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    [image: ] PROLOGUE–YUUTA ASAMURA


    The thick fog that had been covering the city finally dissipated on the morning of February 12—a Friday.


    I opened the door to my shoe locker with numb hands and changed into my indoor shoes. Just as I finished, someone approached me.


    “Good morning, Asamura.”


    I turned around and saw my friend Maru smirking enigmatically.


    “Hi, Maru. No practice this morning?”


    “We stayed inside because of the fog and finished early. Zero hesitation from you, I see.”


    “Hmm? What do you mean?”


    “Well, you just casually opened your shoe locker like any other day.”


    “I mean, yeah. Why wouldn’t I?”


    “That might be true any other day. But… Just look.”


    I followed Maru’s gaze to a boy in the next class over. He hesitated for a moment, then yanked the door open all at once. I clearly heard him sigh.


    “February fourteenth falls on a Sunday this year.”


    “Oh, I get it.”


    February 14 was a special day. Even I knew that.


    That’s right—Valentine’s Day.


    In Christian countries, Valentine’s Day was a time to hand out gifts to loved ones. But when the holiday was imported to Japan, it became an event where girls gave chocolate to boys. Recently, ideas like that have grown more flexible (or perhaps the misunderstanding has started to wear off), and people now give presents to anyone they’re close to, regardless of gender or relationship status.


    And since this year’s Valentine’s Day fell on a Sunday, when we wouldn’t be in school, the best time to give someone chocolate would be the following Monday or Friday—today.


    “So you were expecting me to be more excited when I opened my shoe locker because there might be chocolate inside? But I didn’t even think about it…”


    “Now you’re getting the idea.”


    “But I wonder. Do girls really put chocolate in guys’ shoe lockers?”


    I, for one, couldn’t remember ever finding chocolate in my shoe locker, and I’d never heard of it happening to anyone I knew. Reality isn’t like fiction, and in the current age of heightened hygiene, it probably isn’t a good idea to toss an edible gift in with someone’s shoes. The inside of a guy’s shoe locker is about as far from clean as you can imagine. A letter is one thing, but chocolate?


    “You make perfect sense, Asamura, but I don’t think most people are thinking about sanitation on Valentine’s Day.”


    “They aren’t…?”


    “Even if they know they probably won’t get anything, most guys hold on to that last glimmer of hope. There might be a girl somewhere in the school with a crush on him. No, there has to be at least one!”


    “But that doesn’t make any sense.”


    “High school guys aren’t supposed to make sense. Hence, it makes perfect sense.”


    “Ha-ha.”


    Because of Maru’s choice of topic, I couldn’t help looking around when we reached our classroom. Would the atmosphere be somehow different today?


    Maybe because Suisei High was known as a serious academic school, the mood was subdued, and few students were talking about Valentine’s Day.


    But as the morning passed and lunch rolled around, I caught sight of girls giving chocolate to one another and to male friends. On the other hand, I noticed that couples who everyone knew about weren’t exchanging gifts in the classroom and couldn’t help wondering why.


    Eventually, the last bell rang, and Maru turned around in his seat to face me.


    “What’s the matter, Asamura? You’ve been looking strange all day.”


    “How so? And you sit in front of me! When did you get a peek at my face?”


    “You’ve got the air of a philosopher.”


    Last time I checked, I wasn’t Socrates, Plato, Nietzsche, or Sartre. And I hadn’t even been ruminating that much.


    “It’s nothing serious—no big thoughts. My mind’s still on Valentine’s Day because of our conversation this morning. That’s all.”


    “I didn’t peg you for the type to get sulky over a lack of chocolate.”


    “I’m not. I was just wondering why even official couples don’t give each other chocolate in public.”


    Maru stared at me in shock. “Asamura. Are you aware you’ve just demonstrated a deep-seated belief that couples typically flirt in public?”


    “I didn’t—”


    I was about to say, “I didn’t mean that,” when Dad and Akiko’s faces popped into my mind. Come to think of it, they were the only couple I saw up close on the regular.


    “Well, yeah… Maybe that’s true.”


    “Wait a minute. Are you saying you know some lovebirds who kiss and hug in public?”


    “I’ve never seen them do it, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”


    I didn’t know if Dad and Akiko kissed when they were out on dates, but I could easily imagine them linking arms as they walked. As their son, however, I wasn’t too interested in picturing the scenario.


    “I think you’ve watched too many foreign movies,” Maru countered. “Besides, high school couples get teased just for walking together. It’s natural to feel embarrassed about excessive physical contact.”


    “Embarrassed, huh…? Oh, I see.”


    Ayase and I kept our distance in public for similar reasons.


    …Well, maybe that wasn’t quite right.


    I suddenly remembered what had happened when we spent New Year’s at my grandparents’ house. After I expressed my thoughts to Grandfather and slipped under the covers in our shared room, Ayase came to me, touched my back, and said, “Thanks, Yuuta.”


    I had no complaints about her becoming my sister. I was embarrassed that she had heard my big speech to my grandfather, but I was also happy that she knew how I felt.


    I’d been afraid that one of my relatives would catch us or that Dad or Akiko might come back. And yet I’d been filled with love for Ayase—for how she’d reached out to me and thanked me.


    She said nothing more after that and quickly got back into her own bed, but my heart kept pounding, and I had a tough time falling asleep.


    We’d been so close, despite the possibility that someone might see us. Why had Ayase done something so risky? It wasn’t like her, but at the same time, her bold actions made me very happy.


    A deep-seated belief, huh? I spent a moment chewing on that idea. Deep down, did I crave physical contact, even in public? And was I superficially embarrassed about it?


    “Asamura. Someone wants to talk to you,” Maru said, and I looked up.


    A girl was standing in the hallway, peeking into our classroom—Maaya Narasaka, Ayase’s friend from the next class over. She beckoned for me to step out, so I waved to Maru as he headed off to baseball practice and walked out into the hallway.


    “Hi, Narasaka,” I said. “Did you want something from me?”


    “Come this way, please.” She led me down the hallway to a deserted area by the stairs in front of a supply closet.


    Ayase was waiting there.


    “Maaya has been pestering me since yesterday about giving you something,” she said.


    “Giving me…what?” I asked.


    Narasaka grinned. “Well, you wouldn’t want me handing you a gift all alone and making your sister jealous, would you? Here you go!” She pulled a package out from behind her back, and suddenly, I understood. “It’s a Valentine’s Day gift!”


    “And this is from me,” said Ayase, handing me another wrapped package. “It’s nothing special.”


    I couldn’t help wondering why she was giving me a gift at school instead of at home, but I figured Narasaka had insisted.


    “Um… Thank you,” I said. I was never sure whether I should open a gift I’d just received on the spot, but a lot of times, people want a reaction, so I decided it was best to ask. “Can I open it?”


    “Sure,” said Narasaka. “Don’t worry. You won’t find a love letter inside.”


    I think that should be obvious. “Then I’ll start with yours.”


    It was a pack of store-bought Valentine’s chocolates. The package specified that the chocolates were only mildly sweet and had the words “for my friend” written in big, bold letters.


    “I wanted to make sure there would be no misunderstandings,” she said.


    “Thanks. It has been made abundantly clear to me that your feelings for me do not exceed friendship.”


    “Good! A resounding success, then.”


    Next, I opened Ayase’s gift. It was obvious from the packaging that the chocolate was homemade and a ton of effort had been put into it. It wasn’t just chocolate, either, but chocolate truffles. The surface of each one was covered with brown flakes.


    “Wow. I can see you went to a lot of trouble.”


    “Saki, that’s amazing!” exclaimed Narasaka. “Those are really hard to make, right? Is the feuilletine handmade, too?”


    “Oh, no. I just got some from the store and sprinkled it on top.”


    “Huh!”


    “Feu… Um, what was that?” I asked, unsure.


    “Feuilletine,” explained Narasaka. “The crumbly flakes on top of the round chocolates. You can find them under a lot of different brand names, but basically, you spread crepe dough very thin, then bake it and break it into tiny pieces.”


    “Ah. So it’s like crushed rice crackers?”


    “W-well, I guess so… But saying it like that is liable to turn a girl’s Valentine’s dreams into an old lady’s tea party. Try to have some tact. They look really gooood!”


    I turned to Ayase. “Is this what you were doing in the kitchen so late last night?”


    “Y-yeah, well. Any sister would do this for her brother.”


    So Ayase said, but I wasn’t so sure. This was my first time receiving homemade chocolates, and I had no idea what feelings normally went into them. Judging from Narasaka’s reaction, it sounded like a lot of work.


    “It’s no big deal,” Ayase said, glancing away and blushing.


    “You son of a gun,” Narasaka whispered into my ear. “Could it be you’re more of a ladies’ man than I thought?”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Why did receiving fancy chocolates make me a ladies’ man to Narasaka?


    “What are you two talking about?” asked Ayase.


    “We were just talking about how serious you must be. But with a brother like Asamura, I guess that’s to be expected.”


    “It’s not like that…”


    “Oh, no? Well, whatever. Anyway, we’ve accomplished our mission! You can go now, Big Bro!”


    “Okay, okay,” I said.


    “See you later.” With that, Ayase turned around and swiftly walked away. It was just like her.


    Narasaka had stayed behind, and now she approached me again. “Our school trip is coming up.”


    I nodded, not understanding what she was getting at.


    “I’ll help you guys out so you can go around together!”


    “Huh? Together?”


    “Wouldn’t you be lonely if you and Saki wound up in different groups?”


    “O-oh, um, don’t worry about it.”


    “Don’t be shy. This will be your first trip with your lovely sister, right?”


    We had already taken a trip together to visit my grandparents’ house, but I didn’t want to let too much slip, so I kept quiet. Looking at Narasaka’s grin, I began to worry she’d already noticed the changes occurring in my relationship with Ayase.


    I thought I’d managed to play dumb, but the moment Narasaka left, I realized how much I’d been sweating, despite the winter chill. Just how nervous was I? And to my surprise, I wasn’t irritated by Narasaka’s teasing—I was happy.


    Rather than embarrassed, I was glad. So why was I being so discreet with Ayase?


    I popped a chocolate truffle in my mouth before walking away.


    I felt the crunch of the feuilletine, followed by the gooeyness of the chocolate. Sweetness cascaded over my tongue as the truffle slowly melted.

  

  
    

    [image: ] FEBRUARY 14 (SUNDAY)–YUUTA ASAMURA


    I woke up at seven minutes after eight in the morning. Because it was Sunday, I’d slept in a little late.


    The faucet in the bathroom sink sparkled in the morning sunlight. Biting back a yawn, I ran some warm water. After waiting for the temperature to heat up, I washed my sleepy face.


    Once I was ready, I stepped into the living room. “Good morning!”


    “Hi, Yuuta.”


    Dad and Akiko, who looked a bit tired, were sitting on the couch, relaxing. They’d already finished breakfast, and I noticed two sets of dishes covered in plastic waiting on the dining table. I could see ham and eggs, salad, and miso soup. We usually had toast rather than rice, but Dad was so fond of Akiko’s miso soup that he insisted on including it, resulting in an odd combination of East and West. The spread was becoming our usual morning meal on days off, and it was pretty delicious once you got used to it.


    “Where’s Ayase?” I asked.


    “She’s still sleeping,” replied Akiko.


    “I wonder if she was up late studying…”


    Should I wait for her to get up? The food would taste better with company, after all.


    “Go ahead and eat,” Akiko insisted. “Who knows how long she’ll be?”


    “Huh. Well…okay.”


    “I’ll heat the miso soup for you.”


    “Thanks.”


    I tossed a piece of bread into the toaster and warmed the ham and eggs in the microwave before peeling off the plastic wrap. After that, I took a seat in my usual spot and accepted a warm bowl of miso soup from Akiko.


    “She was dozing off in the living room with her earphones on,” said Akiko as I bit into my toast. “She didn’t even notice when I got home.”


    Akiko worked as a bartender and didn’t get back until after three AM. Had Ayase been studying that late?


    Apparently, she’d had her English textbook spread out in front of her. The following week was our school trip, and with so many events coming up, it was hard to find time to study. To be honest, I was pretty impressed by her effort.


    It was unusual for Ayase to fall asleep in the living room, though. She usually kept her guard up, even at home. Maybe this meant she was beginning to trust us a little more.


    Eight months ago, Dad had married Akiko, and she and Ayase had moved in with us. I really hoped she was starting to feel like part of the family. If I ate slowly, I figured she’d eventually wake up and come out of her room.


    I drizzled soy sauce over my ham and eggs, then used my chopsticks to pile them on top of my toast. My goal was to get the egg centered on the toast without ruining the yolk.


    Once I managed that, I carefully bit into one end of the bread.


    Naturally, the yolk would break once I reached the center, letting its taste flow into my mouth with the crispy bread. The best part of this dish was eating the yolk without letting it drip off the bread.


    “Yuuta. You eat just like Taichi.”


    “Pfft! …Cough, cough!”


    “Oh, dear. Here, have some water.” Akiko quickly handed me a glass.


    “Th-thanks…”


    “You’re welcome. You shouldn’t eat so quickly. You won’t be able to digest your food properly.” Akiko sat in front of me, smiling and resting her cheek in her hand. “Hee-hee. You really do eat exactly like your father.”


    “I—I do?” I wasn’t aware of it, but maybe I did. I’d never paid very close attention to Dad when he ate.


    All of a sudden, Akiko clapped her hands together. “Oh, that’s right! Today is Valentine’s Day!”


    “Huh? Oh… Um, yeah.”


    “This is for you!”


    I’d noticed a small, carefully wrapped package in Akiko’s seat while I was getting breakfast ready. She now handed it to me. Seeing it up close, I could tell it was a gift, complete with a ribbon.


    I thanked her. Even people who didn’t receive chocolate from anyone else could count on getting some from their mother. But that had never been true for me. Not until today anyway. Who would have thought that Valentine’s Day would bring me such a vivid reminder of how my family had changed?


    As I sat staring at the box, Dad asked weakly from the sofa, “What about me…?”


    It seemed he’d yet to receive anything. But there were no more boxes on Akiko’s chair.


    She picked up the chair and showed Dad the empty seat.


    “Whaaaat?” he whimpered.


    Akiko stuck out her tongue. “Hee-hee. Just kidding. There’s some for you, too.” Then she stood up and went to the refrigerator. She took out a square, white box and handed it to Dad.


    After setting it on his lap, Dad quickly opened the package. Inside was a cake.


    “It’s a chocolate chiffon cake,” Akiko announced.


    “You made it yourself?”


    “Well, it is Valentine’s Day. We’ve got to enjoy ourselves, right? I held back on the sugar, so you should be able to eat it all without worrying too much about your middle.”


    “Ha-ha. Ha-ha-ha. You didn’t have to mention that, you know.”


    Dad scratched his nose, looking embarrassed. Some men were domineering, head-of-the-household types, but my father was the polar opposite. He wasn’t exactly a good-for-nothing, but the verdict tended to depend on who was judging. My biological mother had seen him as a failure, but Akiko was more open-minded, and he appeared to have passed her test. Though, to be honest, she didn’t seem that worried about such things. In the end, relationships between people and each individual’s worth were all pretty ambiguous to me.


    That aside, I was impressed that Akiko had baked a cake just for Dad. Like mother, like daughter. She was just as considerate and confident in the kitchen as Ayase was.


    “Hold on a moment,” said Akiko. “I’ll make you some coffee and bring you a plate and utensils.”


    “Oh, I can take care of that,” Dad replied.


    “Thanks, Taichi.”


    “I’m the one who should be thanking you. Happy Valentine’s Day, Akiko.”


    “Happy Valentine’s Day.”


    Their gazes met and melted together like warm chocolate, and I recalled Maru’s words about public displays of affection. Dad and Akiko certainly weren’t averse to showing their love, though we weren’t really in public, either.


    I bit into what remained of my toast, trying not to look at them.


     


    Later that day, I finished morning class at my prep school and got ready for lunch.


    I decided to pick up some food at a nearby convenience store, and when I stepped in through the automatic doors, something caught my attention right away. It was a stack of red packages near the front—all of them chocolates for Valentine’s Day.


    At the top was an expensive, special product from a famous high-end shop (the kind of place where they sold a single piece of chocolate for the price of two or three rice balls). Girls my age were surrounding the display. An older woman who looked like an office worker dived into the crowd and grabbed a huge fifty-piece bag of minichocolates from the bottom shelf. She was probably planning to hand them out at work.


    Walking past the display, I headed to the back of the store. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to eat, but I didn’t want to spend too much, since I needed to save up my allowance for the school trip the following week.


    And so I wound up with a single plain, salted rice ball. I grabbed it from the refrigerated shelf and made my way to the self-checkout area.


    The tall girl in front of me turned around and said, “Go ahead. I’m done… Oh, it’s you.”


    I knew her from my prep school. “Hi, Fujinami.”


    “Fancy running into you here. Oh, let me get out of your way.”


    “No worries.”


    I scanned the barcode and paid with my phone, then hesitated a moment before putting my rice ball into my shoulder bag.


    Noticing this, Fujinami casually opened her plastic bag and said, “If you’re just going back to school, you can put it in with mine.” Inside, I could see several sandwiches, bread, and a bottle of café au lait.


    “Um… Thanks. Then I’ll carry the bag for you.”


    “One rice ball is nothing, but if it makes you feel better.”


    I deposited my rice ball and accepted the bag. Then we left the store and headed to the prep school’s lounge. There were a good number of students eating there, but we managed to find a couple of empty seats and sat down together.


    “Thanks,” I said, taking out my rice ball and handing her the bag.


    “Thank you for carrying it.” Fujinami emptied the bag, folded it up neatly, and laid it out like a mat beneath her food. After a while, she noticed me staring and looked up. “Oh, this is just a habit of mine. After I finish, I use the bag for trash.”


    “Sorry for staring.”


    “Not at all. Just out of curiosity, I’d like to ask you a question. You can ignore it if it’s hard to answer. Were you hesitant to put the rice ball in your own bag because you didn’t want it to get crushed?”


    “Oh… Um, not quite. I don’t know if this will make sense to you, but I work part-time at a bookstore.”


    “Uh-huh.” She gave me a look that said, “What does that have to do with anything?”


    “Certain things really stress me out at work.”


    “Like when you have to deal with a troublesome customer?”


    “That, too. But the worst thing is shoplifting. No matter how careful we are or what steps we take to prevent it, people never stop trying.”


    “Don’t you have surveillance cameras?”


    “That’s not what stresses me out; it’s the distrust. Our customers are supposed to be our valued patrons, yet working part-time, you wind up learning how to identify likely culprits.”


    “Oh, so you can actually tell?”


    “This is just something my senior told me, so I don’t know if it’s all that common. But she said to watch out for customers with stiff, large bags or people who come in with their bags open.”


    “Like ones for sports?” Fujinami asked, glancing at the bag I’d placed at my feet.


