly a pretty nice idea,” Nanami said. “Although...”


      “Although...what?” I asked.


      “I’d still like you even if you got fat,” Nanami declared.


      “Thanks,” I said after a slight pause, then added, “Same here.”


      It was what I had meant to say earlier, but I said it now because it finally seemed like it was okay to do so. Oh, but... Now she’s got her cheeks puffed out. Wait, why? What did I say wrong? As I began to panic, Nanami’s pout devolved into straight-up sulking.


      “I’m happy you’d still like me even if I were fat, but I don’t like the idea that me getting fat is within the realm of acceptable possibility for you,” she explained. “It’s a girl thing.”


      “What the... Girls really are complicated.”


      “I know, I know. You didn’t say anything wrong. It’s just that...a part of me was relieved when you said you’d like me even if I were fat, but I hate that I even felt relieved in the first place.”


      By this point Nanami seemed completely submerged in self-loathing, so I reached out and gently stroked her cheek. And while she continued to look torn, gradually, her mood improved.


      We had unexpectedly gone from talking about Valentine’s Day and White Day to talking about dieting. But this must be part of the passion a lot of women had when it came to beauty.


      In the face of someone who worked so hard for the sake of beauty, I had to do my best too; I told myself that I would try not to gain weight either. Unraveling the complex tangle of girls’ hearts would be for another time. And by girls, I meant just Nanami, of course.


      I was still touching Nanami’s puffy cheeks, but then she suddenly patted them herself to force them to deflate. Once her cheeks were back to their usual shape, she was also back to her usual self—and she shook her head lightly, as if physically dislodging whatever funk was still lingering within her.


      “Okay, no more depressing weight stuff! We’re gonna enjoy Valentine’s Day today, remember?!” she exclaimed.


      “Right on!” I joined in, raising my fist high in the air in imitation of Nanami, whose fist was also raised high. The concept of getting fat being regarded as a solely depressing idea aside, I agreed that we should focus our thoughts and energy on doing only fun things.


      When we were sad, we should be sad. And when we were having fun, we should really have fun. Having ups and downs was normal, and both positive and negative emotions were important in life.


      Once both Nanami and I switched gears, we continued to enjoy our Valentine’s date. Never mind that we had actually already celebrated Valentine’s Day during the week.


      We got samples of rare and interesting chocolates at a chocolate exhibit, checked out a free concert that was a part of the event, and chatted at a nearby café when we grew tired and needed a break.


      Maybe because getting fat had come up earlier, but Nanami exclaimed in the café that she was going to start dieting tomorrow—and then walked around eating a lot of chocolate for today.


      Yeah, I think Nanami can get a little fa—um, obtain more flesh and still be okay. And I’m not saying that just to be nice.


      “I always gain weight in my chest first. If they get any bigger, I’m gonna need bigger bras,” Nanami mumbled.


      Hey, don’t stand there lifting up your boobs. But hold on. Can they really get that big? Honestly I’m dying to know. And maybe you shouldn’t say something like that so loud, Nanami. Whenever there’s comments like that in manga or whatever, it always attracts a lot of resentment and jealousy. Still, Nanami gets fat from her chest, huh? I usually start getting a belly first, so I guess it depends on the person where they carry their extra weight.


      Maybe Nanami noticed me looking at her, because she whispered to me whether I wanted to check for myself. Given that I didn’t know the original size or feeling of her boobs, I wouldn’t be able to tell if anything had changed if I touched them.


      But it’s not like I would’ve been allowed to check even if I did know.


      I had a vague feeling that most women would be happy if their chest grew larger. Nanami, though, said she didn’t want any more of that, since a larger chest would make it more challenging to find clothes that fit, make her look fat, and would require new undergarments that were more expensive.


      I see, so a larger chest really can be a hardship for women...


      “If you like them, though, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad,” she added.


      “Well, now I could never say that I dislike them,” I murmured.


      “I see, then you like this part of me.”


      “I wish you wouldn’t focus on just that part...”


      Wait, why was I the one saying this? Though I guess it would be strange to have Nanami saying it too. I also had no idea why we were talking about Nanami’s chest while on our Valentine’s date.


      Nanami then mumbled something about how I would find out soon enough, though at the time I had no clue what she meant, or what was going to happen in the near future.


      In any case, time passes in the blink of an eye when you’re having fun—and before we knew it, the sun had already set, and we were looking down at the nightscape from a slightly elevated location.


      We had a view like this in the summer too, but now, a layer of white snow was added to the mix. And with the snow reflecting all light, the whole city seemed to glow.


      In the summer, the lights seemed to illuminate things, but in the winter, everything seemed to shimmer instead. I had no idea that the seasons could change the view so drastically.


      And while I said we were in an elevated location, given my low tolerance for heights, we were only looking out at the city from inside a building. It was still fine, though; a beautiful view was beautiful no matter where you looked at it from.


      Nanami had originally said she wanted to see the view while riding a Ferris wheel, but when I told her that I would probably cry if we did that, she laughed and agreed to check it out from inside an actual building.


      I wasn’t kidding when I said that, mind you. I was scared enough to begin with, but if we had to ride the Ferris wheel in winter, I probably would burst out crying. The height was an issue, of course, but I was also afraid of slipping and falling on the snow. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that I might slip while getting on the ride and just straight-up die. Even if I were already riding in it, I knew I’d still be paranoid that such a thing might happen.


      Besides, since the nightscape was so breathtaking, it didn’t matter that we weren’t so high up.


      So, while enjoying such a lovely view, we realized that the only thing left to do for our date was to head over to Nanami’s room.


      Going to someone’s room seemed like a rather mature activity. Still, I guess it was something that we had always done. Nanami’s family was probably there today anyway, and it wasn’t like I was going to spend the night.


      And that was how I had carelessly let my guard down.


      “So, Yoshin,” Nanami began slowly, “what are you planning to do tonight?”


      “Tonight? Aren’t we going to your house?” I replied.


      “I mean after. You’re gonna come to my house, and I’m gonna give you chocolate, and...after that.”


      After that? Do we have something planned for after? Huh? I don’t think there is anything...


      “Um, I was just gonna go home...like normal,” I answered.


      Without realizing it, I had made my statement in the past tense. It wasn’t as though I realized what Nanami was trying to say, but...


      The air between us seemed pregnant with meaning. We fell silent, both of us quietly walking—until Nanami stopped in her tracks.


      Not realizing that she had paused, I continued taking a few more steps...until I realized that she had stopped walking, and I turned around quickly to look at her.


      Without meaning to, we ended up facing each other.




      “We have the house to ourselves tonight,” she said quietly.




      And just like that, Nanami uttered a line that was so classic, it was almost cliché.


      ♢♢♢


      No matter how nerve-racking something could be, one could get used to it after going through it a few times. Such a skill was necessary for anyone who wanted to learn about their surroundings, and ultimately, function in society. In my case, even though I had been super nervous about visiting Nanami’s room the first time I did, I was able to gradually get used to it after going through it a few times.


      I admit I still felt a little bit of anxiety the moment I stepped through the Barato family’s front door, but even then, I felt I was now able to at least walk into Nanami’s room without making much of a fuss.


      Today’s visit, though, was filling me with so much tension that it might as well have been my very first time coming over to Nanami’s room.


      “Th-Thanks for having me,” I eked out.