    “Right. You can see what’s inside a plastic shopping bag, and bags made of softer materials change shape based on the contents. If a person puts something in one, you can tell right away.”


    On the other hand, if someone slips a book or two into a Boston bag or a trunk, you’d never know. If a customer walks in with an open bag, puts a book inside, and then closes it, it’s hard to tell from a distance. That’s why you have to keep an eye on them.


    But staring at customers like they’re criminals really takes a toll on a person. After a while, it wears down your spirit.


    “Oh, I understand,” said Fujinami. “Even though you paid for your rice ball, it’s hard for others to tell if you just put it in your bag. You might have the receipt as proof, but it’s the suspicious looks that bother you.”


    I nodded emphatically. “I don’t feel comfortable putting things in my bag at a store. But at the same time, it feels wasteful to buy a plastic bag for one rice ball.”


    I hadn’t expected Fujinami to notice my brief hesitation. If she hadn’t offered to share her bag, I probably would have just held the rice ball and receipt in my hand and left the store.


    “Now you’re making sense,” she said. “But wow, you must not be hungry if that’s all you’re having for lunch.”


    “I’m cutting back on my spending to save for a school trip next week.”


    “A school trip, huh. Isn’t it a bit cold for that?”


    “Well… My school always has its trips around this time of year.”


    I wasn’t sure about other schools, but thinking back, my middle school had held its big trip for third-years around the beginning of summer. Suisei was known for its academics, though, and may have purposely scheduled their trip early. If they waited until the summer, it would interfere with the study period for college entrance exams, after all.


    “Where are you going?” asked Fujinami. “Kyoto?”


    “Singapore, actually.”


    “Oh, you’re going abroad.”


    I didn’t think an international trip was too unusual for high schools in the area, so hearing her sound so impressed embarrassed me a little.


    “I’m a little envious,” she said. “Our school doesn’t do trips, but even if they did, I probably wouldn’t have gone. If I had that kind of money, I’d want to use it for college.”


    I figured acting sympathetic would just come off as insensitive, and I was pretty sure Fujinami wasn’t looking for pity, either. In that sense, she was like Ayase.


    “It’s sad, but once I get into college and have the funds, I’ll just travel a ton to make up for it. I want to go lots of places and meet all sorts of people.”


    “It would be fun if you could speak their language.”


    “I figure as long as I can manage English, it’ll work out. Aren’t you good at foreign languages, Asamura?”


    “I’m not too confident at English, to be honest.”


    “That’s a surprise. You get good grades.”


    I didn’t think cramming English for exams would actually help me with speaking it. Besides, I hardly ever practiced listening. Suddenly, I remembered Akiko mentioning that Ayase had fallen asleep on the couch the night before studying English.


    “Are you pretty good, then?” I asked.


    “Yeah, decently.”


    “Wow.”


    “I think it just comes down to my environment. I kind of lucked out.”


    Fujinami had mentioned before that she was living with a foster parent who she called her aunt. The woman also looked after people from Southeast Asia who used a lot of English. Apparently, many of them owned restaurants, and Fujinami spoke the language often when visiting them.


    “I couldn’t understand what they were saying at first, but after spending some time with them, I naturally picked up the language.”


    “Experience is the best teacher, huh?”


    “Yep, practice makes perfect. I think when you travel abroad, you don’t get the full experience if you can’t speak the local language…but that’s just my opinion. Of course, sometimes, it looks like you’re conversing, but you’re not really communicating. And if you get too caught up in chatting, that can also lead you to miss things.”


    “Such as?”


    “You might lose track of the time, for instance.” Fujinami stuffed her garbage into her plastic bag and stood up.


    I suddenly realized the lounge was empty. I glanced at the time on my phone and gasped. There were only two minutes left until afternoon classes began.


    “I see what you mean.”


    “Hurry up, or you’ll be late. You wouldn’t want to waste your tuition.”


    As I hurried down the hallway, I thought:


    Even so, there’s a lot you can learn from talking to people.


     


    By the time I left prep school, the sun had long since set.


    I put on the neck warmer I’d received from Ayase, then hopped on my bike and sped toward the bookstore where I worked in front of Shibuya Station. A chill wind hit my cheeks, and my eyes watered when I blinked. If it was already this cold, what would it be like on my way home after work? I began to reconsider riding my bike in the middle of winter.


    After leaving my bike in the lot, I made the short walk to the bookstore. The moment I stepped into the heated building, I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I changed into my uniform and went out onto the sales floor. I did a quick tour, checking the stock on the shelves and the display shelves to see what was low.


    “Hey, kiddo!”


    Shiori Yomiuri, my senior at work, approached me. She wasn’t in uniform, so she must have just arrived.


    “Good evening,” I said, then paused. “I mean, good morning.”


    “Why are you saying good morning when it’s evening?”


    “Aren’t you the one who told me that was the standard greeting in show business?”


    “Oh… Um, yeah. You sure take things seriously, Mr. Phelps.”


    “Who’s that?”


    Knowing Yomiuri, “Mr. Phelps” was probably a character from a novel or something. I wished she wouldn’t throw random names at me without considering whether I knew them or not.


    “I wonder. And for your information, this memory will self-destruct in five seconds.”


    “Wait, I might need that!” Apparently, she had no intention of explaining.


    “Heh-heh-heh. Oh, where’s your dear sister?”


    “We have different shifts today.”


    Ayase had worked a full day from ten to six and would be leaving just as I started my shift. She was probably already out of her uniform.


    To help offset the cost of our school trip, she’d been putting in more hours on weekends since the latter half of January. In exchange, she left earlier on those longer days, which meant we were together at the bookstore less often.


    I explained all this as Yomiuri and I walked toward the back office.


    “Ah, a school trip! Sounds nice. I’m kinda jealous.”


    “So next week, neither of us will be coming in.”


    “That’ll be a real loss for the store. Oh well. At least business is pretty slow this month. But a school trip, huh? Lucky you. And while I’m stuck worrying about getting a real job. It isn’t fair!”


    “There’s not really anything I can do about that… Actually, I’m a little surprised you’re worried about job hunting.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “I figured you wouldn’t really care what sort of job you wound up in, since you keep such a clear distinction between work and your hobbies.”


    “That’s true. I can keep reading books no matter what sort of job I do.”


    Exactly.


    “But being the wise person I am, I’m well aware that I need an adequate job to keep funding my book habit in perpetuity. So, kiddo, what kind of work do you think would suit me?” She pointed a finger at her own nose.


    “I think you’d be pretty successful no matter what you tried.”


    “Flattery will get you nowhere, you know.”


    “Are you interested in anything in particular?”


    “Hmm. I could become a full-timer at this bookstore or work at a publishing company, or I could become a streamer or a celebrity and get rich.”


    I wished she wouldn’t deliver absurd punch lines with such a straight face.


    “I think you’d be good at any of those,” I said.


    I remembered how many times customers had confessed to her at the bookstore. She was beautiful, attended the elite Tsukinomiya Women’s University, and even told jokes. To be honest, I could imagine her becoming a celebrity pretty easily.


    “I could, couldn’t I…?” she said with an emphatic sigh. “Oh well, I’ll worry about it later. Since Saki won’t be here tonight, you and I will be working the cash registers. But…” She let her gaze wander around the store as we reached the back office. “Business is pretty slow this time of year.”


    “Yeah, I noticed.”


    Despite it being a Sunday, there were very few customers around.


    The temperature in Japan tended to dip around February, and demand followed suit. Sales for all sorts of things would fall, and books were no exception. Aside from popular manga magazines and new volumes from beloved series and authors, there was a marked decline in product movement.


    The exception was a small group of true bookworms, the kind of people who would read the latest book by their favorite author even if it was the night before a big exam and bound to outrage their parents.


    “Okay, kiddo. Time for work! See you out on the floor.” Yomiuri waved and disappeared into the changing room.


    I peeked into the office and greeted the manager. If he had something for me to do, this was when he would say it. Sure enough, he asked me to find some free time between stints at the cash register to help carry the books to be returned to the publisher to the back. Our wholesalers didn’t deliver on weekends, and since returns were bundled with new arrivals, we ended up with stacks of boxes full of books waiting for Monday.


    Essentially, it was physical labor. I agreed and headed back out to the sales floor. Within an hour, the students and office workers had disappeared, leaving me bored and exhausted. I’d handled the mountain of returns already and gone back to the cash register, but there were no customers waiting. Glancing at my watch, I saw that there was about an hour left in my shift. Things were really dragging.


    “I have nooothing to dooo!” exclaimed Yomiuri.


    “Yep. Same here.”


    “Hey, kiddo? About that school trip of yours, where are you guys going?”


    I recounted what I’d told Fujinami earlier—that we were going to Singapore and that I’d been saving up for the trip. I thought it would be fun to speak with the locals, but I wasn’t that confident in my language skills. Yomiuri and I spoke in hushed tones, of course, and I responded immediately to any customers who showed up.


    Still, with people approaching the register only about once every ten minutes, I couldn’t help engaging in some idle chat.


    “First, it’s Valentine’s Day, and now you’re leaving for a school trip! How wonderful it is to be young.”


    “I don’t believe we were talking about Valentine’s Day.”


    “I bet it’s only couples out and about in Shibuya today. Figured that might account for our miserable foot traffic.”


    “That sounds like a pretty biased view…”


    “Did you get any chocolates, kiddo?”


    “Huh? Oh, not really. I got some from family members, but that’s it.”


    Akiko and Ayase were my family members, so that much was true. Narasaka had given me chocolates as a friend, but she was the only one. Come to think of it, the topic hadn’t even come up with Fujinami, though I supposed we weren’t all that close when it came down to it.


    Not wanting Yomiuri to tease me, I’d decided to keep things vague.


    Eventually, it was time to leave, and I headed for the back office.


    Yomiuri started taking a short break at the same time and emerged with a bag from some department store in one hand. Walking into the office, she pulled out a small red box and handed it to our manager.


    “Here, sir. Just to be clear, this is work chocolate—no special meaning.”


    “Oh. Thank you, Yomiuri.”


    Work chocolate? What did that mean? As I stood wondering this, Yomiuri bowed to our manager and approached me. She pulled another red box out of her bag and handed it to me, whispering, “Here you go. This is friend chocolate from me.” It was the same kind she’d given our manager.


    I looked up and asked, “What’s the difference between work and friend chocolate?”


    “The thought put into the gift, I suppose?”


    “Why are you answering my question with another question?”


    “Yeesh. The thought put into the gifts is different. Happy now?”


    What kind of thoughts could be hidden in this tiny box?


    “Love, I guess?” mused Yomiuri.


    “Why do you sound so unsure?”


    “The word is spelled friend, but you read it as love.”


    “That sounds like a bit of a stretch.”


    “I’m using you to ease my stress from job hunting, all right?”


    “I swear, you’re this close to harassment. I’d prefer you didn’t use your junior coworker like some kind of squishy toy.”


    “I want to go on a trip abroad, too! Boo-hoo. Hey, kiddo? Why don’t you hire me as your guide?”


    “I suggest you get a job at a foreign company if you speak fluent English.”


    “I wouldn’t say I’m fluent, exactly. There aren’t many students in my department who are particularly good at English. Though, of course, we have to be able to read it.”
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  “Really?”


  “Most of the latest work in our field is written in English. We have to skim through a bunch of abstracts—that’s what you call summaries of research papers—to narrow down which ones we want to look at in full.”


  “Ah. I see.”


  “And those abstracts are often in English. So we read a bunch of abstracts in English, then choose a few lengthy papers to read, which are also written in English. That’s why”—I could feel the letters of the alphabet swirling around in my brain as she spoke—“most students can read pretty well, even long texts. Those who go on to grad school can manage everyday conversation, too, but undergraduates aren’t usually that good. Associate Professor Kudou is totally fluent in English. She once suggested we hold all our conversations in English, even though she knew the students would hate it. The other day, she grinned and told us she’d make our next exam entirely in English, both questions and answers.”


  University sounded pretty rough. Then again, maybe it just depended on your teacher.


  Feeling a bit sorry for Yomiuri, I asked if she had any tips on improving my English conversation skills.


  “I think it boils down to using the language, rather than just reading teaching materials. Practice makes perfect, after all.”


  Her conclusion was the same as Fujinami’s.


  “You know, some big foreign companies have their written entrance exams entirely in English.”


  “Seriously?”


  “So, kiddo, I suggest you get proficient in at least one foreign language. And then you’d be able to read books in their original language before they’re translated. You could check out the next science fiction Hollywood blockbuster before anyone else!”


  “Oh man!”


  “And if you can hold a conversation in English…”


  “Yeah…?”


  “…you could have real-time interactions with sci-fi fans from all over the world!”


  “Wow!”


  “Plus, it’ll help you get a job! …Maybe.”


  “O-oh yeah…”


  The last point seemed a bit less exciting for some reason.


  After that, Yomiuri went back to work, and I clocked out and left the bookstore.


   


  When I arrived back at our apartment, I parked my bike in the lot and walked around to the entrance.


  We weren’t likely to get any mail on Sunday night, but I checked the box out of habit, found it empty, then took the elevator up to our floor.


  I opened the door and softly said, “I’m home,” to no one in particular.


  “Hey.”


  “Huh? Ayase? Have you been studying in the living room?”


  There was a textbook open in front of her, covered in horizontal text.


  “You said before that it helped to mix up your study environment every once in a while. I figured it would be a good change of pace. It’s kind of nice.”


  “Glad to be of help. So, um, I’m home.”


  “Yep.” She pulled off her earphones and got on her feet. “Want some dinner?”


  I gave her a quick nod and said thanks.


  As usual, Dad had already gone to bed, and Akiko was at work. I was about to take my bag to my room when I remembered to put the friend chocolates I’d received from Yomiuri in the refrigerator. Better to leave them there than let them sit in a room with the heater on.


  “Oh…,” Ayase mumbled when she saw the package in my hand.


  “I got these from Yomiuri. She said they were friend chocolates.” I showed Ayase the small red box before putting it in the fridge.


  “Ah.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Oh, nothing. I was just impressed. She really is a college student with deep pockets if she can buy brand-name chocolates for all her friends… She did give it to you as a friend, right?”


  “Well, it’s not work chocolate, apparently, though the box was the same.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Probably just one of her jokes.”


  Ayase didn’t seem to get it. I didn’t really understand a lot of what Yomiuri said, either. But I got the feeling that she thought telling an obscure joke was similar to giving a person a tricky puzzle to solve.


  I took my bag to my room and returned to the dining room.


  “Just give me a minute to heat this up,” said Ayase.


  “Sure.”


  I grabbed some dishes from the cupboard and scooped steamed rice into a pair of bowls while Ayase warmed some leftover stew from lunch.


  As I sat down in my chair, bowl of rice still in my hand, Ayase set down the stew.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “You’re welcome. Wait a minute—there’s one more thing.”


  “Hmm?”


  I looked at the food in front of me. The main dish was a creamy stew with chicken and vegetables. Aside from that, there was rice and a side dish made of two kinds of seaweed. It was already late, and I wasn’t sure I could eat much more than that.


  With a clatter, a small bottle was placed before me.


  “…Shichimi?”


  “Yep. That’s everything.”


  “Huh?”


  I didn’t get it. I was a soy sauce guy, so I’d normally season my seaweed with that.


  “You’re having a sweet dessert, so I thought you might want to make your meal a little spicier.”


  “The food looks great on its own, though…”


  “Feel free to add some spice if you want. I’m going back to studying now.”


  With that, Ayase grabbed her study materials and headed to her room.


  Hmm. Maybe I just wasn’t aware, and stew with shichimi was a really popular combo. I gave it a try, but it didn’t particularly enhance the flavor.


  Ayase’s strange behavior remained a mystery.
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    I heard a faint metallic sound in the background. It took a few moments to realize it was the sound of the door closing. I cracked open my eyelids and glanced at the clock by my pillow. It was 8:54 AM.


    Oh, it’s almost nine. But today’s Sunday, so I can sleep in…


    Wait! No, I can’t! I have a full day of work starting at ten! Crap, I overslept!


    I threw back the covers and was instantly hit with a wave of cold air, making me shiver. I reached for the air conditioner remote, then stopped myself. I couldn’t afford to waste any time turning on the heater.


    “Here goes.”


    I leaped out of bed and quickly stripped off my pajamas. Normally, I’d warm up the room first and then change, but if I took that much time today, I’d be late for sure. If I didn’t waste any time, I could still arrive fifteen minutes early. As long as I ran all the way there, that is.


    I pictured what I had to do in my mind and started moving, all the while keeping an eye on my digital clock. I didn’t have time to coordinate an outfit, so I picked one of my standard outfits from memory. I threw my accessories into my bag, figuring I could put them on in the changing room at work, then ran to the bathroom.


    I furiously brushed my teeth while checking my hair. Good, no bed hair. Ugh, I wish I had a nice big mirror in my room! Next, I washed my face and checked to see if my skin was dry. If it’s looking iffy, I usually put on a layer of moisturizer. But today, everything seemed all right. I’d had a good night’s sleep. Maybe too good. I remembered Yomiuri warning me that I’d need to moisturize regularly once I was old enough to be in college.


    After that, I headed back to my room and made sure I had my phone, wallet, and other necessities. Then I pulled on my jacket and tossed a scarf and gloves into my bag. I wouldn’t need them yet, since I was planning to run the whole way. Once I was ready, I dashed out of my room.


    “Saki.”


    When I heard my name, I turned around to find Dad shaking the electronic car key between his fingers.


    “I’ll give you a ride.”


    I didn’t want to cause trouble for someone else because I’d overslept. I started to refuse, then swallowed my words.


    “Um… That sounds great, but are you sure?”


    “Of course.”


    I felt a prick in my heart when I saw the happy smile on his face.


    As the two of us hurried to the apartment’s parking lot, I started thinking. I was surprised at how little resistance I had to the idea of having another dad besides my biological father. Up until very recently, however, I’d only thought of Taichi Asamura as my mom’s husband. Yuuta Asamura was the same—basically just a roommate.


    But over New Year’s, when we’d visited Dad’s parents’ house, he and Asamura had done their best to help my mom and me fit in with their relatives. Because of that, I resolved to do the same for Dad and Asamura if I was ever in their position. In short, I decided to stop treating them like strangers and start seeing them as my family.


    Taichi is my dad.


    I chanted those words like a spell as I got into Dad’s car.


    “Have you fastened your seat belt?”


    I remembered how he’d asked me the same question when we left on our New Year’s trip. I quickly pulled my seat belt, only to have it snap back on me. Eventually, I got it on.


    “Y-yeah.”


    “Then let’s go. Can I drop you off right in front of the bookstore?”


    “Yes, that’s fine.”


    The car sped up, and I was pushed back into the seat. Running would have taken around ten minutes at least, but by car, it didn’t even take five. I’d have plenty of time before my shift.


    “Thank you.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I was going to pick up Akiko anyway.”


    “Oh, are you two going shopping?”


    “Yeah. So this was no problem at all. And besides, I have to act like a dad once in a while, right?”


    I knew he was saying all that to make sure I didn’t feel guilty. He was a genuinely kind man. My mom had truly chosen well.


    “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”


    Taichi was someone Mom could rely on, and I was sure Taichi felt the same about her. They didn’t depend on each other just because they were family—they supported each other.


    I remembered Asamura saying something similar once, about how I needed to learn to rely on others. That was something I’d always consciously avoided.


    It had already been more than six months since my mom and I moved into the Asamuras’ apartment. As we drove farther from the building, I remembered the advice Asamura had given me. He’d asked someone at work, just for me. It must have been Yomiuri.


    “Don’t worry,” Dad said, “you’ll get there on time.”


    “Huh…? Oh, right.”


    I stroked my cheeks with both hands. I could feel my face stiffening up into a grimace. I was about to face a bunch of customers. I had to get myself together.


    “I was just, um, letting my mind wander a bit. That’s all.”


    Dad tilted his head.


    Sorry, I’m probably not making any sense, am I?


    “Hmm… You seem pretty dedicated to your studies these days. I hear you were up late again last night.” Dad, thoughtful as ever, had purposely changed the subject to ease the awkward atmosphere.


    “Oh, um, I’m focusing on English conversation right now.”


    “English, huh? Do you find it particularly difficult?”


    “No.” I smiled wryly. “I’m not great at it or anything—just okay. But since we’re going to Singapore…”


    “Oh, right. Your upcoming school trip.”


    I nodded. “I need to study for my college entrance exams, but my main focus right now is improving my English for the trip. I’ve been doing a lot of listening, so my ears are getting more accustomed to the sounds. It’s just that…”


    “Aha,” Dad said with a nod. “Speaking ability isn’t really something you can cram.”


    “Exactly.”


    “But it’s a noble effort. Studying isn’t just about exams, and the purpose of speaking a language is to communicate, after all. I think it’s wonderful that you want to engage with the locals on your school trip.”


    I felt embarrassed. I wasn’t used to receiving so much praise. “I wish I could have improved a little more.”


    “Unlike with exams, it’s not a big deal if you don’t make it in time for your trip. You can always continue learning after you get back.”


    “Yeah, you’re right.”


    “But don’t push yourself too hard. Akiko also worries when you stay up too late.” There was concern in his voice.


    I nodded firmly. “I’ll try not to overdo it.”


    That was when the car came to a stop. We were right in front of the bookstore.


    “Okay, then,” said Dad. “Have a good day.”


    “See you later. Oh, right. I left chocolates for you in the fridge. There’s a sticky note with your name on it, so you should be able to tell right away.”


    I saw Dad beaming back at me as I closed the door. His smile only reinforced my desire to cherish my new family.


     


    I worked hard at the bookstore. Time flew by, and soon, I was getting ready to head home. On my way to the changing room, I stopped by the office to let my manager know I was leaving.


    “Good job,” he said. “You did great today.”
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  I’d felt guilty about arriving so close to the start of my shift, so I hadn’t been expecting the praise. His words caught me by surprise.


  I thought over what he’d said as I changed back into my street clothes. That was the second time an older person had praised me that day, despite the fact that I hadn’t been doing anything in particular to earn it.


  All of a sudden, I thought about some of the other part-timers who’d handed out chocolates to their coworkers during their breaks. I hadn’t felt an obligation to bring anything and wasn’t really interested in stuff like that. But my manager had gone out of his way to keep my identity as Asamura’s sister a secret and let me continue to use my old surname; when I thought of that, I regretted not bringing anything for him.


  The thought surprised me. I’d always prided myself on being free from such social constraints.


  I finished changing and opened the door to leave just as Yomiuri walked in.


  “Ah. Caught you in the nick of time. We really are trading places today.”


  “Good evening— I mean, good morning, Yomiuri.”


  “My bad, Ms. Phelps.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ll stop sending you on impossible missions, so let’s go back to saying good evening, okay?”


  “Oh, sure. Good evening.”


  “Are you heading home?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  Yomiuri stepped into the changing room and signaled for me to follow her. She had a large paper bag from a department store slung over her shoulder. From that, she pulled out two smaller bags.


  “Let’s share this candy,” she said. “Which one do you want?”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “This one is sweet, and this one is spicy.”


  Spicy candy?


  “It’s got chili peppers in it,” she clarified. “A friend brought it back for me from their trip.”


  Oh, so that’s why she suggested sharing it. I could understand salt candy (which is actually sweet), but chili pepper candy? Wouldn’t that just be hot?


  “Don’t worry about the details,” Yomiuri said. “Try it out! It’ll be fun. Once, I even received durian candy.”


  “Durian? The fruit that’s famous for being really smelly?”


  “Yep. The candy had no flavor, though. It was like they’d only captured the scent. I was in hell until I finished it.”


  “…I’ll take the spicy candy.”


  Someone else could have the sweet candy. I found myself curious about the spicy one.


  “Here you go. Okay then, that’s your bribe. I only gave chocolates to your brother, so I didn’t want his little sister getting jealous.”


  “I wouldn’t.”


  Why would I get jealous? After a few moments, I realized what she was saying. She’d given Asamura chocolate. They were coworkers, after all. It made perfect sense.


  “Um, I’ll be on my way, then,” I said.


  “Oh, I heard you’re going on a school trip next week. Lucky you! Have fun. See you later!”


  “Thank you. Bye.”


  As I left the store, it hit me. I hadn’t mentioned our school trip to Yomiuri. I’d seen Asamura walking out onto the sales floor as I left, though. He must have told her about it. And now they were on shift together…


  It was February 14, and I passed a lot of couples on my way home. They must have been out on Valentine’s Day dates. Maaya had insisted Saturday was the day for dates, but I saw plenty of people out and about.


  When I got home, Mom and Dad were enjoying dinner together, something they hadn’t done in a while.


  “Thanks for the chocolates. They were delicious,” Dad said the moment he saw me.


  Mom looked a bit taken aback. “He ate the whole chocolate chiffon cake already, too.”


  Perhaps I should have chosen a gift with fewer calories.


  Mom reheated some leftover stew for me, and as I ate, I wondered what Asamura and Yomiuri were up to.


  After a moment, I realized something. I didn’t like that the two of them were together. Who would have thought I was so possessive…?


   


  I locked myself in my room and tried to study. But feelings of jealousy whirled around in my head, and I couldn’t concentrate.


  I shook my head vigorously. This wasn’t good.


  “I’ll try changing my environment.”


  Deliberately speaking out loud, I took my study materials out of my room and moved to the living room.


  I put in my earphones to shut out distractions and attempted to concentrate on English. I was listening to the same material written in my textbook, but I purposely looked away and tried to understand the contents without reading. Rather than mentally translating the English into Japanese, I focused on simply understanding it. After all, native speakers didn’t translate the words in their mind when they were having a conversation.


  But that was easier said than done.


  Because people who spoke English wouldn’t be translating in their minds when they listened to someone talking.


  But saying something is easy. Doing it is much harder.


  Oh, wait. That’s the Japanese saying. The English is easier said than done.


  I needed to think in English, but right now, I hadn’t quite gotten to the doing part of the equation. It was just so difficult.


  “Unlike with exams, it’s not a big deal if you don’t make it in time for your trip. You can always continue learning after you get back.”


  That was what Dad had said. People learned languages to communicate, to understand another person’s feelings and intentions, and to convey their own…


  I needed to learn English for tests, but I was sure it would come in handy in the future, too. I couldn’t just coast along, doing what I already knew how to do.


  As I stayed focused, the Japanese words gradually began slipping from my mind.


  Perhaps because I was concentrating so hard, I didn’t notice the sound of the front door opening. It wasn’t until he reached the living room door that I realized he was home.


  I looked up and quickly strung together a greeting. Despite all my work, my reply came out in Japanese. I guess it’s hard to shake your native language.


  “Hey.”


  Asamura stood in front of me, his bag over his shoulder. He’d just gotten home from work.


  I removed my earphones and stood up, quickly glancing at my phone on the table to check the time. It was still early, so Asamura must have come straight back.


  “Want some dinner?” I asked.


  He nodded, so I went to get things ready. Fortunately, Dad hadn’t eaten much, so we had plenty of stew left.


  Asamura started toward his room, then stopped and came back into the kitchen. After opening the refrigerator, he moved to toss in something from his bag. I couldn’t help reacting.


  “Oh…” I stared at the item in his hand.


  It was a box of chocolates, of course. Yomiuri had told me she was giving him some.


  Unfazed, Asamura casually showed me the box and said it was from Yomiuri.


  I recognized the package.


  “Ah.”


  The box was from a famous brand, and each tiny piece cost as much as a sweet bun from the convenience store. A high school student like me could never afford something like that to give to friends and coworkers.


  When I asked, “She did give it to you as a friend, right?” I felt ashamed. I wasn’t just double-checking, either. I knew that any other answer would be unforgivable to me. Had I always been so petty?


  I pictured Yomiuri’s face.


  “I didn’t want his little sister getting jealous.”


  I was reacting exactly as she’d predicted.


  Breaking off any further conversation, I focused on preparing Asamura’s dinner. In addition to the stew, I set out a side dish with two kinds of seaweed.


  It was late, so a lighter meal would put less strain on his stomach. Dad had eaten both Mom’s cake and the chocolates from me, leaving little room for dinner. And Asamura would be having dessert later, too. I thought of that small red box in the fridge.


  When I finished setting dinner out on the table, he sat down and thanked me. But I told him to wait a minute and brought out a little red bottle.


  “You’re having a sweet dessert, so I thought you might want to make your meal a little spicier.”


  I told him to add some spice if he wanted, then collected my study materials and retreated to my room. I was practically fleeing.


  “God… I’m so pathetic.”


  I stared at the candy Yomiuri had given me, which was still lying on top of my desk. I unwrapped it and tossed it in my mouth.


  “Oh, that’s hot!”


  What the heck was I doing…?
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    The sounds of balls bouncing against the shiny gymnasium floor echoed through the space, mixed with the stomping of feet.


    It was fifth period, and we had PE. The shouting and movement quickly dispersed the lax, late afternoon mood.


    “Give me the ball!” a boy yelled as he ran toward the goal.


    His large frame might make him look slow, but his glasses and intelligent gaze created a distinct counterpoint. His body was covered in muscles like armor, and he was already a starting catcher for our school’s baseball team, despite still being in his second year.


    “Go for it, Maru!”


    Maru caught the orange ball at his chest, dodged the opposing team’s defense with a feint, then ducked and bent his knees. The next moment, he released the power he’d built up and leaped into the air. He took the ball in his right hand with a sliding motion and was about to let go of it right over the net when—


    “I won’t let you score!”


    —another boy struck Maru’s right hand.


    A sharp whistle sounded. “Foul!”


    Maru landed on his feet and smirked. The other boy twisted his face in frustration. After that, Maru executed a neat free throw that clinched the game, then walked off the court, breath ragged.


    “Good job,” I said. “Tired?”


    “Nope. I could go for another game or two.”


    While Maru still seemed full of energy, the boys on the opposing team were slumped over with exhaustion. The teacher was scolding them for being out of shape.


    On the other side of the gym, the girls were playing volleyball, shouting and screaming just as loudly as the boys.


    The loudest, of course, was Ayase’s friend Narasaka.


    I thought I heard her shouting that she’d broken her fingers. I figured she’d just jammed them (otherwise, the commotion would have been much bigger), but volleyball sounded pretty rough.


    Maru, who was also watching the girls, suddenly spoke up. “So our school trip starts tomorrow, huh.”


    I sighed. Oh, right. I’ll have to get on a plane.


    “Why are you sighing?”


    “I’m scared.”


    “Huh?”


    “Do you know how airplanes stay in the air, Maru?”


    “Well, there’s Bernoulli’s principle. If you can change the velocity of the air flowing above and below the surface of the wing—the flow velocity, that is—then you can create a difference in atmospheric pressure. If the air pressure is lower on top and higher on the bottom, then an upward force is exerted. According to Bernoulli’s principle, lift is generated. The key is to adjust various conditions, thus changing the flow velocity above and below the wing. I also know how to go about doing that, but it’s a bit of a hassle to explain. Do you want to hear?”


    “No thanks. We’re supposed to be in PE right now.”


    I’d rather hear about stuff like that right before a physics test.


    “Anyway, people fear drowning, even though they know they’ll float. They also fear that their heart will stop, when they should know that it’s an involuntary muscle. We aren’t always logical,” Maru said with a laugh.


    I sighed again. I understood what he was saying, but I still wasn’t convinced. I was afraid of flying, period.


    “When I consider the chances of the plane crashing…”


    “There’s a nonzero chance it could crash, of course. But there’s also a nonzero chance that the sky could fall tomorrow or that the world could end. That’s called a groundless fear.”


    “Well, yeah.” Actually, I’m pretty sure there’s zero chance the sky will fall.


    “If every time you got on an elevator, you worried about the ropes breaking, you’d have a mental breakdown.”


    “I’m fine once I get used to it. But this will be my first time flying.”


    “The best way to overcome your anxiety is to cancel it out by imagining having fun. Think of all the fun you’ll have once you land.”


    “Fun, huh…? Is there something you’re looking forward to in Singapore?”


    “Yeah. Singapore has casinos. I’d love to go to one.”


    “You can’t.”


    Casinos were legal in Singapore, but you had to be over a certain age to enter. Those under twenty-one weren’t allowed in, and if they broke the law, they’d be fined.


    “Who knows? Maybe the law will change tomorrow, and the minimum age will be lowered to seventeen.”


    “I seriously doubt it.”


    I had a feeling that if such a change was on the table, we’d have heard about it on the news.


    “But you know what, Asamura? Gambling is illegal in Japan, even for adults.”


    “Yeah, I’m aware.”


    “Why do you think it’s legal for someone to do something in one place, but illegal to do the same thing somewhere else?”


    Oh no. I’ve gotten him started.


    I should never have asked Maru how planes fly. I’d activated his brain, and now it was charging full steam ahead. He even wanted to discuss the law during our PE break.


    “Well, um… I’m sure each country has its own reasons. And their histories are different, too.”


    I once read a science fiction story in which an epidemic drastically reduced the male population, resulting in a female ruler. She even had an all-male harem. In other words, the country wound up adopting a polygamous system where one woman could have multiple male partners.


    Laws were passed because the governing body had some reason to pass them. Rules required a good rationale. Otherwise, people wouldn’t follow them.


    “So you’re saying that social rules aren’t absolute,” said Maru, “and that they can evolve as circumstances change. Right?”


    “Y-yeah.”


    “Then it is possible that the law will change tomorrow and allow anyone seventeen or older to go to a casino.”


    “You’re jumping the gun.” Further than an Olympic medalist doing the Ski Jumping LH.


    “Asamura, nothing is as ambiguous as age restrictions. Look at Japan. The age of majority was twenty until a few years ago. Now, all of a sudden, it’s eighteen.”


    “Well, yeah… But a sudden leap from twenty-one to seventeen? That’s four whole years.”


    “What I’m trying to say is…”


    Maru stood and picked up a ball that had rolled over to us. He bounced it against the floor, cleverly controlling it as he passed it between his left and right hands. Wasn’t baseball enough? Why did he have to be good at basketball, too?


    I stood up and tried to steal the ball from him mid-dribble, but he stepped back and escaped me.


    “Catch me if you can,” he said. “You won’t, of course.”


    “I’ll wipe that smirk off your face!” I feinted and reached out again, but Maru effortlessly dodged and turned his back to me.


    “Nice try.” He used his big body to hide the ball.


    “This isn’t fair. I demand a handicap.”


    “What are you talking about? We’re equals on the court.”


    “I don’t stand a chance one-on-one against a guy who’s on a sports team.”


    “Basketball is out of my jurisdiction. Our experience level is basically the same.”


    “But your motor skills are way better, so— Ngh!”


    I tried to get around him and snatch the ball, but Maru never let down his guard, even while talking, and I came away empty-handed.


    I didn’t stand a chance at playing basketball while talking. I stopped to catch my breath, and Maru kept dribbling all the while.


    “Hey, Asamura.”


    “Yeah?”


    “What I’m trying to say is that I can’t accept a law that discriminates against young people because of their age.”


    This thought seemed typical of Maru.


    “I understand how you feel,” I said, “but still…”


    “Some people might get into trouble gambling, but if that’s the problem, adults shouldn’t be allowed to do it, either. I can’t accept a difference of only four years determining whether someone can do something or not.”


    Did Maru really want to go to a casino that badly?


    “Maybe it’s like alcohol, tobacco, or drugs,” I said. “The younger you are, the greater the effect it has on your body.”


    “I would understand if we were talking about grade schoolers. But we’re seventeen.”


    As Maru spoke, he started dribbling the ball toward the basket.


    Okay, so Maru wants to be treated like an adult.


    He kept dribbling, alternating between his right and left hands. He was less than five meters from the ring, and I desperately chased after him, determined to stop him from scoring.


    It didn’t look like I’d be able to catch up. The tips of my fingers grazed his back, but that was as far as I got.


    He took one giant step forward, then another. Then he stretched out his arms and gracefully brought the ball over the basket. It traveled in a beautiful arc, swishing into the net without even touching the metal ring.


    After a moment, the ball fell through, bounced several times on the floor, then rolled toward me.


    “So, Asamura, what I’m saying is that now that we’re seventeen, we should be considered responsible for our own actions, regardless of whether it leads to dependence or ruin.”


    “I know what you mean, but quibbling like this isn’t going to get you into a casino in Singapore.” I was huffing and puffing. I had counted how many steps it’d taken Maru to reach the basket. “Traveling is against the rules, you know.”


    “You noticed!” He laughed. “I know. I was just kidding about wanting to go to a casino.”


     


    We had an extended homeroom session for sixth period. We were meant to finalize our free-time plans for the school trip, but in reality, everyone was just chatting.


    For our free activities, we would split into groups of six with three girls and three boys each. We’d divided up into our predetermined groups to discuss our plans, but the decisions had all been made long ago. The trip was the next day, after all.


    “So…the highlight of our trip will be a visit to the Singapore Zoo and the Night Safari in Mandai. On day three, we’ll go to Sentosa, and everyone is free to do what they want as long as they don’t leave the island. You can buy souvenirs or just wander around and enjoy the scenery.”


    “That sounds good, Maru! I love a nice, easygoing schedule!”


    “Well, I did go out of my way to pick people who say things like that.” Maru grinned, and the other members of our group gave a little round of applause.


    I liked the plan, too. It sounded relaxing, and I wasn’t good at keeping up with other people’s tight schedules.


    “Is there anything else we need to decide?” someone asked.


    “Oh yeah. Double-check your phone settings regularly. We don’t want anyone getting a hefty bill after the trip. Keep in touch with the rest of the group and do not be late when we meet back up.”


    Everyone in the group nodded, including me.