      “You just said that... You’re gonna say it again?” Nanami asked with a sigh.


      But the first time was for when I arrived at Nanami’s house, and this time is for entering her room. And even though I haven’t said it out loud in a while, I’ve always been saying it in my head.


      That was how I justified it to myself, but I also noticed that Nanami seemed nervous too. Or was I just imagining that?


      “Uh, Yoshin, um...I’ll go make some tea. Yeah, I think I’ll do that,” she said suddenly.


      “Calm down, Nanami,” I replied. “You’ve already served me tea.”


      “Oh, right. That’s right. In that case, I should...probably get ready...”


      “Get ready...?”


      Nanami kept moving in the most unnatural way, like a robot with stiff joints. Why was she getting so nervous? When she visited my house on Valentine’s Day she was totally fine.


      I knew the reason, of course. And very clearly too.


      Valentine’s had been on a weekday, and we had to go to school the next day. My parents were going to be home late that day, but they were going to come home at some point. Knowing those things allowed me and Nanami to be calm, even if we were alone.


      But today was different: No one was at Nanami’s house, it was a weekend, and tomorrow was a day off too. And under this set of circumstances, Nanami was saying that she was home alone.


      Her parents, by the way, had said...


      “Nanami’s home by herself until tomorrow, and since our neighborhood’s been a little unsafe lately, we’d appreciate it if you could spend the night with her at our house. Nothing happened on your hot springs trip, so we can’t possibly have anything to worry about now, can we?”


      Yup, no joke. Seriously, I understood that they were letting me do this because their trust in me had strengthened after the hot springs trip, but still.


      Actually, I was surprised that even Saya-chan was spending the night out. Apparently she was having a Valentine’s sleepover with one of her girlfriends.


      That was why Nanami and I were legitimately alone, in her room, for the first time in what felt like a long time.


      If the issue were purely a matter of safety, I was pretty sure we could have solved it by having Nanami stay over at my house, where my parents were. But alas, it turned out my parents weren’t home tonight either. They were going to go on their own Valentine’s date and then spend a night at a hot springs facility that they had been wanting to check out for a while. It wasn’t a traditional inn; it was apparently more like a spa that you could also stay at overnight.


      It seemed just about everyone was enjoying their Valentine’s weekend. Was there a storm of love raging somewhere out there and sweeping everybody away? That’s love, and this is love too... Wait, where did that line even come from? Anyway, I guess there was nothing better than the fact that my parents loved each other, even after all these years.


      “All possible excuses have already been made for me,” I murmured.


      There was no one here; Nanami was alone; it had been dangerous around here lately. Obviously it was important for a guy to stay with her. Though such a logical assessment of the situation made it seem like I was being moved into place like a puppet or something.


      “Excuses are important, Yoshin. They help you to allay your sense of guilt,” Nanami insisted.


      “Why are you making it sound like we’re about to do something bad...?”


      “You won’t believe how many times I had to make excuses before eating sweets.”


      Oh, those kinds of excuses. I guess that was a common thing when it involved food. Like claiming that we were going to go on a diet starting the next day and thus allowing ourselves to eat a bunch.


      But I felt like this was an entirely different genre of excuses.


      After a moment of contemplation, though, Nanami muttered, “That’s why...this is an excuse too.”


      “Huh?” I blurted.


      Having thus spoken, Nanami stood up without a word and—still moving in a somewhat stilted way—turned her face slowly toward me and said, “I’ve worked up a sweat, so...I think I’ll go shower.”


      “Oh, uh, sure...”


      Although she was smiling, she was doing so in the most awkward way possible, moving to the bathroom with all the grace of a rusted tin soldier. I, on the other hand, was overcome with shock only after I managed to see her off as she left the room, much like when you banged your elbow on something but only felt the pain a few moments later.


      “Excuse me?!” I yelled.


      Why is she showering now, of all possible times? Huh? Wait, is that what we’re doing?


      Ideas rushed through my confused brain. Was she trying to ride the Valentine wave in order to actualize what we managed to avoid even while on our hot springs trip?


      Didn’t we need to prepare in advance for that kind of thing? Plus, even if it were a surprise, there was absolutely zero explanation whatsoever.


      And wouldn’t I have to shower too? Though the thought of taking a shower in the same bathroom as Nanami made me somewhat nervous.


      You might consider that a strange thing for me to think after having bathed with Nanami before, but I wasn’t in any position to pick and choose what made me nervous.


      But...she’s taking a shower, huh? Not a bath?


      Nanami seemed to have gotten to a point in our relationship where she might suggest bathing together as a way to prepare ourselves for the big event. But instead, she was showering by herself. That seemed somewhat odd to me.


      Wait, didn’t she mention something earlier about getting ready? Could taking a shower be a part of that?


      I was so nervous that I turned the corner and actually started to calm down a bit. Not that I knew what was going on, but it never hurt to be a bit more levelheaded in these kinds of situations. This way, no matter what Nanami did, I could respond with a clearer mind. I would be the one to maintain both reason and morality. If anyone found out about this, we would be in big trouble. Stay strong, Yoshin.


      I mentally made a fist to pump myself up...right when there was a knock at the door.


      It surprised me to realize that Nanami must have already finished her shower, but apparently more time had passed when I was low-key panicking than I had realized.


      And of course, the person standing on the other side of the door was none other than Nanami.


      “I’m coming in,” I heard her whisper. I then watched as the door opened slowly and in came...a slender leg?


      It was surreal to see just a leg pop out of the door, but the leg in question was beautifully smooth and porcelain white. It came in with all its suave seductiveness...but then I realized something odd about it.


      The leg was bare. And it had come through the door far enough to be revealed all the way up to the thigh. Wait, is she not wearing anything?


      And then I caught a glimpse of Nanami’s hand. That, too, was attached to a limb that snaked its way in through the door, all the way up to the upper arm. The arm, too, wasn’t covered by a single article of clothing.


      I swallowed hard. What was Nanami wearing right now? Wearing...


      Wait, what’s wrong with this picture?


      Nanami had stuck her leg and arm in through the opening of the door, but I couldn’t see the rest of her body. She was in a terribly strange and unnatural position that made her look like...


      “Are you pretending to be a crab right now?” I asked.


      “Who you calling a crab?!” Nanami shouted angrily in response to my spontaneous remark. Oh, I guess she heard me, huh? I mean, isn’t it kind of crab-like that both an arm and a leg come in through the door at the same time?


      Just as I thought that she was doing it on purpose, the door to the room swung wide open.


      I instinctually covered my eyes. I mean, even if she looked like a crab, it was clear that her limbs were exposed. Maybe she was in just a towel?


      Instead, I ended up letting out a loud “Huh?”


      “Yoshin, you know you’re not actually covering your eyes, right?” Nanami observed with clear exasperation.


      Shoot, I thought I was covering my eyes, but I had actually put my hands over my face with my fingers spread, like they did in those old-timey gag shows.


      And what I saw with my two optical sensors...was Nanami wearing something like the maid outfit she wore the other day. Except, it was an extremely revealing one. At the very least, it was the kind of maid costume that would make people who actually liked maids very upset.


      “Tee hee, how does it look?” Nanami asked.


      “It looks great,” I murmured. “It really does, but...”


      Nanami pinched the hem of her skirt and raised it slightly. Just that small movement pushed the exposure of her thighs to its limits.