    That wrapped up our meeting, and soon, the bell rang. Everyone not on cleaning duty was free to leave, so I grabbed my bag and rushed toward the door.


    I was off work, but I wanted to hurry home and go through my bags to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.


    When I stepped out of the classroom into the hallway, I found it totally deserted. No one else had come out of their classrooms yet. Even so, it was pretty noisy. The second-year classrooms were clustered together, and I could hear the others’ voices even out in the hall. They were all still talking about the trip the following day. I could feel the excitement permeating the air. But if everyone was already this high-energy, wouldn’t they be exhausted when it was time for the real thing?


     


    After returning home, I unpacked everything in my suitcase, then repacked.


    Maru had uploaded the grade-wide packing list to the cloud, along with each group’s individual list.


    Holding my phone in one hand, I put each item back in my suitcase, ticking the boxes next to my name in the shared spreadsheet as I went.


    Ever meticulous, Maru had indicated the importance of each item as well. The fields for cash, passport, and cell phone were marked as most essential.


    We didn’t need visas to visit Singapore for tourism; just a passport was enough. But we could be in trouble if our passports were about to expire. We needed at least six months remaining before the expiration date. The teacher had warned us about that, and quite a few students had nodded along like they were already familiar with the process. I wondered if they’d all been abroad before.


    Not only would this be my first trip to another country, but it would also be my first time flying. I kept worrying like an idiot about the plane crashing, and now I was also concerned that I had fewer life experiences than the rest of my class.


    As I began to sink into depression, I recalled Maru’s words.


    “Think of all the fun you’ll have once you land.”


    I searched on my phone for information about Singapore and tried to imagine what I’d be doing there the next day. I’d already packed, so this was the only distraction I could think of. Soon, however, I’d moved on to reading e-books.


    When Ayase called my name, I jerked up in surprise. Checking the time, I saw that it was already time for dinner. I replied through my door, then headed out into the dining room to find Ayase laying food out on the table.


    “Sorry,” I said. “I started reading and didn’t notice how late it was.”


    I quickly sat down, and Ayase placed a steaming bowl of rice in front of me.


    “<Let’s eat!>” she said in English with a mischievous grin.


    I was puzzled, but the words were simple enough for me to understand.


    “…Um…,” I began timidly. “Does that mean ‘itadakimasu’?”


    She smiled again. Apparently, I was correct.


    I’d heard before that there were no English phrases that corresponded exactly to itadakimasu and gochisousama, the words we said before and after eating. But “let’s eat” sounded pretty close to the former.


    After that, Ayase started speaking Japanese again. “I’ve been focusing on listening and speaking in English this past month, so I thought I’d give it a try with you.”


    “Um…”


    “Why don’t we try speaking only in English while we eat?”


    Ah, so that’s what she’s after.


    “I’m not sure I can do it.”


    “<Let’s try!>”


    Hmm. Well, Ayase’s the only one here, so I don’t need to worry about embarrassing myself. Why not, I guess?


    “O-okay.”


    Ayase giggled when I nodded, then immediately switched into English.


    “<Are you ready for your school trip?>”


    I was flustered for a moment, but once I took some time to think about each word she’d said, I began to understand. After that, I racked my brain for what few words I knew, then strung them together.


    “<Of course, I am ready.>”


    “<Where are you going in free activity time with your friends?>”


    “<Ah… We are going to Singapore Zoo in Mandai on the second day and Sentosa on the third day.>”


    Somehow, I’d managed to reply. But I still felt uneasy. Was it really all right to just line up a bunch of simple words like that? Ayase was talking slowly, so I was able to understand her. But compared with her, my speaking was much more unsteady.


    Suddenly, I realized that I had merely memorized the names of local places the way we said them in Japanese. How were they really pronounced? Would people in Singapore understand me when I said “Mandai” or “Sentosa” in a Japanese accent? What if I had to tell a taxi driver where I wanted to go? Would they know what I meant?


    Ayase asked me a few more questions about our trip before switching the topic to dinner. I struggled to translate her words into Japanese in my head, then lined up more English vocabulary to answer her.


    “<Is dinner good?>” she asked.


    “<So good! Especially this…uh…aji open is excellent!>”


    At that, Ayase cracked up. “Sorry, but I can’t believe you called the fish ‘aji open.’ It’s so literal. And you didn’t even bother to translate aji.”


    “Well, I don’t know the English word for aji.”


    “It’s <horse mackerel.>”


    “‘Horse mackerel’? As in a ‘horse’? Spelled h-o-r-s-e?”


    “Right. Just mackerel by itself is saba.”


    “That’s pretty confusing.”


    “I think the Chinese characters we use for both fish are just as confusing for English speakers. They only make sense to us because we’re more familiar with them.”


    “I guess that’s understandable. I wonder if English speakers think of aji as mackerel that’s kind of like a horse.” Not that mackerel could really resemble a horse.


    “Apparently, there are various theories. Some say horse is used at the beginning of nouns to mean they’re particularly big. Others say the term was originally Dutch and means something else. I couldn’t figure out which one is true, though.”


    “So it doesn’t necessarily mean the mackerel is like a horse.”


    Language could be complicated, but that also made it interesting.


    “So the aji hiraki we’re having for dinner is called <horse mackerel, cut open and dried.>”


    “Cut open and dried, huh?”


    “Yep.”


    “You sure know your stuff.”


    “I checked while I was heating the miso soup,” Ayase said, revealing her secret with an innocent smile. “I want to learn English terms related to cooking, so I think I’ll start looking up the words for different ingredients and other things I often buy. It’ll come in handy if I ever cook abroad.”


    I doubted most people went so far as to research the etymology for words like that. I wondered if Ayase was extra serious or if she just had an inquisitive nature.


    “Are you considering studying abroad or something?” I asked.


    “I might, if I need to. But I haven’t really thought about it yet.”


    We were back to speaking in Japanese, and I was reminded how much easier it was to chat in my native language.


    “Ayase, your English pronunciation is pretty good.”


    “Yeah?”


    “I sound way too Japanese. I have a feeling no one in Singapore will understand me. Plus, you’re a lot faster to react, and you can keep up a good tempo in conversation.” I found myself getting nervous about the trip again.


    Ayase thought for a minute. “Reaction time, huh… Maybe that’s because I try to think in English as much as possible instead of translating what I hear. But there’s no need to be so pessimistic.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I’ve heard that English speakers are used to hearing different accents. Since the language is spoken in so many countries, a lot of people think accents are just a part of the language. I doubt they’ll care all that much. I hope not anyway.”


    With that, Ayase finished up our conversation as we drank the rest of our after-dinner tea.


    I had concerns about my poor pronunciation, but I decided to stop thinking about it for now. As Maru had suggested, I’d just focus on the fun I’d have once I was there.


    During our post-meal cleanup, Dad returned from work. He said he’d wait until the following morning to bathe, so we should hurry up and take our baths, then go to bed. We nodded and did just that.


     


    I couldn’t stay in the water long since I was getting up at four in the morning.


    I quickly left the tub, then drained it and drew a fresh bath for Ayase before putting on my clothes. After that, I knocked on Ayase’s door and told her that I was done.


    As I headed back to my room, I suddenly thought of something. We were almost out of the hair conditioner that Dad and I used. If I’d known, I could have picked up more while I was shopping for a travel set for my trip.


    Dad had gone straight to his bedroom after dinner, and Akiko was already at work. I probably wouldn’t have time to tell them in the morning. In the end, I decided to leave a note on the dining table, where they’d notice it.


    Once I was back in my room, I made a few last futile attempts at learning the correct pronunciations for the various places we would be visiting. Unfortunately, I succumbed to my usual bad habits and started reading e-books. Soon, it was past nine.


    I checked my luggage one last time and made sure I had my passport. I was about to call it a night when I heard a knock at my door.


    “Are you awake?” Ayase whispered.


    I opened the door, wondering what she wanted so late at night.


    “Will you come to my room for a minute?” she asked.


    “Your room?”


    She nodded, and I stuck my head out the door and looked around.


    “Quickly.” She grabbed me by the hand, and we left my room.


    The door to my parents’ room remained closed, and it was quiet in the living room, the darkness interrupted only by a pale night-light. Farther down the hall, Dad was sound asleep. He was just two doors and one room away from us. I doubted he’d hear anything unless we shouted. But I thought we’d decided to be nothing more than close siblings when our parents were around. Or was that only where they could see us? Was this okay if they didn’t catch us?


    I recalled Maru’s words about couples and whether they were affectionate in public. Ayase and I had already confirmed our feelings for each other. For two people in that position, even I thought we held back a little too much.


    We reached my stepsister’s room, and she pulled me inside.


    The lights were on, and the room was as clean and tidy as before. On the wall to the left, just inside the room, was the red suitcase she’d be taking on our trip.


    The moment I crossed the threshold, Ayase closed the door firmly behind us and turned the lock. As I wondered what she was doing, she reached over and flipped the light switch by the door.


    With a small click, the fluorescent ceiling light flickered off, leaving a weak phosphorous glow. Only the dim outlines of our bodies were visible, and I braced myself against the door.


    We were so close that I could hear the sound of her breathing.


    “Asamura.”


    “Yes?”


    I had a pretty good idea of what she wanted to say.


    When I thought back, we had barely held hands since our visit to that temple at New Year’s. We saw each other at home all the time, and we often sat at the dinner table, just the two of us, as we’d done that night. But because we were in different classes, we wouldn’t be in the same group during our trip. We might not even see each other for the next four days.


    “We’ll barely get to talk over the next few days. So, um…” Words spilled hesitantly from Ayase’s lips.


    “Wait,” I said. “Can I go first and tell you how I’m feeling?”


    “That’s what I want to do.”


    “Okay. Then why don’t we say it together?”


    “All right.”


    We whispered gently at the same time, “I want to kiss you.”


    Our voices merged, and we smiled. We leaned in close.


    “We won’t be able to do this starting tomorrow.”


    “Yeah, you’re right.”


    The scent of soap wafted off Ayase and tickled my nose.
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  In the dim light, she touched the tips of her fingers to my chest.


  Her hair was centimeters from my face, its scent irresistible.


  I placed my hands on her shoulders without realizing it. Perhaps I wanted to confirm that she was really there, or maybe I was afraid that if I didn’t, we’d go too far.


  Ayase put her hands on my shoulders, too. The outline of her face blurred in the low light as I sought her lips.


  Her hands squeezed my shoulders, her fingertips pressing in gently. As if on cue, our lips parted. Ayase sighed, and my brain went numb. She let go of my shoulders and moved away, and I returned to my senses.


  “Good night.”


  “Good night…Ayase.”


  Worried I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep at this rate, I went back to my room, got into bed, and closed my eyes.
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    Most days, I’m already sitting at my desk ten minutes before the first bell rings. That was my morning routine on school days. If nothing happened, I’d simply open my textbook, take out my notes, and calmly wait for the teacher to enter the classroom. I’d been doing that since middle school.


    But ever since I started my second year of high school, something was always happening.


    “Sakiiii!”


    Once again, Maaya ran over to my desk. Last spring, she’d been more hesitant. But as the seasons changed, rather than getting bored with these cheery greetings, she’d only grown bolder. These days, she rushed up to me without any restraint or even a common greeting. I wondered why.


    “Haah.” I sighed. “Class is about to begin, you know.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Um…?”


    “The first bell hasn’t even rung yet.”


    “That might be true, but it’ll ring in less than five minutes. Shouldn’t you be getting ready for class?”


    “Come on, our trip is tomorrow!”


    Wait, am I the one acting weird?


    “This only happens once in all three years of high school!” Maaya exclaimed.


    “I guess you’re right.”


    “Of course, we’re all looking forward to it! We can barely sit still! We might start dancing around the room any minute!”


    “I think that’s going a little far.”


    “No, it’s not! Come on, look around! See how vast the world is!”


    Maaya swung her right hand out in a sweeping motion, and I followed the gesture with my head.


    Our classmates had gathered into groups and were chatting away. Didn’t they know class was about to begin? In one corner was a group of six boys and girls really whooping it up. Was that Shinjou in the middle? Our eyes met, and he waved. He looked like a dog begging his master for a walk.


    “Shinjou’s raring to go! I suppose he is the leader of his group.”


    “Is he? How do you even know about other people’s groups, Maaya?”


    “I memorized them all.”


    Well, that was something. Maaya was like my polar opposite. I had so few friends that when we had to divide into groups, I’d sat in a daze, unsure of what to do, until Maaya came to my rescue.


    “I’m excited about the school trip, too, but is it really that big a deal?”


    “Haaaaaaaah.” Maaya sighed theatrically.


    “Huh? Did I say something strange?”


    “Saki, we’re all going to a foreign country together. It’s extraordinary. A chance to spend the whole day with our classmates in an unusual environment! New romances might bloom overnight…!”


    “You’re exaggerating.”


    “Am not! Just like heroes have an overactive sense of right and wrong, a seventeen-year-old girl should have a sense of romance! Just think of it… A chance meeting in foreign land! A sorrowful breakup!”


    “Wait, so the romance was doomed from the start?”


    “It’s called a fleeting romance. Don’t you know Roman Holiday?”


    “Well, yeah.”


    I hadn’t seen it, but I’d studied a bunch of classics, so I knew how the story went. Could you really call that a romance…? Could a whole romance begin and end on a single trip? Asamura and I had been living in the same apartment for eight months, and we’d only realized our feelings and opened up about it three months ago. Not much had changed since then, and this trip was only going to separate us. We’d be even farther apart. We might not even see each other for four whole days.


    As this realization hit me, I felt a hazy discomfort build up in my heart. Just imagining Asamura having fun with his classmates somewhere I couldn’t see irritated me more and more.


    Argh. This is bad. Really bad. I have to think about something else.


    There had to be a purer, more proper way for us to enjoy our school trip. After all, wasn’t it meant to help us study and learn? School trips ought to be about academics.


    I had to banish my frustration, shut off my “sense of romance.” If I could focus on my studies, I’d stop being so irritated. Right? Right.


    “Saki. How do you say, ‘Hi, miss. Would you care to join me for a cup of tea?’ in English?”


    Huh? Where is this coming from?


    I tried switching my brain into English conversation mode.


    “Umm… Maybe something like <Young lady, why don’t you drink tea with me?>”


    “I see, I see.”


    “Who are you going to invite to tea?”


    “No one. But I thought I’d remember it in case someone asks me. Then I’ll respond with ‘I’m sorry, but I’m meeting someone.’ Eek! I’m so excited!”


    What’s so exciting about that?


    Maaya continued fantasizing until the teacher opened the door and began taking attendance. Recently, we’d been having this kind of exchange every morning.


     


    I didn’t have work after school, so I planned to go straight home.


    “Mmm…”


    I stepped outside the school gate and gazed up at the cloudy winter sky. There was still plenty of daylight left. The nights, which had been so depressingly long around the winter solstice, were now gradually shortening again.


    Soon, the plum blossoms would bloom, followed by the cherry blossoms, and then we’d be third-years, worried about college entrance exams.


    After our trip, I’d have to focus more on my studies. I might not have time for a pool trip this summer, or movies, or even window-shopping.


    “Third-years have to study,” I said out loud, unable to stop myself.


    That was when I realized how my mind had been wandering. I looked back down at the street in front of me and sighed. I’d never even thought about going out and having fun before. Was this Maaya’s influence or…?


    I shook my head. I was feeling down. This wasn’t the mood you were supposed to have the day before a big trip. I glanced at my usual route home, then moved to the side of the street to get out of the way of foot traffic. Pulling out my phone, I checked my location on my map application.


    Hmm… I’ll be in another country tomorrow… Another country…


    I typed the word embassy into the search bar, and the locations of various foreign embassies popped up on the map.


    “Oh, there’s one nearby.”


    The Danish embassy was relatively close to my school. I tapped the screen and checked the route there. From where I was near Shibuya Station, it was a ten-minute walk to the embassy via Hachiman Street—a little over a kilometer. It wasn’t too far from our apartment, either.


    Going there might help clear my head. I don’t know if it’ll get me excited about the trip, but I can just think of it as preparation.


    I could hear Maaya’s voice saying I ought to go to the Singaporean embassy if I wanted to prepare, but that was over an hour away, which was more than a casual stroll.


    So onward to the Danish embassy.


    I veered off my usual path and started heading south toward Hachiman Street. I passed the Shibuya Route of the Metropolitan Expressway and kept going. I might live in Shibuya, but I wasn’t that familiar with the streets, so I frequently checked the map on my phone.


    When I reached Hachiman Street, I continued south until I reached a large intersection where Hachiman Street and Kyu-Yamate Street met. From there, I headed back toward Shibuya proper for a bit and soon found the embassy.


    It was a reddish-brown building. Judging by the number of windows, it looked three stories tall. The part facing the street was slightly curved inward, leaving an area for cars to come and go.


    There was a sign reading EMBASSY OF DENMARK in Japanese, with the English words ROYAL DANISH EMBASSY below. I looked up all the words I didn’t know on my phone.


    Wow, I didn’t know Denmark was ruled by a monarch.


    There was a coat of arms above the sign, featuring a crown and shield in a vertical red oval.


    A crown! So it really does have a monarch, I thought, impressed. The world truly was vast.


    I’d just gotten a taste of foreign travel right in my own neighborhood. But I noticed people glancing at me as they passed by. I probably looked really suspicious staring at the embassy despite having no business there.


    I turned around and saw a big chain bookstore with a coffee shop. They had benches, too. I figured it might be nice to rest there for a while before heading home, and I went back to the street to look for a pedestrian crossing.


    Maybe it was because I was so close to an embassy, but I felt like I was seeing more foreigners walking around, including mixed couples. It was a sight I sometimes encountered in downtown Shibuya, but it seemed more common here. I wondered what it was like to be in a relationship with someone who spoke another language and had a different set of customs. Of course, even in Japan, there were variations in the language and customs of people in the east and west of the country. Maybe such relationships developed naturally wherever people mingled.


    When it came down to it, no two people were the same. Even Asamura and I, who had a lot in common, still had our individual quirks, like how we ate our fried eggs, for instance.


    “<Excuse me.>”


    I heard a voice call out and quickly realized the words were in English. Then I heard it again, much closer, and wondered if the person was talking to me.


    I turned and saw a tall blond man about the same age as Dad, wearing light-brown sunglasses. As I stared back at him, he repeatedly asked me something in English.


    He was speaking a little too quickly, and I furrowed my brow, confused. He must have noticed, however, because he slowed down, and my brain was finally able to translate what he was saying.


    “<I want to go to the embassy.>”


    I’d just looked up the word embassy and instantly recognized it. There was only one such building in the area.


    “<The Danish embassy?>” I asked.


    “<Ah! Yes. Do you know where it is?>”


    “<I’ll show you,>” I said and started walking back in the direction I’d come from.


    I led him to the entrance, and he thanked me repeatedly. I hadn’t done anything warranting such an exaggerated show of appreciation. In fact, I was a little worried that my English had been unclear.


    As I was about to leave, I stopped to apologize. “<Sorry if my pronunciation was hard to understand.>”


    He seemed surprised. “<Oh? It wasn’t hard to understand at all.>”


    “<Really?>”


    “<You were easy to understand because you spoke very carefully. People speak English in many countries, and everyone has different accents. Don’t worry—I’m used to it.>”


    He even added that my Japanese accent was no different and there was nothing to apologize for. He seemed like a real gentleman.


    On my way home, I thought about how many things you couldn’t understand until you actually interacted with people. It was true that experience was the best teacher.


    Maybe the real purpose of the school trip was just to get that kind of experience. I was beginning to look forward to it.


     


    When I got home, I found Asamura already back and preparing for our trip. I needed to do the same, though I’d gotten a good head start the night before. Once I finished, I’d have dinner.


    Since this was our first trip abroad, Mom had made dinner for tonight and breakfast for the next day.


    After checking my suitcase, I told Asamura through the door that it was time to eat, and he said he’d be right there.


    By the time he emerged, I’d finished setting out the plates. I scooped some rice into a bowl and placed it in front of him. Then I had a sudden idea.


    “<Let’s eat!>”


    Asamura blinked. “…Um…does that mean ‘itadakimasu’?”


    I was glad he’d understood. I’d been in a good mood ever since my conversation with the English-speaking gentleman on my way home.


    “I’ve been focusing on listening and speaking in English this past month, so I thought I’d give it a try with you,” I said, suggesting we speak entirely in English during dinner.


    Asamura was on board, so we switched to English. Of course, I wasn’t fluent, and I wasn’t that confident about my pronunciation, either. So I decided to focus on an easy topic—our school trip.


    I asked him where he’d be going, what he planned to do, and what he was looking forward to.


    I hadn’t meant to, but as I listened to his answers, I wound up learning all about his group’s plans. Some of the places they were visiting were also on our itinerary. In fact, our plans were surprisingly similar.


    It would have been fun if we could have toured around together, I thought. I was a little disappointed that we couldn’t.


    We wouldn’t be able to have dinner together like this for a while, and we’d already been seeing less of each other lately because of our different work schedules.


    We were heading to Narita Airport together, but once we arrived, we’d have to split up, since we were in different groups in different classes.


    I wouldn’t see him for four whole days.


    At that point, I changed the topic from our trip to dinner.


    Asamura invented the most bizarre English terms whenever he tried to explain something he didn’t know the word for. I couldn’t help laughing.


    After that, we went back to speaking Japanese.


    Maybe I’d laughed too much. Asamura confided in me that he was concerned his pronunciation sounded too Japanese. I gasped inwardly. That was exactly the same thing I’d been afraid of when I was talking to the gentleman earlier that day.


    So we were both worried about the same thing


    I recalled the gentleman’s words from earlier; they’d cheered me up, so I decided to pass them on to Asamura. I told him that English speakers didn’t care that much about accents because the language was spoken in so many places, and I added that Japanese also had dialects that were so strong, you could barely understand them.


    The gentleman had also said I was easy to understand because I spoke carefully. I figured that was the most important part, and I knew Asamura wouldn’t have any trouble with that.


    I encouraged him to relax and keep speaking English casually, just as we had during dinner. I was planning to do the same.


     


    We cleared the dishes together after our meal. Right as I was about to return to my room, Dad got back from work.


    “Can I warm up some dinner for you?” I asked.


    “Don’t worry about me,” he replied with a smile. “You’re leaving on your trip tomorrow, and I’m sure you want to get ready and go to bed as soon as you can.”


    “Um… Okay, thank you.”


    “Now, are the two of you sure you want me to wake you up at four?”


    Asamura and I nodded. We planned to get up on our own, of course. And Mom would be coming home around that time, so I didn’t think we were likely to oversleep. Still, Dad had carefully asked about our plans and promised to wake us up. He even said he’d drive us to the train station if we were running late.


    After saying he’d bathe in the morning, he urged us to hurry up and take our baths, then get to bed.


    Asamura headed straight to the bathroom, while I returned to my room to check my luggage one last time.


    My belongings included my passport and a pamphlet that Maaya had made just for our group, which she called our Travel Guidebook, Fanzine Version.


    …What exactly did she mean by “Fanzine Version”? I wondered. I looked at the pamphlet, which was a bound sheaf of printer paper. Oh well. Knowing Maaya, it’s probably some kind of joke.


    Okay, all good. I haven’t forgotten anything.


    Once Asamura was done with his bath, I took mine, then lay down on my bed and pulled the covers over my head. When I closed my eyes, I remembered our dinner conversation.


    “Aji open”?! Really?! How could I not laugh?


    I giggled again in the darkness.


    It had been a trivial exchange as usual, just a bit of chitchat. But here I was, remembering it and feeling such warmth in my heart.


    I thought about how we wouldn’t be able to see each other for the next few days and about how little physical contact we’d had lately—hugging and kissing, that is.


    When Asamura and I were together, we were usually at home, which meant at least one of our parents was around. And we’d decided that, when they were around, we’d only act as close siblings. To be honest, that was as far as my feelings for him had gone when we made that promise.


    But now that we were going on a school trip, I would barely even see him for four days. It would be even harder to find a chance for physical contact.


    Our groups for the trip consisted of three girls and three boys each. Asamura’s group must include three girls from his class, and they’d be going all over Singapore with him instead of me.


    I pushed off my covers, got up, and put on my loungewear to keep warm. I’d just taken a bath and didn’t want to catch a cold.


    I quietly poked my head out the door and glanced around, then headed for Asamura’s room. I knocked and asked him to come to my room. Then when we stepped inside, I closed my door and turned out the lights.


    We talked things out and confirmed that we were both feeling the same thing. We wanted to kiss each other.


    I’d been the one to go to Asamura, so I felt a little guilty, like I was using him to fulfill my own desires. But now that our faces were so close, I couldn’t pull away.


    He put his hands on my shoulders. The warmth I felt through his palms filled me with a feeling of security, and I put my hands on his shoulders, too. Asamura was taller than me, so my heels lifted up as I moved my face toward his.


    As our lips overlapped, I felt his warmth flow into me.


    I couldn’t help tensing my fingers on his shoulders, and then he moved away. I felt the feeling on my lips linger for a moment, then fade away.


    Despite my reluctance, the words spilled out of me. “Good night.”


    “Good night…Ayase.”


    Asamura went back to his room after that.


    As I touched my fingers to my lips, I realized that the hazy feeling in my heart was still there. What was wrong with me? Could I really stand being away from Asamura for four whole days…?
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    I heard a sound coming from beyond my dreams and woke up in a dark room.


    My alarm was ringing. I quickly turned it off and switched on the light.


    As soon as it left the covers, my arm began to freeze. It was four in the morning in the middle of winter, and the sun wouldn’t rise for another two hours or so. We were supposed to meet at Narita Airport at seven AM, and we needed to leave by five if we wanted to make it on time.


    But why did it have to be this cold?


    I set my alarm so I’d have plenty of time, meaning there’s no need to ru—


    A knock at my door interrupted my thoughts.


    “Are you awake?” asked Dad, startling me.


    That was close—I was just about to go back to sleep.


    “I’m awake!” I shouted back and quickly started getting dressed.


    I almost bumped into Ayase when I ran into the bathroom to wash my face. She already had her makeup on. I was impressed. We exchanged quick greetings and hurried along.


    I finished washing my face and brushing my teeth in exactly five minutes, and by half past four, I was sitting down at the dining table. Right on time.


    Akiko had just gotten home and was fixing breakfast, still dressed in her work clothes.


    “Mom? Are you sure you don’t need to sleep?” Ayase asked.


    Akiko answered with a smile, “I’m fine. I’ll get plenty of rest after I send you two off. I won’t be seeing you for the next three days, and I came home early so I could wish you a pleasant trip!”


    She then set a platter down on the table and pushed it toward us. Ten rice balls were lined up on it, all wrapped in seaweed.


    “Here you go. I picked something you can eat with your hands. I used the sides as filling. Wait just a moment, and I’ll bring the miso soup.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Thanks, Mom.”


    Ayase and I dug in simultaneously. Dad sat across from me, biting back a yawn.


    “Are you two okay timewise?” he asked, and we nodded.


    We devoured the rice balls and drank down our miso soup.


    Our plan was to catch the outbound train on the Yamanote Line that left Shibuya Station at five thirty AM.


    After finishing breakfast, we checked our luggage one more time, then bid our parents a brief farewell and left the apartment.


    Our parents told us to be careful and wished us well as we stepped into the elevator. Inside, I pulled out my phone and checked the time. It was five AM. We’d reach the train station with plenty of time to spare. Ayase and I exhaled as the elevator descended.


    We walked to Shibuya Station, dragging our heavy suitcases. Then once we boarded the train, we turned to look at each other.


    “Will we get there on time?” asked Ayase.


    “I think so,” I answered, checking my phone again.


    We only had one transfer at Nippori Station. If the train was on time, we’d arrive at Narita Airport Terminal 2 around six forty AM, well before our seven o’clock assembly time.


    The sun had yet to rise, and the train was deserted. Ayase and I sat side by side, our bodies swaying with the vibrations from the tracks. Today, we didn’t travel separately or try to act like strangers. That was partly because we’d been pressed for time due to our trip. But it was also because we no longer felt the need to hide that we were siblings.


    As long as no one found out we were more than siblings, we had no reason to worry. That was the excuse we made to ourselves anyway. Maybe that thought was a kind of portent of things to come.


    The train glided into the station at the airport, and we hurriedly pushed our suitcases toward the meeting spot. We rode lengthy escalators and pounded our feet against the floor as it shimmered under the bright white lights. Eventually, we arrived at the designated waiting room for groups.


    When we saw a group of people in familiar uniforms, we split up. We didn’t mind people knowing we were siblings, but we weren’t eager to tell everyone, either.


    I watched Ayase walk away, her figure receding into the distance. After waiting for a while, I slowly followed.


    The Suisei High second-years stood in rows according to their class assignments. As I approached, I noticed a large boy standing near the back.


    It was Maru. He saw me approaching and waved.


     


    “Good morning, Maru,” I said as I got in line behind him.


    “Hey! What took you so long?”


    “There’s still plenty of time.”


    He pointed out the waiting room window. “What are you talking about? How many takeoffs do you think you missed?”


    Apparently, the airport had tickled his boyish heart, and he was as excited as a little kid.


    “The sun only just rose. What on earth have you been looking at?”


    “Asamura. Can’t you appreciate the beauty of an airport at night? The rows of lights strung along the taxiway like Christmas decorations, the nose of the plane slowly rising, the little lights on the plane’s wings and tail gradually fading into the void! What a stunning view!”


    “You’re a real poet. Could you really see all that?”


    “No, not directly. I mean, I had to stand here and maintain the line.”


    So he made the whole thing up?!


    “By the way, have you ever heard of a movie called Airport ’75?”


    “Don’t think so. Was it set in an airport?”


    “It’s a film about a pilot who gets into an accident, loses control of his plane, and looks set to crash it.”


    “Stop right there.”


    I wished he wouldn’t talk about stuff like that right before we got on a plane.


    After that, the head teacher for our grade repeated the same instructions and warnings we’d been hearing for days, and then we were off. We passed through security, which I’d heard was much tighter these days, then followed our group around the inside of the airport. We put our checked luggage onto a conveyor belt and watched them tumble away. We’d see them again once we reached our destination.


    I started worrying about lost baggage and realized I was still pretty nervous about the trip. But I supposed that was only natural since it was my first time.


    When we finished checking in, the clocks in the airport read eight AM. It was an hour before takeoff.


    We put our carry-on items through X-ray machines and walked through metal detectors. It was a real hassle taking our shoes off and putting them back on. What if someone wanted to travel in lace-up boots? And why was I worrying about it? I’d probably never wear boots like that in my life.


    At last, we started toward the boarding gate. Because we were in a big group, we moved slowly. Even so, we were steadily making our way toward the plane. Ayase had to be somewhere in the crowd, but I was pretty far from the other classes and couldn’t spot her.


    “Whoa, it’s huge,” said a boy next to me. His name was Yoshida, and he was in my group. When he spoke, I turned toward the window to look.


    The sun had risen at six thirty AM this morning, so it had already been light out for ninety minutes. The scenery beyond the window was now clearly visible, and I could see taxiways spread out past the glass.


    Seeing planes meant to fly through the air moving slowly across the ground unsettled me. I stared at one that was relatively close. It looked the same as I’d imagined, but it was much, much bigger. Maru was right; the thing was enormous. The workers walking along the bottom of the fuselage looked like ants swarming around a cake.


    When I explained this, Yoshida looked intrigued.


    “A cake?” he asked. “Are you hungry?”


    “That’s just what it reminded me of. I’m talking about the scale.”


    “Asamura, you have a unique way with words.”


    “Really? I think I’m pretty normal.”


    After winding up in the same group as Yoshida and talking with him more, I’d noticed something. He didn’t often use figurative expressions in his everyday speech.


    Both Maru and Yomiuri, who I considered close friends, were well-informed and often brought up academic topics, and I’d naturally developed a similar way of talking. Ayase had trouble with Modern Japanese, but she was logical thinker by nature, and her way of speaking and choice of topics generally aligned with mine.


    To me, Yoshida’s difficulty with metaphors seemed much more peculiar…but he probably felt the same way about me. He wasn’t someone I would normally have a lot of contact with, but I was hoping to use this opportunity to gain some experience talking to people I didn’t know as well. At any rate, it was much easier than speaking with a foreigner in another country.


    “It looks like we put our bags up there,” Maru said, and I glanced up. Luggage racks were positioned above the seats. They weren’t the kind of open racks you’d find on a train; instead, they resembled lockers with doors, which seemed a bit inconvenient to me. I wondered if it was to keep things from falling out when the plane shook.


    Did that mean it would be a rough flight? I quickly put the thought out of my mind.


    I wondered if we’d be allowed to open the compartments in the middle of our flight. It seemed unlikely. I figured I should probably take out things I might need, like my phone and some motion sickness pills.


    …Oh right, my sling bag.


    I’d read in a guidebook that it was more convenient to have both hands free when you went sightseeing, and I’d been planning to fill up the little bag once we reached our hotel.


    Maru poked me in the shoulder. “Hey, hand me your stuff, and I’ll put it away for you.”


    “Thanks. Give me a minute.”


    I pulled out my sling bag and transferred a few items to it. When I looked around, I saw several other people doing the same.


    Once I finished, I let Maru put my bag in the overhead compartment, took my seat, and placed my sling bag on my lap.


    With a sigh, I leaned back, fixed my gaze out the window, and tuned into the sounds around me.


    A small intermittent roar mingled with the murmurs of my classmates—probably the sound of the engines. I could feel a constant tremor coming from the body of the plane. It must take an incredible amount of power to shake such a massive steel structure.


    The plane was so big and heavy. Could it really fly?


    I started to get scared again. The idea of taking off was frightening. Maybe I should just close my eyes and try to sleep.


    I looked at the time displayed in the cabin. There were still more than fifteen minutes before takeoff. I was short on sleep, and that was plenty of time to rest.


    I said as much to Maru, then pulled my cell phone out of my bag.


    “What a waste. Since it’s your first time, you should take in the scenery. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”


    “What if I regret looking?”


    “You’ve got to cherish firsts. Isn’t it the same with anime and novels?”


    He had a point. You only got to experience an unexpected twist or a surprise ending the first time you finished a story.


    “Once you get used to flying, every takeoff will start to seem similar. Even the view isn’t all that different from how it looks at Haneda Airport.”


    “It isn’t?”


    “I don’t think so anyway.”


    Do you even know? I wondered. But then I realized something. Maru’s dismissive attitude displayed exactly the kind of sentiment he was describing. Once you got used to something, it was no longer exciting, and you stopped paying much attention to it.


    I found the idea a little scary.


    I thought each time should feel a little different. Morning takeoffs should have their own flavor, just like evening landings. Taking off beneath a clear blue sky like now must feel different than when the weather was bad.


    Each person changed from day-to-day, as did the way they saw the world. So shouldn’t every time feel different?


    But if we were destined to become used to those changes and start seeing everything as more or less the same, then we really should cherish our firsts.


    An in-flight announcement sounded, and the plane was finally ready to take off.


    After telling myself a million excuses, I reluctantly fought off my fear and looked out the window.


    My seat was positioned slightly behind the wing, which made it difficult to see in front of us. But with how small the airplane windows were, I’d have to really press my face against the glass to see much more anyway.


    When the plane started to move, the feeling was pretty similar to being in a car. The only difference was that we were a lot higher up.


    As I stared at the forests and buildings in the distance, it was hard to tell how quickly we were going. The speed of a plane at takeoff was supposed to be about three hundred kilometers per hour, which meant its huge body was moving as fast as a bullet train, but I wasn’t feeling it at—


    All of a sudden, I felt a wave of pressure, and my back was pressed flat against the seat.


    O-oh… Did we just speed up?


    I glanced out the window and saw that the ground was streaming by at a completely different speed. We were going fast. Really fast. The asphalt seemed to melt and flow backward.


    I felt my head being pushed into the headrest as the view outside tilted.


    The nose of the plane was up. The sky now filled more than half the window.


    As I sat there, back pressed into the seat, I began to wonder how many more g’s a person would feel in a rocket. As I began to feel like a character in a sci-fi novel, the plane finally left the ground.


    “Wow, the view down there is amazing,” said Yoshida from the seat behind me.


    “Down there?” I glanced at the ground below and almost yelped.


    The rice paddies and buildings surrounding the runway had become nearly indistinguishable. The trees looked like clusters of broccoli, while the buildings—which I’d expected to look like building blocks—appeared almost flat, like tiles laid out between the roads.


    As I held my breath, the plane soared higher and higher above the ground.


    The narrow roads disappeared, and only the bigger highways were visible. They were like blood vessels or the veins of leaves.


    Suddenly, my vision went white. We had entered a layer of clouds.


    The distant scenery disappeared behind the mass of gray, and even the plane’s wing passed in and out of visibility. We were wading through a dense fog. After several minutes, the clouds cleared, and we emerged as if from a body of water.


    Now everything was blue.


    The plane was less tilted now, but it continued rising.


    Looking out the window as the aircraft pushed through the sky, I saw a distinctive coastline bordering the Pacific Ocean.


    Soon, I could make out the kind of landforms you normally only saw on a map. The outline of the archipelago stretching from Ibaraki to Chiba, the jagged landscape to the east that culminated in Cape Inubo. It all became clearer and clearer as we ascended.


    “I guess maps…really are maps.”


    It was my first time seeing a view like this, and I was really glad I’d gotten the chance to experience it.


    “Asamura, what are you saying?”


    “Well, I mean, the land is shaped exactly like a map.”


    “If it wasn’t, what use would they be?”


    “I was just thinking that this is one of those things you have to experience firsthand.”


    “Sounds like you’re enjoying yourself.”