      She was wearing a maid outfit that really revealed way too much.


      The skirt was insanely short, and even though the outfit had tons of frills and even an apron, neither of those things did anything to compensate for the skirt’s extremely short length. The top was cropped short as well, revealing her stomach and belly button. There were things resembling sleeves on her shoulders, but they did pretty much nothing to cover her arms. On her chest was a cutout in the shape of a heart that showed off her deep cleavage. She wore a choker around her neck, but her shoulders were completely bare. The only parts that signaled that the outfit was actually a maid costume were the apron and the lacy headdress she wore over her hair.

    

  

  
    [image: insert10]
  

  
    
      “Oh thank goodness,” Nanami said with relief. “For the chocolate I’m giving you today, this really is the only outfit I could wear.”


      “What do chocolates and maid outfits have anything to do with each other...?”


      Nanami gave me chocolates while dressed up as a maid on Valentine’s Day too. I mean, I did understand that wearing different clothes gave you a different feeling. Did she mean, then, that maybe she felt she had to wear an outfit like this on today’s occasion?


      As I sat there, wondering what she meant, Nanami gave a little flourish and sang, “Ta-da!” She then proceeded to take out various stick-shaped biscuits as well as a plastic case I couldn’t recognize. It looked like something that might contain butter or margarine. Nanami held the biscuits in her right hand and the plastic case in her left. Chocolate...chocolate?


      Paying no heed to how confused I was, Nanami set the biscuits on a plate that had already been left on the table. She then placed the mysterious tub next to it. The case was sealed, but when I looked at it from above, I saw that it contained something that looked like jam. Nanami opened the lid of the tub slowly, revealing a brown paste inside.


      A sweet smell immediately wafted up to my nostrils. This scent...


      “Chocolate?” I asked.


      “Yup. Liquid chocolate,” Nanami replied.


      Liquid chocolate—I never knew there was such a thing. Was it like chocolate cream? It seemed, though, that it was slightly softer than that. I couldn’t help wondering what Nanami was going to do with it, but then...


      “Here you go, this is the chocolate I wanted to give you today! It’s easy chocolate fondue,” she said, dipping a biscuit she held between her fingers in the chocolate sauce and then holding it out toward me.


      I had to admit that this was...not what I was expecting. I mean, a part of me was relieved, but I would be lying if I said that a bigger part of me wasn’t disappointed. I mean, she went to all the trouble of showering and changing her clothes just to dip some biscuit into chocolate to do fondue? Wouldn’t anyone be disappointed?!


      But then, maybe something like this suited us just fine. Literally a minute ago I was convinced that Nanami was about to do something she shouldn’t. Like putting chocolate on herself and asking me to eat it off of her.


      It was only later that I would find out how clueless I had been. In just a few moments I would experience the same frisson of fear that I had felt with Nanami before.


      “Did you think that I was gonna slather some chocolate on my boobs and ask you to lick it off me?” Nanami asked with a grin.


      “I didn’t go that far, though I did think of something similar... No, wait, don’t read my mind. I mean, I really really wasn’t thinking anything like that,” I protested.


      I wasn’t thinking boobs, but she was right that I had been concerned she would ask me to eat chocolate off of her in some way. Though I definitely wasn’t thinking boobs.


      “Well, I actually did consider doing that at first, but apparently it can make your clothes and stuff really messy. So I decided to go with something a bit more tame,” Nanami explained.


      Oh, I see. Yeah, I can imagine the room getting... Hey, wait, you were thinking of doing that? Like, seriously? And in your own room?


      So my worries hadn’t been unfounded. Plus the whole putting chocolate on the body thing would probably be really easy for her parents to find out.


      Yeah, it was a good thing we didn’t do it.


      “That’s why I thought,” Nanami continued, “that this was about all I could do.”


      As I munched on the biscuit that Nanami held out to me, she quickly pulled away the part that had grown short and was no longer covered in chocolate.


      She held the base of the biscuit—the part without chocolate—in her fingers. Her feeding me meant that there was no way the entirety of the biscuit could be covered in chocolate.


      That was what I was thinking, but then she turned the biscuit so that she now held the end that I had been eating and dipped the clean end back into the chocolate sauce.


      Fingers and all.


      While I was momentarily confused, Nanami held out to me the short biscuit covered in chocolate...as well as her fingers, also covered in chocolate sauce.


      “O-Oh dear, I seem to have gotten some chocolate on my fingers...! It would be a shame to waste it, so m-maybe you should eat it,” Nanami said stiffly.


      It was like she was reading off of a script. Calling her performance equivalent to that of a third-rate actor’s would be generous. Her eyes were darting around nervously too.


      I see—so this was what she really wanted to do.


      “H-Here you go...?” Nanami continued.


      I can haz go?!


      “H-How would I eat it?” I asked after a considerable pause. “More importantly, what exactly am I eating?”


      “Um, well...I guess you’re...gonna eat my fingers,” she answered.


      Eat her...fingers?!


      “Just take them with your lips...”


      “With my lips?!”


      Some of this was obvious, but I couldn’t help parroting back what Nanami was saying. Though I wasn’t sure when I went from repeating her words in my head to actually repeating them out loud.


      When Nanami stuck out her tongue in order to coach me in what to do, though, I automatically did the same. I was torn between wondering if I could, and simply wanting to.


      My heart was beating fast, and the room seemed to be spinning. Was it okay for me to do what Nanami was suggesting, even while I was in such a state?


      Oh, is that why...


      “You showered for this?” I asked.


      “Y-Yeah. I thought it might be better to do this when I’m clean,” she answered, then asked, “Do you not like stuff like this?”


      My hesitation must have led her to ask that question, and in such a vulnerable voice to boot. No, it’s not that I don’t like it. I’m just trying to get a hold of the rational side of me...


      “I don’t think I can keep a grip on myself,” I confessed. “But, uh...thanks for the meal?”


      Even though I wasn’t sure if “thank you for the meal” was an appropriate remark in this situation, I had to believe that if I was going to eat something, then it actually was. So that was what I said as I brought my palms together and faced Nanami.


      She grinned and said again, “Here you go.”


      Come on, Yoshin, all you’re doing is eating a biscuit. Look—see how Nanami is holding a biscuit between her fingers? That’s what you’re eating. So just calm down.


      Both the biscuit and Nanami’s hand seemed extremely far away from me. At a snail’s pace, I approached them, and...


      The biscuit was so short that I was forced to put both it and Nanami’s fingers in my mouth. I assumed that Nanami would let go of the biscuit immediately, but...


      If anything, she held fast to the biscuit and refused to let go. So, by sheer necessity—or maybe instinct—I ended up licking her fingers with my tongue.


      “Ngh...!”


      What was that?! Right when I thought I heard an overly provocative sound, I felt Nanami let go of the biscuit...and I, too, removed my lips from around her fingers. I did my best not to let my teeth touch her hand, but I couldn’t tell if I had been successful in doing so.


      “Th-Thank you for the meal,” I stammered again with my palms together, even though I still wasn’t sure if it was appropriate for me to say so. Nanami looked at me, and then at her own fingers, which had just moments ago been in my mouth...and proceeded to lick them.


      All at once I felt totally consumed, as if Nanami were a snake and had just swallowed me whole in one go. With an alluring smile, she said, “It’s a little too early to say the meal is over.”