    “Yeah. It would have been a shame to miss it.”


    Maru’s grin was reflected in the window.


    Yeah. I’m grateful for the experience. I just…really wish the plane would stop shaking so much.


     


    I fell asleep without realizing it and awoke to a thud, followed by Maru calling out to me.


    We had already landed, and the plane was on the runway, lazily turning its large body.


    “You had your seat belt fastened the whole time,” said Maru in disbelief. “Weren’t you uncomfortable?”


    “I guess not. I doze off in the car a lot when Dad’s driving. He always gets mad at me and says that falling asleep in the passenger seat makes the driver sleepy.”


    Come to think of it, Akiko had chatted with Dad the whole way during our New Year’s trip. I wondered if she’d been doing that to keep him awake.


    “I’m amazed you managed to sleep for seven hours straight.”


    “Was it that long?”


    “Yep. You were out like a light.”


    It sounded like I’d slept for most of the flight. I didn’t remember eating lunch, either. What a waste.


    Was it already afternoon, then? I looked at my phone.


    Three PM, huh? We left Narita at nine, so… But that’s only six hours! That was when I remembered I’d set the clock to Singapore time—one hour earlier than Japan time.


    In Japan, it was already four in the afternoon. But because we had flown west, we had a whole extra hour of daylight.


    I’d heard that the temperature in Singapore during February could exceed thirty degrees Celsius. I couldn’t tell how strong the sun was through the thick windows of the airplane, but since we were coming from Japan in midwinter, I figured we’d be sweating.


    The seat belt sign turned off, and I sat up and looked around.


    Everyone was getting ready to disembark. My classmates seated by the aisle stood up and impatiently unloaded their bags from the overhead compartments.


    “Here’s your stuff, Maru. And Asamura,” said a boy from our class as he handed us our things.


    “Oh, thanks.”


    “Thank you.”


    I also expressed my gratitude to the cabin attendant standing by the gate. Then we made our way into the airport.


     


    We were at Singapore’s Changi Airport.


    How was our destination airport different from the one we’d taken off from? I had to admit, as I stepped off the air-conditioned plane into the air-conditioned facility, I couldn’t really tell.


    We were in a beautiful modern building, and the truth was, I didn’t really feel like I’d left Japan. The only thing that had changed was the sun coming in through the large windows, which appeared a bit stronger and brighter.


    “We are in Singapore, right?” I asked.


    “What are you talking about, Asamura?” said Maru.


    “It’s just…”


    “Do you see any Japanese on the signs?”


    Oh…


    That was when it hit me. The signage in Narita had been written in many different languages and felt quite international. I’d been impressed at the time, but it was true that all the signs still included Japanese.


    Here, I didn’t see any. English appeared to be the most common language, followed by Chinese. We were still in an international airport, so it made sense that there was more than one language. But Singapore was also a multilingual country, and its official languages included English, Malay, Chinese, and Tamil. I wasn’t familiar with the other languages, however, and couldn’t tell them apart.


    “I’m finally starting to feel like I’ve left Japan.”


    Maru shot me a funny look, as if to say, “Isn’t it a bit late for that?”


    We went through the same procedure we had at Narita, this time in reverse. Then we lined up in the airport’s waiting area, and our teachers escorted us to our hotel. (Incidentally, we were all able to retrieve our suitcases without any lost items.)


    The hotel was about a twenty-minute bus ride along the coast from the airport. It was a large structure separated into two wings, with the boys and girls assigned to different sides. Three students would stay in each room, and we were separated by group, so I was with Maru and Yoshida. Apparently, our groups had been arranged specifically to fit the hotel room assignments.


    During the bus ride, I’d been able to relax and breathe the outside air for the first time since our arrival.


    People say every country has its own unique smell. Those who return to Japan after a long stay overseas, for example, claim it smells like soy sauce or miso. But it’s more difficult for a foreigner visiting a country for the first time to notice the local scents. All they can tell is that it’s different from where they came from. And since smell is the fastest of the five senses to acclimate to a new environment, new smells quickly fade away.


    Once I reached our hotel room, I set down my luggage and started transferring small necessities into my sling bag.


    “Make sure you set up the Wi-Fi on your phones,” said Maru.


    Panicked, Yoshida asked him for instructions.


    “Didn’t I tell you to read the guidebook?” Maru replied, exasperated.


    Yoshida laughed apologetically.


    I’d set up the Wi-Fi as soon as we landed. The government offers free Wi-Fi in Singapore, and you can use it at most public facilities in the country, so travelers are encouraged to connect right away.


    “Okay, then. Let’s get going, Yoshida, Asamura.”


    Prompted by our group leader, we headed to the lobby. There, we joined a gathering of other Suisei students, then separated into classes and again into groups.


    The teachers warned us over and over to be back on time for dinner at the hotel. Everyone was pretty excited, and I wasn’t sure how many of them had really heard. But everything was written down in our guidebook, so I figured it wouldn’t be an issue. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t.


    We’d be with other groups for our activities on the first day, rather than on our own. The school had selected three destinations in advance, and we’d chosen one of those as a group. A chartered shuttle bus would take us there and back, but once we arrived, we’d be on our own until it was time to return to the hotel.


    We met up with the three girls in our group and boarded the bus.


    We had chosen to visit the National Museum of Singapore. It was a grand, two-story Western building featuring a circular dome atop the central wing. I wondered if there was a planetarium or an observatory inside.


    It was five PM by the time we arrived in front of the building. It was long past dusk in Japan, but the sun wouldn’t set here until seven twenty PM, so the sky was still bright.


    “The Singapore History Gallery closes at six, so why don’t we start there?” suggested Maru.


    We all headed in that direction and met up with some other groups from our school near the entrance. The guide had just sent off a group of tourists when he greeted us with a smile. I’d expected him to speak English, but…


    “Konnichiwa,” he began, continuing in fluent Japanese. “You’re students from Japan, right? My name is Wang, and I’ll be your guide today.”


    “His Japanese is way better than our English,” said Maru.


    I agreed, but I wasn’t too surprised. That changed, however, when he finished speaking to us and greeted the next group of students in Chinese. I heard Maru groan. Just how many languages does this guy know? I wondered.


    We toured the gallery until closing time, then headed out. There was still about fifteen minutes to spare before we needed to board the shuttle bus, so we decided to look around the museum’s courtyard.


    The eastern sky was slowly turning indigo. Even as the piercing sunlight weakened, the air remained hot, and I broke into a light sweat as we walked. The humidity was high but not as uncomfortable as in Japan.


    The girls in our group were discussing the best sunscreen brands when I spotted a crowd gathered between the lawn and the sidewalk near the museum’s entrance.


    I approached to see what was going on and heard singing from beyond the wall of people.


    “Someone’s performing,” Maru said.


    The girls wanted a closer look, and Maru agreed.


    “Well, we don’t have much time left, and it’s probably better than wandering around.”


    With our leader’s permission, we joined the circle.


    In the center, a woman sat in a pipe chair, playing a guitar and singing. A cord connected the guitar to a speaker via a small amplifier. A box had been placed at her feet, and it contained a fair number of bills and coins.


    “She has a lovely voice…,” whispered one of the girls.


    “She’s gorgeous!” said another.


    I didn’t need them to tell me; I felt the same. The singer was a pretty woman with long blond hair and dark, upturned eyes—a real South Asian beauty. Her tanned copper skin had a healthy glow, and there was a strength to her that I thought even other girls would admire. She was singing in English. It was a tune I recognized.


    “Simon & Garfunkel on an acoustic guitar,” Maru mumbled. “These days, it’s hard to tell if she’s trying to appeal to the masses with a combo like that, or if she’s just playing what she likes. But classic songs are sure to bring in an audience.”


    “Do you know it?”


    “It’s famous. I’m sure even you’ve heard it before. It’s called ‘El Cóndor Pasa.’ It was originally a South American folk song. Some schools in Japan play it to signal the end of the day.”


    Never underestimate Maru’s vast stores of trivia. He often knew about topics I’d never expect.


    A South American folk song, huh?


    The female singer had a good voice and was staying on key. Even an amateur like me could tell she was talented. She finished the song and switched to another more upbeat tune.


    “Do you know this one, too?” I asked Maru.


    “No. It’s probably something local.”


    A Singaporean number, perhaps. It felt more like folk music than a pop song. The woman’s voice was overpowering, almost slamming into me. The best way I could think to describe it was full of life. She was moving her hand more intensely across the guitar strings than she had during the last song, too.


    “Oh, I get it,” said Maru. “She attracts an audience with a famous song, then switches over to the real deal.” He sounded like a military strategist.


    The crowd erupted into applause, and several people put money into the box at the woman’s feet. I got the sense that while tipping singers online was becoming increasingly common, this older analog version of the tradition was still going strong.


    “Does that say…Melissa?” Maru squinted behind his glasses. Was that a name?


    “Do you mean the singer?”


    “Yeah. I’m not sure, though.”


    I followed Maru’s gaze to a sign next to the singer with an ID card taped to the top. It appeared to have her name on it, but the writing looked way too tiny to read.


    “Are you looking at the ID card?”


    “No, that’s too small for me to make out. I bet it’s a permit for street performers. She probably has to put it somewhere visible so the police won’t arrest her. But look down. There’s writing below the card, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    I wanted to keep listening a little longer, but we needed to board our bus soon. In the end, we broke away from the circle and headed back to the parking lot, then returned to the hotel under a darkening sky.


     


    We ate dinner at a restaurant near the fourth-floor lobby.


    The restaurant was accessible from both wings, and everyone ate dinner together, both boys and girls.


    The food was served buffet style. There were some Japanese dishes available, but I purposely chose unfamiliar foods.


    I was especially impressed by the selection of tropical fruits, including lots of brightly colored ones rarely found in Japan. Mangoes weren’t as rare back home these days, but there were lots of others I’d never seen before. Since we had Wi-Fi access in the hotel, I looked up each fruit as I stacked them on my plate. Flat peach, rambutan, mangosteen, sugar apple… I wondered if any of them would become common in Japan one day.


    “Okay, everyone,” said the head teacher, raising his voice. “Please listen while you eat. I’m going to repeat the instructions for tomorrow…”


    Starting the following day, we’d be traveling in our six-person groups to destinations we’d chosen ourselves, so the teachers needed to give us more specific instructions.


    After dinner, we returned to our rooms. All that was left was to take our baths and then go to bed. Maru and Yoshida went out to explore the hotel until lights out. They had a lot more stamina, as expected from sports-team members. I was tired, however, and stayed behind in our room. I let the air-conditioning cool me off as I gazed out the window. Most of the city lights were still on, maybe because of the late sunset.


    The city view wasn’t too different from urban Japan, but this was definitely another country. Something about that felt strange. Dad had been surprised when he found out we were going abroad for our school trip. According to him, Kyoto and Nara had been the standard destinations for Kanto-region schools when he was a kid.


    It’s said that advancements in communication and transportation have made the world feel smaller, but Dad was shocked at how much farther students were traveling only one generation later.


    “And at that rate…”


    Would the next generation’s school trips—the ones our children went on—take them even farther? Beyond even an international flight…


    I looked out the big window and saw a pale moon rising from one corner of the glass.


    That seemed a little too far for a single generation, even if it was the closest celestial body to Earth and showed up all the time in sci-fi novels. Then again, maybe a fantasy like that would become reality before I knew it, and I’d wind up telling my children about how amazing it had felt just going to another country back in my day.


    Hang on a minute. Why am I assuming I’ll have kids here?


    I still had a lot to do before I could consider that. All sorts of things.


    I shook my head to clear it, then thought back to what had happened so far.


    It had been a hectic first day. I’d made many new discoveries and had many unusual and thought-provoking experiences, including my first plane ride. However, I hadn’t yet gotten to know Singapore, and I’d spent most of my time stuck in a large group, being herded back and forth from a plane, to buses, to buildings.


    I could tell the plants were different here, though. The shape and color of the flowers, the way the leaves grew together, and the twists of the branches—they all seemed subtly different from what I was familiar with. That vague impression had stuck in my memories. I supposed everything seemed more tropical.


    The air smelled different, too. The sounds of nature and the music playing in the city were all unfamiliar, as were the words on the signs.


    When it came to cars, modern buildings, and technology like televisions, appliances, and showers, however, it wasn’t all that different.


    It was the same with smartphones. There must have been locals at the museum, too, but everyone had been using their phones as cameras and dictionaries, just like I did. It seemed people behaved pretty much the same way the world over. None of us could do without our phones.


    I casually looked down at mine, and my eyes fell on the icon for my messaging app.


    Just as I’d feared, I hadn’t seen Ayase once since we parted at the airport that morning. We were in the same place, but because our classes were different, it felt like we were far apart. I hadn’t even caught sight of her face.


    I was so used to seeing her that her absence made my day feel incomplete.


    I tapped the icon and launched the messaging app, then clicked on a familiar icon from my list of contacts. I glanced at the brief exchange we’d shared before leaving, wondering what she was up to.


    Since we had Wi-Fi, it wasn’t like I’d end up paying some outrageous bill for sending her a message. I considered my options. What if she was chatting away with Narasaka and their other roommate? If her phone made a strange sound during their conversation, it might draw too much attention. Or maybe I was overthinking it. It could just be a parent or a friend. It wasn’t like she’d get interrogated just because she got a text.


    I thought back to our kiss from the night before.


    “We’ll hardly get a chance to see each other for the next four days. So, um…”


    Though I felt a bit guilty, we’d used the fact that Dad was sleeping to spend some time together. We just couldn’t bear the thought of not being able to touch each other for so long.


    Wouldn’t Ayase be lonely if I didn’t even send her a single message…? Besides, I wanted to hear her voice. And if I couldn’t do that, I wanted to exchange a few words with her, at least. When I was with everyone else during the day, I could forget about things like that. But when I was alone, the thoughts welled up in my heart.


    But I reminded myself: Ayase was sharing a room with Narasaka. She was so perceptive, even a single sound from Ayase’s phone might make her suspicious. I could just hear her asking, “Hey, who was that from?” then teasing her with something like “Wow, Big Bro really loves you, huh?”


    “That sounds just like her…”


    I could practically play back her voice in my head.


    But that’s no reason to avoid texting Ayase.


    Even if Narasaka liked to tease, she wasn’t the type to purposely upset someone or make them sad. In that case…


    I was just about to start typing when I heard the room’s door turn with a clunk. Then someone shouted, “Hey!” in the loud voice characteristic of a sports player. Shortly after, Maru and Yoshida came tumbling back into the room, and I panicked.


    “I-I’m back!” I yelped.


    Maru gave me a strange look. “I think we’re the ones who just came back.”


    “Sorry, I got confused. Welcome back.”


    “Yeah, thanks.”


    “You should have gone with us,” said Yoshida, holding up a plastic bag. “The convenience store was really fun!”


    Apparently, they’d stopped by a convenience store on the hotel grounds. I wondered why they’d chosen a place like that, since you could find them anywhere.


    Yoshida quickly made his way across the room and dropped the snacks from his bag onto the table.


    “…Can’t you get all these in Japan?” I asked.


    “Actually, they’re ever so slightly different.”


    Maru and Yoshida excitedly launched into the tale of their adventure in our foreign hotel, and I lost my chance to message Ayase.


    Eventually, it was time to turn out the lights, and the first day of our trip came to an end.

  

  
    

     [image: ] FEBRUARY 17 (WEDNESDAY)–SAKI AYASE DAY 1 OF THE SCHOOL TRIP


    I’d worried the night before about whether I’d be able to sleep. But in the end, I drifted off the moment I closed my eyes.


    My down covers were light, fluffy, and warm, and I floated pleasantly like a jellyfish drifting on the waves. I wasn’t sure if I dreamed or not.


    I awakened in the darkness before my alarm went off. I could hear the faint roar of the air conditioner. I’d set the timer perfectly, so I wasn’t cold even when I pushed away the covers. Patting myself on the back, I got out of bed.


    Suddenly, I remembered the previous night and traced my lips with a fingertip. I couldn’t help giggling, and a smile rose to my face.


    Oops. I don’t have time to think about stuff like that. I have to get dressed.


    I’d just finished putting on my makeup when Asamura passed me on his way to the bathroom. It looked like he’d just gotten up. Seeing his sleepy face, I began to fear that we wouldn’t make it on time.


    Mom made us rice balls and miso soup. The rice balls were delicious, but I worried that the seaweed wrapping would stick to my teeth. I reminded myself not to open my mouth too wide in front of Asamura until I had a chance to check myself in the mirror.


    We managed to leave home with plenty of time to spare. We were taking the Yamanote Line from Shibuya Station, then transferring at Nippori Station to a train bound for Narita Airport. After Nippori, we could let ourselves doze off without fear of being late.


    I peeked up at Asamura’s face from my seat beside him on the train. He looked sleepy and kept yawning, desperately trying to stay awake. Every time our shoulders bumped, he’d pull himself back up and apologize. But if he was tired, he should have just leaned on my shoulder and gotten some rest.


    There weren’t many passengers on the train this early in the morning, and I didn’t see anyone I recognized in a uniform.


    The train arrived on schedule at Narita Airport Terminal 2, and we quickly proceeded to the meeting spot.


    Once we spotted other students from our school, Asamura said, “All right, let’s split up here,” and I nodded.


    “Take care.”


    “You too.”


    I hurried off to meet my classmates, walking some distance ahead of Asamura, as if I’d come alone. But the farther I got from him, the less cheerful my walk became. After all, once we joined up with our classmates, we wouldn’t see each other for the rest of the trip.


    “Hey, Saki, over here! Quick!”


    Maaya was waving so excitedly, I could almost hear her arms chopping through the air.


    I couldn’t help smiling. I was already in sight. There was no need to hurry now.


    Ryouko Satou stood next to Maaya. She was the third girl in our group. There were three boys as well—all the boisterous type.


    I looked back one last time before joining them, but I could no longer see Asamura walking behind me.


     


    My friend Maaya wasn’t just good at communication; she was a master. There couldn’t be that many girls around with over a hundred friends. She got along incredibly well with everyone, regardless of gender. Right now, however, she was standing next to me, shooing the boys away—pretty unusual behavior for her.


    “Okay, boys! Don’t stick your noses into our ladies’ gathering. Go have fun on your own!”


    The three guys in our group had come over, and she’d waved them off, standing firmly between them and Satou and me, as if protecting us. Then she turned to the other girls in our class.


    “Listen up! Be careful around the boys and don’t let them get too carried away on our trip!”


    The girls giggled at that. The boys couldn’t do much but grimace.


    She then spun back toward Satou and me.


    “All right, Satou. Let me know if any of the guys start bugging you, and I’ll give them a piece of my mind!”


    “Okay. Thanks…Narasaka.” Satou lowered her eyebrows and put on a gentle smile.


    “You too, Saki!”


    “Oh, I’ll be fine,” I insisted.


    I knew how people saw me. Recently, I had started making more of an effort to blend in, but most of my classmates were still intimidated by me. I was dressed in my best armor, after all.


    “You can never be too careful,” Maaya replied.


    “R-right.”


    I wished she wouldn’t turn serious at the drop of a hat like that. It always caught me off guard.


    “You’ve yet to become a bride, so you have to take good care of yourself. Not that I would mind if you became a bridegroom, of course. I think you’d look great in a men’s formal kimono.”


    “I have no plans to become a bridegroom.”


    And now she’s joking again. Does everything have to have a punch line with her? See, even Satou’s laughing.


    And yet because of her monkeying around, Satou no longer looked like a frightened kitten. It seemed she’d finally calmed down.


    I had a pretty good idea of what Maaya was up to. The other two girls in our group (Satou and me) were the most awkward around boys in the whole class. And the three we’d ended up with included the two biggest class clowns and one relatively levelheaded guy.


    Maaya had just warned the two clowns about getting carried away while reassuring Satou and me at the same time. She was truly something else.


    “Sorry, Narasaka,” said the levelheaded boy. “Come on, guys. The teacher said the boys have to line up over here.”


    With that, he led the other two back to their line. I had a feeling the guys in our group would be fine with him around.


    The teachers went to stand in front of the rows of students and began directing us. Despite the occasional cheer, we moved through the boarding process relatively smoothly.


    We might be high schoolers, but most of us had never traveled abroad before and were still nervous. What if we got stuck and were left behind—the only ones who didn’t get to board the flight?


    I was terrified, too. I remained tense until we finally got on the plane. But once we were seated, it felt pretty much like taking a charter bus.


    It was novel to hear in-flight announcements repeated in three languages—English, Chinese, and Japanese. But when I thought about it, I realized announcements on the bullet train were in Japanese and English, too.


    Once our ears got used to the announcements, we started chatting and eating snacks—no different than a trip to Kyoto or Nara. Every once in a while, someone would speak a little loudly, and a teacher would scold them. But that, too, wasn’t all that out of the ordinary.


    I wasn’t very good at chitchat, though. And Satou seemed to be the same way. We managed with Maaya between us, but without her, we might have spent seven hours in total silence. I was really grateful to be in her group.


    I also appreciated getting to sit by the window. If I wasn’t sure what to say, I could just look outside to pass the time. Under the vast blue sky, I could see what looked like a satellite photo of the ground. That was what finally made me feel like I was leaving Japan.


    It was my first time going abroad, and I could feel my heart beating faster.


    I had just adjusted my phone clock to account for the time difference and was glancing at our travel guidebook when Maaya said she wanted to watch a movie. Our row quickly turned into a movie party. If Maaya watched one by herself, Satou and I would just fall silent, after all. Though I suspected this was yet another of Maaya’s schemes. She was reassuring us, saying, “You don’t have to force yourselves to talk.”


    The film was a brand-new popular mystery anime. For some reason, a grade schooler winds up involved in a murder case and has to solve it by himself. It was an impressive feat. The story was a bit absurd, but the fact that it didn’t bother me only made the movie more interesting.


    Soon, it was noon, and we had our in-flight meal.


    A flight attendant came around and repeated the standard question we’d all dreamed of being asked at least once: “<Beef or chicken?>” Just hearing it got me a little excited.


    The answer was so simple that you could barely consider it a real English conversation, but that moment was when I truly felt like I was in another country.


    Of course, I chose the lower-calorie option: chicken.


     


    Eventually, we arrived at Changi Airport in Singapore.


    After traveling to the hotel and checking in, our group went to a museum.


    Once again, our group was the only one in which the boys and girls went their separate ways, although we met up before and after the tour and were careful not to drift too far apart.


    Satou seemed relieved. Apparently, she was even worse with boys than I was. As a result, we got to take our time looking at the displays, which was nice.


    However, I did feel a little bad for our homeroom teacher, who had gone to the trouble of recommending mixed-gender groups. I said as much to Maaya when we had a moment alone.


    “If a fish is kind to the water, the water will be kind to the fish,” she said, sticking out her tongue.


    “You just wanted a chance to say that.”


    Our scheming leader wasn’t ashamed in the least.


    Incidentally, the Japanese saying If a fish is kind to the water, the water will be kind to the fish means that the speaker’s response will depend on the other party’s actions. In this case, she meant that she wouldn’t mind going around with the boys if they kept their behavior in check, but if they acted like clowns or had obvious ulterior motives, she would respond accordingly. I wasn’t sure it was a very good use of the saying, but that was Maaya for you.


    That aside, I was a little disappointed that our guide at the museum spoke fluent Japanese. What was the point of studying our travel guidebook and practicing my English? Would it be this way the whole trip? What if telling the flight attendant I wanted chicken was the most complicated conversation I got to have?


     


    We returned to the hotel, had dinner, and took our baths.


    I shared a room with Satou and Maaya. After spending the whole day together chatting, we were already completely comfortable with one another. We’d been in the same class for almost a year, but this was the first time I’d heard Satou speak so much.


    “I’m sorry, Ayase,” she said. “I always thought you were kind of scary.”


    “She isn’t scary at all!” declared Maaya. “Despite how she looks, she’s an enchanting little sister who drives all the big brothers of the world wild! Isn’t that something?”


    “Maaya, why are you speaking on my behalf?” I shot back.


    “Do you have an older brother, Ayase?” asked Satou.


    My heart nearly leaped out of my chest. Watch it, Maaya! “Oh, um…”


    “I’m talking about attributes!” Maaya quickly amended. “Ayase’s a real younger sister–type.”


    “Huh.” Satou cutely tilted her head.


    Sorry, Satou, I know that doesn’t make any sense. I don’t understand it myself.


    I’m a younger sister–type? What does she even mean?


    “You see,” Maaya continued, “all the girls in the world fall into two categories: younger sisters and nonyounger sisters.”


    “Well, yeah. Naturally.” You either belonged to a group, or you didn’t. Couldn’t you apply that to everything?


    “Of course, siblings can be a real pain in the neck.” Maaya had a bunch of younger brothers.


    “But at least you’re not lonely,” said Satou.


    “I suppose that’s true. But I usually have to bathe my brothers around this time of night, and it’s a real battlefield, I tell you. It’s so nice and peaceful today!”


    Satou smiled.


    Half listening to their soothing exchange, I got up and walked over to the window to take in the night view.


    It was my first trip abroad. I’d had a fun, fulfilling day. But now that things had calmed down, I felt a growing desire to be with Asamura here in this new environment. We hadn’t seen each other since we parted ways that morning in the airport.


    Would it be possible to meet up? I could try messaging him. The hotel had Wi-Fi, after all.


    I wanted to see him, look at his face, or at least hear his voice.


    Once I started thinking about him, I couldn’t stop. Why hadn’t he sent me a single message?


    I stared at the messaging app on my phone and was just about to start typing when someone called out to me.


    “Hey, Saki, stop sitting over there all alone and come here. You can stare at the night view when you go to a cozy bar with some guy!”


    “Maaya, you sound like an old man.”


    Maaya clutched her chest and rolled over on the bed.


    “N-Narasaka? Are you okay?” asked Satou.


    “I’m finished! Saki just killed me! Argh, I’ll have to snap this Pocky stick off and use it to write my dying message.”


    “Huh? What?”


    “Come on, Maaya. You’re confusing Satou.” With a wry grin, I rejoined the others.


    Maybe Asamura was enjoying spending time with his friends, too. Just because I was lonely, that didn’t mean I should interrupt…right?


    And so day one of our trip came to an end.

  

  
    

     [image: ] FEBRUARY 18 (THURSDAY)–YUUTA ASAMURA DAY 2 OF THE SCHOOL TRIP


    When I woke up, the first thing I saw was the ceiling. For a moment, the light-green color confused me, and I wondered where I was. Then I remembered I was in another country.


    “It’s almost time for breakfast.”


    At the sound of Maru’s voice, I turned to the side. I was surprised to find him and Yoshida already up and dressed, and I hastily checked my phone.


    It’s only six o’clock… What?


    We were leaving at nine, and breakfast started at seven, so I’d been planning to get up at six thirty.


    “Why are you guys already up and about?” I asked.


    “On days with morning practice, we’d have finished eating by now.”


    “Yep.”


    …I can’t believe these athletic types.


    “Asamura, we’re going on a prebreakfast adventure. Why don’t you come along?”


    “…I’ll pass. Go on without me.”


    After sending Maru and Yoshida along on their second expedition, I leisurely got dressed and headed to the bathroom.


    Back in the bedroom, I unplugged my phone from its charging cable and slipped it into my pocket. As I did, I saw the plug adapter that allowed me to charge my cell phone from the type-G plug used in Singapore. It was things like this that really reminded me I was no longer in Japan.


    The previous night, we’d discovered that several people had forgotten to bring their adapters, and it had caused a bit of a panic. A few kids in my class were in the same boat. Then Maru came to the rescue. He’d anticipated this situation and brought spares, which he lent out to the other students. Instantly, he became a hero.


    What is up with Maru anyway? He’s always so well prepared. A real crisis management expert. I wonder if he bought a bunch of extras just for this occasion. It can’t be, right?


    Breakfast was at the same restaurant where we’d had dinner, so I found it without any trouble. It was another buffet. I preferred to eat light in the morning, so I grabbed a slice of toast and a few small dishes. I’d had a lot of meat the night before, so I opted for a little more salad. Recently, I’d gotten used to Ayase’s and Akiko’s habit of serving salad at breakfast.


    Holding my tray, I scanned the room. I quickly noticed Maru’s large frame, then saw Yoshida next to him. The three girls in our group were sitting across from them. I greeted the others and joined them. I figured it was best to be polite since we’d be spending the whole day together.


    “Attention, everyone.” Maru held up a hand as we ate.


    Attention? What’s gotten into him? “What is it, Maru?”


    Yoshida looked suspicious, too, and I didn’t blame him. I had never heard Maru speak like this to his classmates.


    “Listen up,” he continued.


    “We’re listening,” the girls said, tilting their heads.


    “Today is the second day of our trip, and we’ll be executing our plans to visit several famous tourist sites.”


    “Right,” Yoshida said, and I nodded.


    One of the three girls spoke as their representative. “Yes, we know… What is it, Maru?”


    “Well, it’s possible that, purely by coincidence, we may happen to be at the same destination as a group from another class. I thought we ought to discuss this contingency in advance.”


    “A lot of people were aiming for the same spots, even in our own class.”


    “Yeah. I think some of the groups are going to exactly the same places,” said another of the girls. “My friend Ryou and I were saying we might be able to meet up. I hope we can.”


    Apparently, she’d been surprised to hear that her friend from another class had exactly the same itinerary.


    We planned to visit the zoo during the day, then go to the Night Safari, which was nearby. I’d heard both spots were very popular.


    “Exactly,” said Maru. “These are highly rated destinations, after all. So we may run into other groups from our school, yes?”


    The others nodded.


    I see. That does seem pretty likely. But why mention something so obvious now?


    “Do you understand what I’m saying, Asamura?” Maru looked at me and grinned.


    “Yeah, I guess…”


    “Excellent.”


    At nine, our group reassembled in the lobby and boarded a shuttle bus to the Mandai area, where the zoo was located. The bus ride took us about twenty minutes north of the hotel, and we had a guided tour along the way.


    Our guide provided us with an overview of Singapore’s history, urban development, water resources, and various social issues—all in excellent Japanese. I’d thought the same thing the day before, but I was growing increasingly aware that I didn’t really need English to get what was going on here. Whether that was good or bad, I didn’t know. It was nice that I could understand what the guide was saying fully, though. I doubted I’d have been able to if everything was in English.


    From the lecture, I learned a few basic facts about Singapore. The country’s land area was just a little larger than the twenty-three wards of Tokyo. Our hotel was in the southern part, while Mandai was in the north. The distance from one side to the other was about twenty kilometers, which was roughly equivalent to the distance from Shinagawa Station to Akabane Station.


    I wasn’t sure if our guide was simply familiar with Japan or if he’d done research in advance to accommodate us, but everything he said was very easy to comprehend.


    Eventually, our destination came into view, and we pulled up in front of the Singapore Zoo.


    We got off the bus in the parking lot and headed toward the park’s entrance. Everything was so green, I felt like we were in a botanical garden. I could hear birds singing before we even stepped inside.


    Maru kept rushing me, saying we’d be late.


    “I didn’t think we had a specific time to go to the zoo…,” I muttered.


    The zoo had hours, of course, but we were already here. Maybe there’s some special attraction he wants to see.


    “Oh, if it isn’t Asamura from the class next to ours! Well, well. What a coincidence, running into you here!”


    Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice, and my jaw dropped. Was that…Narasaka’s group? I thought I’d seen some other kids our age near the entrance, but I hadn’t realized who they were.


    Behind Narasaka, looking confused, was Ayase.


     


    The words SINGAPORE ZOO were written in English up above the entrance. Not handwritten, of course, but a proper sign. I stood in front of it, frozen stiff.


    Judging by the look on Ayase’s face, I doubted she’d expected to see me here, either. She was utterly bewildered.


    For the first time, I realized that I hadn’t checked her itinerary or anything. I’d figured we wouldn’t be able to visit the sights together anyway, so I’d never asked. Maru and Narasaka, meanwhile, appeared to have known the whole time.


    I leaned over and whispered to Maru, “Somehow, I have a feeling this isn’t a coincidence.”


    “Relax. We didn’t go out of our way to coordinate or anything,” he said with a smile. I wasn’t sure if I believed him. Then he walked over to the other group and called out, “Hey, Narasaka. What are you doing here?”


    “Oh, Tomokazu Maru! Fancy meeting you here!”


    “What a coincidence.”


    This could not look any more staged.


    Then the two of them turned back to face their respective groups.


    “Hey, guys. It seems that by sheer coincidence, we wound up at the same spot as this other group. Since we’re all here together, why don’t we tour the zoo with them?”
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  “Fine by me,” said Yoshida happily. “The more, the merrier!”


  The girls nodded in agreement.


  “Mm. That’s fine with me,” one of them said. “Why not? I see some other familiar faces, too.”


  She glanced around, shading her eyes from the sun. I followed her gaze and spotted more Suisei students standing around.


  “Me too!” agreed another of the girls. “Let’s all explore the zoo together!”


  “Oh, Ryou, I’m glad to see you!” The third girl in our group moved in to high-five one of the girls with Narasaka.


  The quiet-looking girl called Ryou returned the high five. “I’m glad we were able to meet up!”


  So she was talking about Ayase’s group this morning, huh? I guess if this many people from the same school hadn’t chosen the same location, we wouldn’t have gotten a guided shuttle bus. Maybe it’s not so strange that we ran into Ayase here… Wait, no. Something is definitely up.


  “I didn’t know you and Narasaka were close,” I said to Maru.


  “She’s friends with everyone,” he replied.


  That’s true, but that isn’t what I meant. I got the feeling he was dodging my question.


  I pressed Maru again as we stood in line to buy tickets.


  In a hushed voice, he said, “I just compared our group’s preferred destinations, confirmed they matched up, and coordinated the times. That’s all.”


  Now that I thought about it, Maru had been pretty pushy about going to the zoo. I figured it was a standard tourist spot and hadn’t thought much about it. Since I wouldn’t be with Ayase, I figured I’d have the most fun at a standard, neutral destination.


  “I’ll get our tickets,” he said, moving toward the window as the people in front of us left the line. He used the money we’d given him to cover all six of us. Narasaka was doing the same for her group at another window. They were both great group leaders. I knew I couldn’t compare, and I sincerely admired them.


  Once we had our tickets, we were ready to enter the park. We couldn’t waste time chatting. Our group, now doubled in size, proceeded through the gates of the Singapore Zoo.


   


  The zoo was humongous.


  According to the travel guide, it encompassed twenty-eight hectares of land, about the same as six Tokyo Domes. When I hear the word zoo, I tend to picture Ueno Zoo, which is the size of three Tokyo Domes. In other words, the Singapore Zoo was twice as large. It was truly enormous.


  Inside was an expanse of subtropical nature that seemed almost pristine, allowing visitors to get up close and personal with the animals that lived there.


  It utilized both fences and moats to partition the animals’ habitats, but they were kept as inconspicuous as possible. Perhaps because the animals weren’t in obvious cages, they seemed relaxed and comfortable.


  As for our twelve-person group, we were soon getting along swimmingly. Thanks to Narasaka, the master communicator, and our cheerful group leader, Maru, we’d hit it off before we knew it.


  Both group leaders were very attentive. Super attentive, even.


  “Hey, everyone, I’m setting up a group chat!”


  Under Narasaka’s command, the twelve of us formed a group chat in the blink of an eye.


  “Okay, everyone. Take a look at this.” Maru snapped a picture of the park map with his phone and sent it to everyone at once. Once we’d all scanned it, he had us double-check our location.


  “This map has Japanese on it!” Yoshida exclaimed, sounding impressed.


  The map was written in three languages: English, Chinese, and Japanese. They must get a lot of Japanese tourists, I thought.


  Incidentally, the park also offered free Wi-Fi. Singapore’s digital communications network was truly incredible.


  After we inspected the map, Maru went over our plans for the day. He had the other group share their schedule with us, then saved it on his phone.


  “I don’t think anyone will get lost, but this place is pretty big,” he said. “Send a text right away if you get separated from the group, okay?”


  “Okay,” everyone responded.


  “Then let’s start with the white tiger!” Narasaka declared, leading the way.


  Everyone followed close behind.


  We were starting to mingle and talk with one another, regardless of class. Everyone was having a good time, so it seemed Maru and Narasaka’s plan had been a success.


  Right—we were all having a good time.


  Given my nature, it was hard to believe I was here, going along with a group, having fun with others. I was something of a selfish loner, and I knew it. But ever since our visit to that pool last summer, I’d started to realize how important it was to interact with other people. That didn’t mean it was easy or that I could start doing it right away, but thanks to Maru’s and Narasaka’s efforts, I was managing.


  They seemed to have a ready stock of safe topics, and they’d pull out just the right one when it was needed, ensuring that everyone in both groups was getting along.


  Thanks to them, even Ayase and I, who generally preferred going solo, were doing fine. At least on the surface, that is.


  But there was one unexpected pitfall.


  The moment Ayase became my conversation partner, we both responded brusquely, and our talk would taper off into silence.


  It was odd that we could become so tense when in a new setting, considering how much we talked while going about daily life. But both Ayase and I could sense that if we struck up a conversation, we’d wind up talking only to each other the whole time.


  If we ignored everyone else and went off in our own world, we’d be spoiling everything Maru and Narasaka had done.


  I wanted to talk to Ayase and hear her voice. Those feelings were so strong that I didn’t think I could stop myself. And if that happened, everyone would find out about our relationship.


  I could just imagine someone jumping in between us and saying something like “Wow, you guys are really tight!” I wouldn’t know what to say, and if I froze up, we’d only get teased even more.


  And so I was overly conscious of talking too much to Ayase, and it seemed she felt the same way.