      Nanami then took a spoon out from seemingly nowhere and scooped up some of the chocolate...and slowly put the sauce on her mouth. Then, as though she were applying lipstick, she spread out a very thin layer of the chocolate over her lips.


      Are you...suggesting I lick that off too?!


      My heart was racing so much that I couldn’t look directly at her—and yet when I tried to turn away, my head wouldn’t move at all. It was as though my mind and my body had detached from each other.


      The scent of chocolate tickled my nose. The sweetness seemed to melt my brain, forcing me to sink deeper into an ocean of pleasure...


      Didn’t someone say that chocolate was once used as an aphrodisiac? Thinking about that now sent a strange numbness through my body.


      Just as my mind continued racing...


      “Oh...!”


      “Huh...?”


      Nanami must have been trembling out of nervousness this whole time, because when I looked up, I saw that she had dropped her spoon.


      It was still thickly coated with the chocolate, and it fell not onto the floor, but rather onto Nanami’s stomach—the stomach that was currently exposed by the skimpy maid outfit.


      We both fell silent. Time itself seemed to stop. There, before me, was Nanami, who was covered... I mean, whose stomach had a dollop of chocolate on it.


      Nanami, who had chocolate on her lips and stomach.


      “Um, do you...want to lick this off instead?” she asked, indicating with her hands the spot on her stomach smeared with chocolate. Whether she realized it or not, her hands seemed to be making the shape of a heart.


      Wh-Which one should I go for? Wait, I get to choose? In that case...


      “Th-Then, I... I think I shall...!”


      I lowered my head slightly and moved, aiming for her stomach. I didn’t know if doing this was even okay or not.


      Still, I stuck out my tongue slowly. Trying my best not to touch Nanami’s skin, I extended my tongue in the direction of the chocolate.


      I had to lick off just the chocolate. Neither Nanami nor I said anything, but the sound of my heart racing rang incredibly loudly in my head. Even though it should have been silent, I felt like I was being washed over by waves of noise.


      The moment I was about to reach Nanami’s stomach, which seemed to be quivering...


      “I can’t do it!”


      Nanami and I shouted at the same time, in perfect harmony. She was extending both hands out toward me as if to prevent me from coming any further, while I jumped away from Nanami and managed to look up.


      I mean, dude, come on. No way. There was no way I could actually lick her stomach. Nanami was shaking too; she was probably feeling more nervous than I was.


      Once we had put some distance between us and cooled our heads somewhat, it was game over. Licking chocolate off of her stomach wasn’t something I could do without a certain amount of momentum, so to speak.


      Besides, the sight of Nanami wearing a maid costume with chocolate on her stomach was so surreal, that...


      “Pfft—!”


      “Hey! Are you laughing at me?! Unbelievable!” Nanami yelled.


      “S-Sorry... It’s just too funny to see a sexy maid with a spoon and some chocolate stuck to her stomach...”


      “Seriously!” Nanami said with a pout...but then she looked down at herself and must also have realized how silly this whole situation was, because she, too, burst out laughing.


      Once we got started, we couldn’t stop. It wasn’t that everything suddenly became hilarious, but that we just couldn’t help laughing. We just kept giggling, with chocolate on various parts of our bodies.


      When we thought we were in the clear, Nanami picked up some more chocolate on her fingertip and placed it on her lips. It seemed she hadn’t given up on the idea quite yet.


      “Then...would this be okay?” she asked.


      “Yeah...normally this actually wouldn’t be okay at all, but right now it seems totally doable,” I replied.


      “Aha ha, maybe it’s because we’ve kissed so many times before. Maybe if we practice licking each other’s bellies we might even get used to it,” Nanami said, finishing with, “Do you want to try it sometime?”


      “Um, maybe...we’ll save that for a future assignment.”


      Understanding that my reply was me shying away from her proposal, Nanami pointed to her lips one more time. There was a little bit more chocolate left there. I felt like licking just that off seemed way more wholesome than the alternative, but that was arguably relative to the situation at hand.


      I moved closer to where Nanami was and put my arm around her shoulders. She quivered for a moment, but then, blushing, her face softened with an enticing smile and she whispered, “Enjoy the treat.”


      “Thank you for this,” I said without a second thought.


      It was an odd exchange to have before a kiss, but I couldn’t think of something else to say that made more sense. I was, of course, referring to nothing more than eating the chocolate on her lips.


      I leaned in and took Nanami’s lips in my own...and tasted chocolate.


      Let the record show that the chocolate I tasted in that moment was the most delicious chocolate I had ever had in my life.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: The Final Month of Our Junior Year


      Nanami and I gave each other gifts for Valentine’s Day. And then yesterday, I ended up receiving yet another round of chocolate from Nanami in the most outrageous way possible.


      The problem, now...was White Day.


      “What am I supposed to do?” I moaned.


      “You know you don’t have to worry about something like that, right?” Nanami sighed.


      On the morning after, Nanami lay in her bed next to me, wearing her pajamas and looking at me with an exasperated expression on her face.


      After our chocolate incident the previous evening, Nanami bathed one more time, and once she was done, I ended up taking a bath as well. We must have been exhausted when all was said and done, because after cleaning up both of us ended up quickly falling asleep.


      Now, though, we found ourselves waking up at around the same time. Oh, don’t worry; we didn’t sleep together or anything. Nanami slept in her own bed, while I slept in the futon next to it.


      I felt like it was becoming easier and easier for us to sleep in the same room. Last night I even thought that it was fine to sleep together, given that she and I at least weren’t sleeping in the same bed.


      “Well, I’ll think about what I can do for White Day. I hope you’ll look forward to it,” I said.


      “You really don’t have to worry, but...when you say it like that, it does sound kind of fun,” she replied.


      After that, we both got up, changed, had breakfast, and...


      “Okay, starting today we’re gonna study our butts off and prepare ourselves for our next set of exams! It’s crunch time!” Nanami declared.


      “Whee...”


      Of course, my dejected response was immediately met by Nanami’s scolding that I wasn’t displaying enough pep. But how could I? Knowing that studying for tests was important didn’t change my gloomy mood.


      That’s right—at the end of February we would have our last set of exams as juniors.


      That meant that, for the foreseeable future, we had to seal away the giddiness that had accompanied Valentine’s season. Our plan was to spend every day studying until we finished our tests. We had even cut back on our hours at the restaurant, so we were really intent on studying hard. Still...


      “Isn’t it kind of a downer, though?” I remarked.


      “You can feel down about it, but the tests are still coming,” Nanami stated. “So you have to prepare to meet them head-on.”


      Nanami sure was strict. Though she still managed to be kind throughout the whole process. I didn’t like studying all that much, but at least her presence made me want to work harder—so that I could be promoted to being a senior alongside her!


      “Oh, come on. Your grades have been improving, so you’ll be able to advance to senior year. You’re not gonna be held back...right? Wait, right?” Nanami suddenly asked in a panic.


      “I think I’ll be okay...though if I do poorly on the finals, then maybe...?”


      Even then, I might just make it...or maybe not. And that was precisely why it was important for me to study during this last spurt.


      Now, though, it looked like Nanami was more frantic than I was.


      “We’re gonna be seniors together!” she shouted. “We’re gonna be in the same class! Let’s get you the grades you need!”


      Wow, suddenly Nanami was changing into her Spartan female teacher costume. How did she do that so quickly? Actually, given that she was going to study with me, that outfit didn’t seem to make much sense.


      “I just felt like wearing glasses,” Nanami confessed.


      “Nanami... You’re so smart, and yet sometimes, you say pretty dumb things.”


      “What? You’ll look smart too if you wear glasses. Come on, let’s at least look smart together!”


      “You’re trying to tell me I’m stupid, aren’t you?!”


      Nanami and I went back and forth playfully insulting each other...until we finally stopped and got to studying. At least I felt energized enough to joke around.


      From there, Nanami and I studied together in her room, but...


      “Junior year’s almost over, huh?” Nanami muttered.


      “Yeah. This year went by really fast,” I replied.


      “We’ll have to say goodbye to the graduating seniors. There are also senpai that I want to thank before they leave.”


      “Yeah, Shoichi-senpai has been good to me...though we did meet in a totally weird way.”


      “How about a farewell party? Like, getting together all the people we want to thank?” Nanami suggested.


      That sounded like a solid idea. I didn’t know that Nanami had seniors who had supported her. She probably did need to give them a proper send-off.


      Plus, the fact that the seniors were graduating meant that...


      “We’re gonna be seniors ourselves, huh? I really have to get it together,” I said with a sigh.


      “I feel like my senior year is gonna be pretty busy too...”


      We both looked off into the distance quietly.


      I felt like I was starting to figure out what I wanted to do too, but there were still endless questions ahead. Like, would it really be good for me in the long run to go to college?


      Nanami must have sensed my wavering emotions, because she paused her studying and smiled at me.


      “Once you have a dream you want to work toward, I’ll support you with everything I have,” she said.


      “Dream, huh...? You’re right, but before that I should make sure to have my feet solidly on the ground,” I decided. “I also need to save.”


      “Save? Why?”


      “Well, we talked about living together once we both turned eighteen,” I said.


      Nanami must have forgotten that conversation, or maybe she became embarrassed because I suddenly brought it up again. Regardless, she let out a soft “Oh!” and turned pink.


      Yeah, I really did need to figure out my dreams for the future. It was the end of my junior year, after all; I had to start thinking seriously about what I wanted to do next.


      Maybe it was already too late for me to be panicking at this point in time. It was the price I had to pay for goofing off for much of my sophomore year. Still, I wanted to believe that I could still make up for lost time.


      “First things first, though! We need to crush our finals!” Nanami exclaimed.


      “Aye aye!” I responded, with quite a bit more energy compared to earlier. Nanami, too, seemed happy about my change in mood.


      There was no doubt about it: Nanami was my best source of motivation. I wanted to work hard just so I could see her smile.




      It was the end of our junior year—and its final month was about to begin.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Happy New Year. Thank you for reading this series this year as well.


      This volume is slated to be published in February, but given that it’s the first volume in the series to come out since switching to a new calendar, I still feel it appropriate to wish everyone a happy New Year.


      It has been a while. This is Yuishi.


      The previous volume came out in September, so I’m seeing everyone for the first time in five months. That volume contains the New Year’s episode, while this volume contains the Valentine’s episode. I didn’t plan on it, but oddly enough, this volume ended up coming out in the same month as the one that it depicts.


      Working on volume 13 was a challenge since I was doing so at the end of the year, but I am relieved that it was actually published successfully.


      I’m writing this afterword before the book gets printed, of course, so I am just assuming that it came out and safely made it into everyone’s hands. I’ll have faith that everything went off without a hitch.


      Now. As I mentioned before, this volume was our Valentine’s story. How was it? I wonder if you were able to enjoy it. We were able to see Yoshin and Nanami spend their first Valentine’s together.


      As I was writing the manuscript, I couldn’t help but think, “Wait, aren’t you two getting the order of things all wrong?” After all, don’t couples normally go through Valentine’s Day and then go on a trip together? Why did these two go on their hot springs trip before they had their first Valentine’s Day? That was what I kept wondering.


      Of course, I realize that I was the one who made that happen. But, how can I put this... The two characters sometimes behave in ways that veer away from my initial plans.


      As I sit there writing the story based on my original plans, I often end up saying, “No, these two would probably do this,” or, “They’ll probably do this instead.”


      In other words, their actions end up being different from what I initially conceive, and by the time I realize it, they end up being...what you see in the published volume.


      It’s not quite the same as having the characters move and act on their own. It’s not, but...it’s more that they’re going in directions that I don’t initially expect. Maybe it simply means that, little by little, the characters are taking on their own life inside of me.


      To change the subject a bit, last December marked the four-year anniversary of my debut as a light novel writer. This is thus currently my fifth year in the profession.


      I also had my birthday in January, and every year, I feel the decline of my physical health as well as the accelerated speed of the passing of time...


      I never imagined being able to continue as a writer for this many years after my debut. Thanks to all my readers, it seems I will be able to continue for a bit longer.


      I have a regular job in addition to my work as a light novel writer, so currently I have the goal of publishing two volumes a year. This year I am aiming to publish one more volume, and it will depict our characters finishing their junior year in high school.


      Even though this series is a rom-com, there is no battle among multiple heroines, and the confession isn’t even the final goal. Our two characters are already dating, after all. Still, it would be great if you could continue to watch over them for a bit longer.


      Also, despite the fact that I have no time, I think about how I would like to start a new series, or maybe write spin-off series about different characters. Those are the thoughts that float through my mind as I spend time working my regular job.


      Given that people talk about how we need to make time, maybe it would be a good idea for me to set starting a new series as one of my goals for the new year.




      Since it is almost time to wrap up this afterword for volume 13, I would like to express my gratitude as a way to close this piece.


      Kagachisaku-sensei, thank you for continuing to provide the illustrations for this thirteenth volume. I cannot express enough gratitude for all the beautiful illustrations you completed when I knew you were very busy with other projects. I look forward to working with you for the remainder of this year as well.


      My editor S-sama; the team members behind the design, proofreading, printing, and binding of this volume; as well as the individuals working on the overseas editions... Thank you, always. I’m still learning the ropes, but I look forward to continuing to work with you.


      For the comics version, too, Nagomi Kanna-sensei is always creating such wonderful manga. As I write this afterword, they are hard at work on the comic adaptation of the third volume of the light novel series. It’s not too much longer before our characters reach the end of their fateful month...




      I know I say this every time, but this series is still continuing, and I would like to continue writing it—so I would appreciate your continued support of both the light novel and the comics series. I know that this might be a bit too real for comfort, but with everyone’s support, I know that this series will be able to continue for a long time.


      Well, then. I look forward to being able to see you all again in volume 14. I hope that everyone will be able to enjoy a happy, healthy year 2026.


      Yuishi, for Whom the Recent Anime Reboots Have Been Hitting Just the Spot


      2026 February
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      Bonus Short Stories


      Girl Talk, Valentine’s Edition


      Valentine’s Day used to be just an ordinary day.


      I remember everyone around me getting all worked up about it, with Hatsumi and Ayumi getting into it too. The guys as well; all of a sudden they’d get super nice out of nowhere, or super restless.


      I guess I used to feel kind of alienated when I was around those people, because I just couldn’t share in the excitement. I don’t know, I could tell that it was supposed to be fun, but...I felt like I was getting left behind somehow. Like I couldn’t truly enjoy the day the way everyone else could.


      For years, that was how things used to be.


      Not that I disliked Valentine’s or anything. At the very least, it was a time where all sorts of tasty chocolates lined the shelves at the stores. I would always end up buying some for myself, and if they were good, I’d also give them out to other people. And so, the day itself just became an occasion for me to pass out chocolates to my friends and family, without any special meaning attached to them. Of course, regardless of the holiday, I always gave chocolates to people with plenty of familial love and friendship imbued in them.


      I never gave out obligation chocolates to boys my age, though. I’m pretty sure I only gave chocolates to my dad. I mean, I didn’t even give any to Oto-nii or Shu-nii because they had Hatsumi and Ayumi. Though I think I did give them things other than chocolate. Like rice cakes and crackers and stuff. In other words, just a bunch of salty treats.


      And since those two were pretty popular among the girls, Hatsumi and Ayumi sometimes got jealous, and I just couldn’t make myself be yet another girl giving them chocolate.


      Even with my dad, my mom was the one who actually handed my and Saya’s chocolate to him. I’m pretty sure that the only time I gave chocolate to him directly was when I was in elementary school.


      Though I only found out later that her handing them to my dad on my behalf was an idea that my mom had come up with; she had wanted to make it easier for me because at the time I was so uncomfortable around guys.


      If you ask me, though, my mom most definitely just wanted to give the chocolates to my dad herself. I know, because I’m her daughter; I would probably do the same thing.


      Other than that, I probably just gave chocolates to my friends—Hatsumi, Ayumi, and the other girls.


      That’s why—I think it bears repeating—I had never, ever given chocolate to a boy before. I just had the kind of life that didn’t have much to do with Valentine’s.


      That was how things were before, but...


      “Seriously...I’m so glad that I never gave chocolate to Oto-nii and Shu-nii,” I mumbled.


      “Dude, don’t you dare repeat that to either of them. They’re totally gonna cry. You’re gonna make two big, burly guys burst into tears if you do,” Hatsumi remarked.


      “I know what you’re trying to say, but it sounds really terrible,” Ayumi said, giggling.


      Shoot, Hatsumi and Ayumi seemed both appalled and amused at what I said. They were right, though; what I said was very misleading. Even if I had gotten carried away, I felt bad for saying that.


      “I’m glad that I’ll get to give my first ever Valentine’s chocolate to Yoshin,” I clarified. This essentially meant the same thing, but I had to wonder if my intentions got across to them this time. Oh, they were both nodding, so it seemed to have worked.


      Of course—I didn’t want to say anything that would hurt the guys’ feelings.


      “So...why are we getting together with just us girls, without our boyfriends?” Hatsumi asked.


      “Right! It’s kind of rare for you to invite us for a girls’ get-together these days, Nanami,” Ayumi added.


      “But is it really okay for me to be here? And more importantly, we’re having a get-together before our study session?” Kotoha-chan asked.


      After asking their respective questions, all three of them tilted their heads.


      Yeah, I knew what they were trying to say. We were going to have a study session with Yoshin and his guy friends later, but I asked my girlfriends if they wanted to hang out together a bit beforehand.


      It felt like forever ago when I last organized a girls-only hangout like this. I was happy that even after so long they were still willing to get together.


      Speaking of which, this might be the first time Kotoha-chan’s been to my room. We could’ve gotten together at a coffee shop or something, but given what we were going to talk about, my room seemed the better place to hang out in.


      Though rather than having a girls’ get-together before a study session...


      “This might actually be a study session for me already,” I said under my breath.


      “Studying before...our study session?” Kotoha-chan murmured with her head tilted yet again—but Hatsumi and Ayumi must have caught on to something, because they both opened their eyes wide.


      They sure had known me for a long time; they already knew what I wanted to talk about.


      “Of course,” Hatsumi said softly.


      “It’s your first Valentine’s with Misumai, huh?” Ayumi pointed out.


      “Yes! Exactly,” I said, delighted that they already knew what I was trying to say. Kotoha-chan must have figured it out too, because she also began to nod. She was, as expected, a very perceptive girl. Well, I wasn’t sure if it was expected, but she at least seemed perceptive now, which made me happy.


      I continued, “It’s my first Valentine’s, so—”


      “You’re finally gonna have sex with Misumai, huh?” Hatsumi cut in.


      “And you want us to be your alibi!” Ayumi yelped.


      “Nanami-chan, you’re gonna do it at last!” Kotoha-chan squealed.


      “That’s not it!” I shouted.


      They totally did not get it! Well, I guess they did get it, in a sense, but they were taking things in a totally different direction from where I was intending to go! Plus all three of them took things to the exact same conclusion! Why are they all winking at me with their thumbs up? Even Kotoha-chan’s doing it?!


      Even though I was denying it, all three of them were grinning as if to say that they totally knew what I was really trying to say. No, that’s really not it at all.


      Or rather...


      “Huh? Wait, so, did all three of you...d-do it...for the first time...on Valentine’s?” I asked.


      I couldn’t say that last part louder than a whisper. But the way they were talking, they must have all done it on Valentine’s, right?


      But wait. Hatsumi and Ayumi both had their first Valentine’s with their boyfriends in middle school, and Kotoha-chan was celebrating her first Valentine’s with her boyfriend this year, just like me...


      I knew I had been the one to ask the question, but this time it was my turn to be confused. And the answer—turned out to be pretty obvious.


      Because all three of them looked away from me—and very blatantly, to boot.


      “You totally didn’t!” I shouted.


      “Well, I mean, we aren’t the same age as our boyfriends,” Hatsumi let out.


      “Right, right. If we’d had sex on our first Valentine’s, they totally would’ve been arrested,” Ayumi clarified.


      “I didn’t do things like that with Taku-chan back in middle school either,” Kotoha-chan also said.


      Then why did they steer the conversation in that direction when I mentioned “first Valentine’s”? Oh, was it because Yoshin and I might end up doing something like that...?


      I admit that I couldn’t deny the possibility.


      I couldn’t, but I still had to try. For my honor and all that.


      “My first time aside,” I began, “this year is my and Yoshin’s first Valentine’s as a couple. So I wanted to ask about what you all did for your first Valentine’s.”


      “Jeez, so you’re not asking us about losing your virginity, huh?” Hatsumi said in disbelief.


      “Disperse, disperse! The alibi construction team is now dispersing!” Ayumi hollered.


      “I mean, we haven’t done it either...though we do have plans,” Kotoha-chan mumbled.


      Wait, you have plans? A part of me wanted to ask her for all the details, but that would take us away from the current topic of conversation and also become a lengthy discussion in and of itself. I decided to wait for another occasion.


      Besides, once we were done here, we were going to meet up with Yoshin and his friends. In that case, it was probably best to avoid topics like that because otherwise it would be hard to maintain self-contr... I mean, things might get kind of awkward.


      “For starters, what did you all do for your first Valentine’s?” I asked. “Maybe you can start, Hatsumi.”


      “Our first Valentine’s?” Hatsumi muttered, crossing her arms as well as her legs. Hey, your skirt is short—we can see your underwear. Though I guess it’s just us girls here, so it’s fine.


      Hatsumi, though, groaned for a bit...until she suddenly turned red, as though she had remembered something.


      Ayumi, Kotoha-chan, and I didn’t know how to react to the sudden change in expression. What could you have possibly done that would make you turn so red?!


      “Gosh, I really can’t remember much about my first Valentine’s Day,” Hatsumi finally said.


      “Nope, you’re totally remembering it right now. You’re blushing because you remembered, right?” I insisted.


      “Arg, uh...jeez,” she let out as she scratched her head violently. Oh, Hatsumi—you have such beautiful black hair. You’ll mess it up if you keep doing that. Come on, give it up and just tell us. 


      As we stared at her with both exasperation and expectation in our eyes, Hatsumi took a deep breath, as though she had finally made up her mind. Then, as if trying to exhale all the breath she had taken in, she opened her mouth and said, “I made chocolate myself and I...fed it to him...”


      To that I replied, “Oh, that’s totally normal. It’s nothing to get embarrassed—”


      “With my mouth,” she finished.


      “Totally not normal!”


      Is that, like, a mouth-to-mouth kind of a situation? Doesn’t that usually end up in a kiss?


      Kotoha-chan, too, seemed surprised by Hatsumi’s confession of committing a rather girly act; she sat there blinking multiple times, trying to process the information.


      For me and Ayumi, though, this was business as usual. Hatsumi seemed wild on the outside, but in reality she was quite feminine. She was big on romance and liked anything even remotely romantic; if anything, Ayumi was the more practical one between the two of them.


      More importantly, though...


      “So, did you guys kiss?” I asked.


      “Of course not. When I put it between my lips and tried to feed it to him, he gave me a karate chop. Then he took the chocolate away and just...ate it...”


      I had thought that the incident wouldn’t have led to a kiss, but then Hatsumi’s voice gradually dwindled to a whisper. What was there to be embarrassed about? Wait, if he took the chocolate and ate it, then...


      “Oh, so you guys had an indirect kiss,” Ayumi said.


      “Don’t say it out loud! Now I’m all mortified!” Hatsumi yelled, as Ayumi ended up revealing the result that Hatsumi couldn’t bring herself to describe.


      I mean, if he ate the chocolate that she had had between her lips, then of course it would end up an indirect kiss. Still, Hatsumi certainly had had a very pleasant, adorable first Valentine’s Day experience.


      “And when was that, exactly?” I asked.


      “Huh? It was the first Valentine’s I spent with aniki, so I must have been...in sixth grade.”


      “Well, weren’t you precocious...”


      As in, she was doing stuff like that all the way back then? I didn’t realize it at all. Oto-nii probably thought that she was just a kid trying to act all grown-up.


      Still, it was probably a really important memory for Hatsumi—so much so that she would remember it and blush.


      “No way, I’m nothing compared to Ayumi,” Hatsumi said. “She seems like she would’ve done something outrageous for her first Valentine’s.”


      “Hey hey, don’t assume stuff like that so easily,” Ayumi protested. “Unlike you, I had a totally wholesome Val—”


      “Weren’t you talking about putting your hair into your chocolate as some kind of spell? Did you seriously end up doing that?” Hatsumi asked.


      Oh, Ayumi’s gone silent. Wait, what did she try to do? And don’t try to look away even more than you did earlier!


      With Ayumi saying nothing in return, we all had to assume that she had actually executed her magical charms plan.


      Hatsumi, why are you looking all surprised? I thought you knew about it? Oh no, Kotoha-chan’s starting to look flustered too. But seriously, Ayumi... Did you really do such a thing?


      An oppressive silence dominated the room. And the person at the center of it was most definitely...Ayumi. Unless she spoke up, there was no way this silence would break on its own.


      I could have sworn that the silence lasted for a really long time, but in reality, it probably lasted for less than a minute. That was how heavy it was.


      Ayumi, though, finally put both hands up in the air in an act of surrender and, smiling eerily, said, “Yeah, well, I tried to do it but got stopped full-on, so I had to reconsider.”


      “Stopped...by whom?” I asked.


      “Well, I’d just heard from somewhere that putting your hair and blood and nails and stuff into the chocolate would make the person like you. So when I asked my mom if it was true, she told me to not even think about it.”


      Oh thank goodness. Ayumi’s mom stopped her.


      Maybe because we were so relieved, but the three of us listening to Ayumi all heaved a heavy sigh. We were talking about something that had passed, so there was no real point to feeling anxious about it, but still.


      “So, when did you try to do that?” I asked.


      “Hm? I think I was in third grade. It was my first Valentine’s with onii-chan, so I remember it pretty well.”


      “Doing that in third grade is way too scary,” Hatsumi mumbled.


      “That’s why, for my first Valentine’s Day with onii-chan...all I did was give him chocolate and kiss him on the cheek. It was my first kiss,” Ayumi announced.


      “Wow, you really were precocious... I don’t think I could’ve possibly done that in elementary school,” Kotoha-chan murmured.


      Ayumi proudly flashed us a peace sign, but unfortunately, her experience didn’t serve as much of a reference. At this point in our relationship, me kissing Yoshin on the cheek wouldn’t do much.


      “Oh, and when I fed him the chocolate, I had him lick my fingers,” Ayumi added.


      “What kind of a third grader were you?!” I exclaimed.


      “Even I was a middle schooler when I did that!” Hatsumi shouted.


      Ayumi dropped quite the bombshell on us. And Hatsumi did that too, but as a middle schooler? I felt like there was a lot I needed to hear from them...


      But first, we had to talk about Ayumi.


      “H-How did you do it?!” both Kotoha-chan and I pressed, though I didn’t have the wherewithal at the time to wonder why Kotoha-chan was interested too.


      Ayumi seemed a bit taken aback that we were so eager to hear more, but I couldn’t help thinking that, if I got tips now, the possibility of me getting Yoshin to do it would become much higher. After all, we were already in high school.


      That was what I thought, but...


      “We were eating chocolates together, but then my fingers got all sticky, so I stuck them in onii-chan’s mouth,” Ayumi said.


      “That’s...”


      “Not the same thing...”


      That act on its own was questionable, but I was glad to learn that Shu-nii wasn’t the type of person who would willingly lick a third grader’s fingers.


      In any case, Hatsumi fed her boyfriend chocolate mouth-to-mouth, Ayumi kissed her boyfriend on the cheek and had him... Well, she forced him to lick her fingers, so maybe that didn’t count.


      Still, they both made some kind of an effort to have physical contact. If that was what they had in common, then...


      “Maybe I’ll try feeding Yoshin too. From my lips, even,” I murmured.


      “And...just lead into a kiss?” Kotoha-chan asked.


      “Well, are you supposed to eat the thing from the edge, but then stop just before you kiss? Or are you supposed to keep eating into the kiss?” I continued.


      “G-Good question. Personally, I wouldn’t want to be kissing when there’s food in my mouth,” Kotoha-chan offered.


      “Yeah, same here. But maybe it’s okay if it’s just a quick peck.”


      “But if that’s the case, isn’t it better to do just a normal kiss?”


      Kotoha-chan and I, who had both yet to experience our first Valentine’s Day with our boyfriends, discussed what we had just learned while also exchanging our own opinions on the various possibilities the holiday could bring.


      What makes for the best Valentine’s possible? But wait...


      “What did you and Teshikaga-kun do for Valentine’s when you were in middle school?” I asked Kotoha-chan.


      “Huh? Oh... I just gave him chocolate like normal,” she said, then added, “Back then I only did it as a childhood friend anyway.”


      “Normal, huh...? But I feel like that’s the best kind,” I replied.


      “That’s why I’m thinking of putting chocolate on myself and asking him to eat it off of me,” she said.


      “Kotoha-chan?!”


      You shouldn’t play with your food! Wait, since they’re gonna eat it, I guess they’re not playing...so it’s fine? But wait, she’s gonna put it on...


      “Where?” I whispered.


      “Huh? On my finger. Like Ayumi-chan did,” she replied.


      Finger, huh? Finger...finger... But even that was too much of a challenge for me. But it’s still a good reference point.


      “If you’re gonna put on chocolate, you should probably do it here,” I heard Hatsumi say.


      “Whoa!”


      It wasn’t long before Hatsumi’s comment—along with her sinister hands—reached me from behind. And by reached, I meant that she totally groped my boobs. It didn’t hurt or anything, but it definitely shocked me.


      She actually ended up holding them from the bottom, like she was supporting their weight, so for a moment my chest felt lighter... No, wait. Where are you saying I should put on chocolate?


      “Huh? Nanami, you’ve gotten bigger,” Hatsumi observed.


      “I’ve grown more recently... I mean, Hatsumi, where are you telling me to put chocolate on?” I asked.


      “On these ripe, ample breasts, of course. Just put it on there and have Misumai lick it off.”


      “That’s perverted! I’d be a total nympho! Are you saying you can do that with Oto-nii?!” I shouted.


      “I’m not as big as you are, so I don’t think aniki would like it all that much,” Hatsumi said. “On the other hand, Misumai would probably love it. Guys love boobs, after all.”


      Is that the issue here?!


      Was it, though, actually? Would Yoshin like it? If I...slathered chocolate on my chest and asked him to eat it?


      Kotoha-chan, too, was looking down at her chest and muttering, “Would Taku-chan like that...?” It was as though my thoughts had somehow spread to her.


      Once again, I looked down at my breasts, which Hatsumi was still holding up. It’s our first Valentine’s, after all... Should I just go for it?!


      Just as I was about to make up my mind, though...


      “Oh, you probably shouldn’t do that at home. Your room will get dirty, and you’ll get all sticky. Cleanup was a total pain. Plus you get itchy and stuff.”


      It was Ayumi talking, of course, waving her arms and speaking nonchalantly like she had experienced it herself before. The three of us, though, simply froze and fell silent.




      And this was how our Valentine’s strategy meeting came to a close.


      After that we met up with Yoshin and his friends for our study session, and even though I came away feeling that a normal Valentine’s was probably the best...


      In the end, I ended up pulling all sorts of shenanigans for our first Valentine’s Day together.


      It was fun, though, so I guess it was more than okay.


      Thank You for the Meal


      Thank you for the meal.


      These are words that people in Japan use every day. They’re words I say before and after every meal too.


      Before a meal, these words give thanks to the ingredients and the life that was taken to provide us with food. After a meal, they express gratitude toward the people who prepared those ingredients as well as toward the food itself.


      When I was little, I remember how I questioned why we couldn’t just say thanks once—and how my parents explained to me that the object of our gratitude was different each time we spoke the words.


      Apparently, overseas there were some cultures that spoke equivalent words at the beginnings of meals, but I’ve also heard that giving thanks at the end of a meal was unique to Japanese culture.


      Of course, that’s just hearsay, given that I don’t know about every single culture around the world, but thinking that it’s a practice particular to Japan makes me want to maintain it.


      But I still did want to ask: What do you do if the ingredients and the person who prepared the food happened to be one and the same?


      “Mm...”


      I slowly took my lips off of Nanami’s. There was still a bit of chocolate left on her lips.


      That’s right... I just tasted Nanami, who had covered her lips with chocolate.


      I knew that was a very misleading statement, but that was the only way I could describe it. I mean, I did just eat chocolate off of Nanami’s lips.


      So it probably made sense for me to say “thank you” at this point.


      Having separated, Nanami sat by me with her cheeks flushed and her eyes glistening. We weren’t kissing normally, after all; what we had done was less kissing...than consuming.


      “Yoshin, have you...gotten better at kissing?” Nanami asked.


      “Huh? Um...do you think so? I can’t really tell myself,” I replied.


      “You didn’t even stick your tongue in...but it felt even better than that.”


      “Wait, we’ve never kissed with tongue before, though? Please don’t say that like we already have.”


      No one was listening in on our conversation, of course, but I began to panic anyway. Nanami, too, looked startled; she must have realized what she said.


      “That’s right, I’ve never done something like that with you,” Nanami muttered.


      “I wonder why you thought that...”


      “Well, you know, if you nibble on my lips and play with me using your tongue like that, then of course my brain would melt and all memory and logical thinking would disintegrate.”


      “Why would you say it like that...”


      I was caught up in the moment, so I couldn’t possibly remember every little thing I... No, actually, I did remember. It was also true that my brain felt like it was going to melt. Still, I didn’t feel like I had licked her in a particularly obscene way.


      “So...how was it?” Nanami asked with a giggle, looking up at me with her head tilted. She probably didn’t mean anything by it, but her question came at the perfect time.


      I should probably say my words of thanks now.


      “Thank you for the meal,” I said. “It was delicious.”


      “You’re very welcome,” she answered with another smile.


      I was expressing my gratitude to both the Nanami who prepared the treat, as well as the Nanami who let me eat it. I most certainly wasn’t thanking her for letting me do something...pervy.


      Okay, it was debatable whether what we did was actually pervy, but regardless I did feel like we had done something rather questionable. I was so glad her parents weren’t home.


      “So...would you like seconds?” Nanami asked.


      “No thank you,” I blurted in response to her offer, though perhaps a bit too quickly. Having been shut down so swiftly, Nanami pouted at me.


      Maybe I should’ve at least considered it...


      I couldn’t tell her that, of course. Besides, her parents really weren’t here, and if I overdid it, I might not be able to restrain myself.


      After that, Nanami continued expressing her dissatisfaction for a little bit longer...until she happened to look down at her own belly.


      “What should I do with this chocolate, though?” she murmured. “We couldn’t lick it off, so maybe I should just take a bath...”


      “Yeah, it is chocolate...though I guess we’re lucky that it didn’t get on your clothes, huh?”


      “You wanna at least take a lick?” she suggested.


      “You say that lightly, but we know we can’t do it—so let’s not.”


      This time, Nanami backed down without a fuss.


      She then turned to head toward the bathroom...or so I thought. Instead, she looked back at me slightly, seduction clear in her eyes.


      “Do you wanna bathe together? I’ll put on my bathing suit,” she suggested.


      “No, I mean, I don’t have a bathing suit...”


      “I’m pretty sure I have a spare suit that I bought for you.”


      “Why would you have such a thing?!”


      It seemed there was a spare swimsuit for me in stock at the Barato household, just in case we suddenly decided to go somewhere that required it while I was visiting. I mean, I knew at my house we were steadily accumulating more and more of Nanami’s things, but I never knew that that same thing was happening at Nanami’s house too.


      “So, what do you think? You wanna do it?” Nanami asked again. Just a few moments ago she had looked completely dazed; now she was grinning, as though gleefully inviting me to a very specific kind of doom.


      I had to say, I was impressed with her ability to flip her emotional switch so quickly.


      “What should I do?” I asked aloud, contemplating that smile of hers.


      Now, whether Nanami and I actually bathed together...is a secret for just the two of us.
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