  As a result, we were able to speak with students from each other’s class who we’d never even met before, yet we couldn’t manage to keep a conversation going between us.


  “Hey, I didn’t know you two were so close!” exclaimed Yoshida. I felt my heart seize up. “Maru, since when have you been such good buddies with Narasaka?”


  Oh. He wasn’t talking to me.


  “Well, I am a group leader,” Maru replied.


  “Yeah. Group leaders have to get along with each other. We’re group leaders, after all.”


  “…Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Yeah!”


  “Well, okay. If that’s how it is,” Yoshida said, seemingly convinced.


  I wasn’t so gullible, though. I wasn’t sure how Maru and Narasaka had become so close, but they weren’t the only group leaders around, and I didn’t see any others acting buddy-buddy like this.


  Now that I thought about it, both of them knew that Ayase and I were stepsiblings. So that was one thing they had in common—our secret.


  But Maru didn’t know that Ayase and I were an item, and neither did Narasaka—or so I thought. But what if they’d started talking about our relationship and somehow set up this whole situation so we could be together?


  I took another glance at our two group leaders.


  Maru frequently checked his phone, reviewing our plans and updating them with any changes, jotting everything down to share with the group. Meanwhile, Narasaka was busy coming up with new topics and making sure everyone was able to participate.


  Maybe I’m reading too much into this.


  Even if the two of them were concerned about the sibling relationship between Ayase and me, neither of them were the type to get other people involved. They wouldn’t toy with someone’s happiness for the sake of someone else. Otherwise, Maru wouldn’t make a good catcher—a position that had to look after the entire team—and Narasaka wouldn’t be a master of communication with a hundred friends.


  I could tell they were keeping an eye on everyone equally, and Ayase and I were just one part of that group.


  “Hey, guys, which animals do you like best?” asked Narasaka, tossing out another topic to keep the conversation going.


  “I like sloths,” I replied.


  “Tigers, I guess,” said Ayase.


  “Huh, I didn’t expect that. Asamura, you strike me as someone who’s always ready to help out in the kitchen. Saki, don’t you agree?”


  “…I think he’s kind of like a sloth,” Ayase mumbled.


  “Hoh-hoh! Is that right? Asamura, how do you feel about being told you’re lazy?”


  “Nothing in particular.”


  “I didn’t say you were lazy,” Ayase said, turning to me.


  “I know.”


  “Good.”


  The moment we realized we were slipping into a conversation, we both clammed up.


  Maru and Narasaka sighed as they walked in front of us.


  “As for me,” said Narasaka, “I like crocodiles. Grarrrrh!”


  “I don’t think crocodiles growl.”


  “I agree with Ayase,” said Maru. “Tigers are pretty neat.”


  “That’s true,” agreed Narasaka. “They’re very cool.”


  “Y-yeah?”


  Ayase looked embarrassed. She probably hadn’t expected Narasaka to say that.


  Narasaka teased her friend about the bashful reply, and everyone laughed. Thanks to her well-placed remarks, Ayase and I managed to avoid spoiling the mood, though I could tell I was better at individual conversations.


  We walked all around the zoo until evening, when we moved on to the Night Safari next door.


   


  The Night Safari opened at seven fifteen PM.


  That was right around sunset, so the eastern half of the sky was already dyed a deep indigo, as if ink had been spilled across the heavens.


  The park opened late so it could offer visitors a chance to observe its nocturnal animals. As a result, it didn’t close until midnight, though as a bunch of high school students on their school trip, we’d have to leave a bit earlier than that.


  “We’ll be having dinner here,” Maru announced, “but since we’re supposed to be in bed by ten PM, we don’t have that much time.”


  We quickened our pace and headed toward the stage for the Creatures of the Night show, one of the most popular attractions at the Night Safari. A staff member cheerily introduced a variety of animals to the audience.


  All through the show, we heard constant animal sounds coming not just from the stage but also from every direction. Between the various caws and squeaks, I couldn’t tell which were from birds and which were from beasts. The area was full of noise, a lot more than I’d expected. It seemed nighttime in the wild was surprisingly lively.


  After the half hour show came to an end, we strolled around the park. Then when we got hungry, we headed for the restaurant.


  It was another buffet, and as we ate, we could enjoy the live musical performances on the stage at the front.


  There was a woman playing a guitar onstage when we walked in, but I was too focused on my food to pay much attention. By the time I carried my tray back to our table and sat down, the others had already started eating.


  “She has a nice voice,” Maru remarked.


  “Hmm?”


  “I wonder if that’s a local number she’s playing.”


  He was watching the woman performing. It was only then that the music and the voice registered in my brain.


  Oh? She sounds kind of familiar.


  “Wait, isn’t that the same woman we saw yesterday?” asked Maru.


  The other students from our group all looked up at the stage, but Narasaka’s group didn’t know what we were talking about. They’d also visited the museum the day before, but it seemed they hadn’t noticed her.


  “She was singing in front of the museum yesterday,” I said just as she finished and another performer took her place.


  After leaving the stage, the woman walked straight to the bar and called out to the bartender. He poured an amber-colored liquid into a cocktail glass for her, and she picked up the glass and looked around, not bothering to sit down. I wondered if she was looking for a table.


  Suddenly, she started walking in our direction.


  Huh? What’s going on? I thought frantically as she reached our table and began saying something in English.


  Narasaka nodded to her.


  “What’s she saying?” I asked.


  “I have no idea.”


  “Come on!”


  “Um… Lady…<you>…need…something?” Narasaka asked, speaking almost entirely in weirdly accented Japanese. The only English word she’d managed was you.


  “Narasaka, you can’t just pronounce Japanese like English and hope she understands it,” said Maru. “You might as well just be using body language. Didn’t you say you were good at English?”


  Narasaka giggled, clearly embarrassed. “I’m good at tests. I got a higher score than you, didn’t I?”


  “I swear, knowing I let someone at your level beat me is going to keep me up at night. What’s the difference if you can’t speak?”


  “English proficiency isn’t just about linguistic skills.”


  “What a sore loser. This lady is trying to talk to us. The least you can do is make some effort…”


  “Hey, Maru?” said Yoshida. “She’s pointing at us and saying something.”


  He was right. She could probably tell right away that we were tourists. We couldn’t speak the local language, after all. And in that case…


  “I think she might be asking us who we are and where we’re from. You know, stuff like that…”


  Just as I said that, I heard someone start speaking English beside me. The woman turned toward the voice and responded in rapid-fire English. I wished she’d slow down. I had enough trouble simply understanding each word. But then the first speaker replied again, and they were talking just as quickly.


  Right as I thought the voice sounded familiar, Narasaka exclaimed, “Saki, that’s amazing!”


  Huh? Was that Ayase?


  She hadn’t spoken this quickly when we were practicing at home. Had she been taking it slow for my sake? Probably. I doubted her English had improved drastically in only one day.


  Everyone in our group started looking back and forth between Ayase and the woman.


  “Ayase, I didn’t know you could speak English,” said a stunned boy from Narasaka’s group.


  “Only easy stuff…,” Ayase said modestly. “Um, I think you were right, Asamura. She’s asking who we are and where we’re from.”


  “We are earthlings from planet Earth,” said Narasaka, tapping her neck to make her voice warble. What a classic nerdy joke.


  I’m pretty sure this woman is an earthling, too, Narasaka. And now she’s staring at us, baffled.


  “Come on, Narasaka,” said Maru. “This is no time for jokes. You could cause an interstellar incident.”


  How were we going to cause an interstellar incident when everyone here was an earthling. Was I missing something? Did we have an alien in our midst?


  “Oh, Maru. Humor is a social lubricant!”


  “I think that depends on the situation. So, Ayase, what did you say to her?”


  Ayase shot Narasaka a wry smile, then turned to Maru. “Don’t worry. I just told her we were Japanese students on a school trip.”


  “Aw, that’s boring.”


  “Maaya, what good would it do us to confuse her? She says her name is Melissa Wu.”


  “Hey, I guessed right,” Maru said. I remembered how he’d been trying to read her name off the sign with her ID card…or was it a permit?


  “So her name’s Mary?” asked Narasaka.


  “No, Maaya, it’s Melissa. Melissa Wu. She sings here, and she wants to hear what young people from Japan think of her singing.”


  “Ahh,” said our group, finally understanding.


  The woman named Melissa looked like she was in her early twenties. Beaming merrily, she sat in an empty chair and spoke again.


  “She wants to know what you thought,” said Ayase.


  “Ayase, are you going to interpret for us?” asked Maru, and Ayase nodded.


  “Sure, though I can only interpret what I understand.”


  “Hmm. Well, it’s not every day you get an opportunity for international exchange. Hey, everyone. You heard Melissa’s performance. What did you think?”


  “It was <beautiful and wonderful!>” Yoshida responded in heavily accented English.


  Melissa smiled and thanked him. That, at least, I could make out.


  “Wow, I just had a conversation in English!” he exclaimed.


  “You call that a conversation?” Maru said with a wry grin before turning to me. “What about you, Asamura?”


  “Um… ‘You sang the same song yesterday. Is it folk music? You have a lovely voice.’ That’s what I’d like to say. Ayase? Can you translate for me?”


  “Okay. Uh…”


  Could she manage? I’d kept my sentences as short as possible to make them easier to translate, but it turned out that wasn’t necessary. Ayase converted them into English effortlessly. Melissa quietly listened, then broke out into a huge smile. She turned to me and fired off another barrage of fast-paced English. It seemed she was happy with my comment.


  Maru urged the others to share their impressions, and Ayase helped translate them. She appeared to struggle a bit with complex phrasing, occasionally staring at the ceiling before finally producing an equivalent in English.


  Melissa listened happily to our feedback.


  “I did it!” Narasaka exclaimed.


  I turned toward her as she thrust her phone at Melissa and tapped the screen. An artificial female voice began speaking English. A long string of words came out, but after briefly looking surprised, Melissa gave another cheery smile.


  “Is that an automatic translation app?” asked Maru


  “Yeah! I wrote my impressions of her singing, pressed translate, then had the app read it out loud in English.”


  “That’s one way to do it.” Maru snorted in admiration.


  We sure live in convenient times, huh.


  “Maybe we should have asked Maaya to use that from the start,” said Ayase.


  “No way, Saki. This bot girl can’t convey any nuance, and she doesn’t have facial expressions. Communication is more than just words, you know.”


  By “bot girl,” I assumed Narasaka meant her phone. Or maybe just the translation and reading app.


  What she’d said made sense, though. When Ayase was sharing everyone’s impressions with the woman, her facial expressions had subtly shifted to reflect what she was saying. Her tone was strong and assertive when she said that Melissa’s singing was passionate, and when she described the music as folkie and nostalgic, she appeared to gaze into the distance. Without some kind of avatar to mimic facial expressions, a translation tool’s capabilities would always be limited.


  “I guess not,” said Ayase.


  “Exactly. Look, the woman is showing Saki her gratitude.”


  Melissa got up and walked over to stand next to Ayase. She wrapped one arm around her and said something, then smiled and slapped her shoulder. It seemed to hurt a little, and Ayase grimaced slightly.


  Then Melissa looked up with a start. A tall man was walking over, calling her name. Her expression brightened even more, and she leaped up to embrace him.


  The next moment, we were all in shock. The girls squealed, and the boys fell dead silent.


  Melissa and the man, presumably her boyfriend, were kissing passionately right in front of us.


  “They’re kissing in public…!” Yoshida exclaimed.


  “Calm down. It’s just a kiss. A greeting,” Maru said, trying to keep the others calm.


  “But—”


  “Boys, don’t stare!” said Narasaka, but her eyes were glued to the couple as well. “How can you stay so calm in this situation, Asamura?”


  “It surprised me, too.”


  It had. I wondered why they didn’t feel embarrassed being so lovey-dovey in public. But at the same time, I realized I’d seen a scene like this somewhere before.


  I recalled a certain recently remarried couple who liked to flirt in front of their teenage son and daughter. They were just as hopelessly in love, and though I hadn’t seen them hugging and kissing, I found them even more embarrassing to watch than these two.


  When I thought of them, behavior like this didn’t seem that out of the ordinary for two people in love, and I’d calmed down before I knew it. I was still embarrassed, of course.


  But despite that feeling, I thought their open affection seemed natural, and it reminded me of the zoo animals I’d been watching all day.


  Melissa slowly pulled away from her boyfriend, then she looked at us and said something.


  According to Ayase, she had asked where we were staying.


  We mentioned the name of the nearest bus stop, and Melissa said she lived just around the corner. She’d been planning to take the bus back anyway, so she joined us on our way to the hotel. Her boyfriend, however, lived in a different direction, it seemed.


  Ayase kept speaking with Melissa the whole ride back, until we all got off at the stop closest to the hotel.


  The three boys in my group split off from the others at the front desk, leaving the three girls with Narasaka’s group. As we walked back to our room, Yoshida could only talk about how amazing the kiss between Melissa and her boyfriend had been. I was beginning to wonder if everything we’d seen that day had been overwritten in his mind by that last scene. Even some of the girls were still blushing when we’d left them.


  To me, it had been like witnessing a state of nature. Two people in love, unembarrassed and unafraid of who was watching.


  Mulling over such thoughts, I remembered that we would spend the following day in Sentosa, doing whatever we liked. I’d heard Ayase’s group had the same plan.


  Though we hadn’t spent that much time together, it had been fun to tour around with Ayase and her group.


  Just as I was about to call it a night, my phone started vibrating. My heart skipped a beat when I saw the notification pop up on my screen.


  A message from Ayase…


  I’d like to go around Sentosa tomorrow, just the two of us. Is that okay?


  I gasped.


  She specified in her next message that she didn’t have to stay with her group as long as she didn’t leave the island, so she figured it would be all right.


  So her group is the same.


  Back on Monday, during our planning discussion, Maru had said that on day three, as long as we didn’t leave the island, everyone could do as they pleased on Sentosa, such as shopping for gifts or enjoying the scenery. The other members in our group agreed, saying they liked the loose itinerary.


  At the time, I’d assumed I’d be going around the island with Maru. I’d never expected Ayase’s group to have a similarly flexible schedule.


  Maybe Maru and Narasaka both wanted to meet up with someone from another class. Was that why they’d gone to so much trouble to arrange all this? Maybe I was reading too much into it.


  As I read and reread Ayase’s message, my thoughts spun in my head.


  I wanted to be with her, too, but I decided to tell Maru my plans since he was our group’s leader. I didn’t think I needed to mention why I was going off by myself, but I wanted to say something in case they tried to get me to come along and buy souvenirs or eat with them.


  Of course, Maru already knew that Ayase and I were siblings. So maybe it was okay to tell him I wanted to meet up with my stepsister.


  I glanced around and saw that Maru and Yoshida were already sound asleep.


  I should have expected as much from a couple of athletes. Early to bed, early to rise, I suppose…


  I typed a quick reply on my phone.


  Okay, got it. I’ll talk to my group about it. Could you give me until tomorrow to work out the timing?


  The message was instantly marked READ, and I received another message saying simply, Okay.


  I decided to tell Maru about going around the island with Ayase as soon as I got up the next morning. Then I’d contact her sometime before we reached Sentosa.


  Relieved that I had made up my mind, I quickly grew exhausted. Yet I kept feeling like I’d forgotten something and couldn’t quite fall asleep. After thinking for a while, I realized that there was a difference between Ayase’s message and mine.


  She had clearly said she wanted to go around the island with me, but I’d only mentioned our schedules. I hadn’t told her how I felt. And if I didn’t tell her, how could she know?


  I stared at the time displayed on my phone. It was ten thirty PM.


  Maybe Ayase was already asleep. What if I woke her up? But there was something I had to do.


  I want to go around the island with you, too.


  I took a deep breath, exhaled, then made up my mind and hit SEND.


  She read my message right away and replied with a picture of a cheeky-looking cat smiling.


  I was a little surprised. I didn’t think she’d ever replied with a picture like that before. Relieved, I instantly fell into a deep sleep.


  In my dreams, I saw the couple kissing in the restaurant. Then before I knew it, they became Ayase and me.
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    As soon as I opened my eyes on day two of our trip, Maaya announced that we would be meeting up with Asamura and his group.


    She was sitting on the bed next to mine, brushing her hair. I wasn’t sure what she meant.


    “What was that?” I asked without thinking.


    “We’re meeting up with Asamura and his group and going around with them. Ryou, are you okay with that?” she asked our third roommate.


    “Mmm?” Ryouko Satou sat up and rubbed her eyes. “…Who…is Asamura…?”


    “A boy in the next class over. Maru, Asamura, and… Didn’t I tell you about them before? They’re in the same group as your friend.”


    “Oh… Okay. Mm. Got it.”


    I got the feeling she was still half asleep. Was this really okay with her? Then again, it sounded like she and Maaya had discussed this before.


    “H-hey, Maaya. Why am I hearing this for the first time?”


    “Because I didn’t tell you.”


    “Why not?!”


    “Surprises are fun because they’re surprises.”


    Why do we need surprises during a school trip? And aren’t we supposed to stay with our groups today?


    “Don’t we have a group activity today?”


    Maaya nodded, a pure, innocent smile on her face. I didn’t trust it for a second. “Our group will be visiting the Singapore Zoo, then heading to the Night Safari.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    “And guess what? Maru’s group from the next class over just so happens to be going to exactly the same spots! What a truly marvelous coincidence.”


    “Come on, Maaya.”


    “So. As members of the same school, we decided to get even more out of our trip by encouraging vigorous mutual exchange!”


    “Uh-huh. Sure.”


    “Hmm? Did I say something weird? I didn’t, right, Ryou?”


    “Nope. That sounds perfectly reasonable to me. It’s great to spend more time with friends.”


    Oh, right. Satou has a friend in that class… But are we seriously going to spend the whole day with Asamura’s group?


    I’d been so sure I wouldn’t see him at all during this trip… Was this really okay?


    “Ah!”


    Now that I thought back, Narasaka had formed a group with Ryouko Satou and me, who weren’t very social; two class clowns; and their more levelheaded friend. When we’d taken the list to the teacher, she’d specifically thanked Maaya. It was obvious she’d casually grouped together all the students who weren’t good at working in groups.


    I was well aware I wasn’t the best at fitting in with others, so I was grateful to Maaya.


    She’d put in a lot of work coming up with a list of destinations, complete with descriptions and what to see there, and made sure everyone was all right with our selections before she finalized them. She’d done everything for us, and the only thing we had to do was choose. I was really in no position to complain at this point. And yet…


    “It really helped that everyone was interested in the standard tourist spots,” said Maaya. “I told him we could meet up if we wound up heading to the same places.”


    “Told who?” I asked.


    “I never imagined we’d have the same plans from start to finish.”


    She’d totally dodged the question. Who had she been talking to? Asamura? If so, he definitely would have mentioned it to me.


    “Incidentally, they’re going to Sentosa tomorrow, too.”


    “They are?”


    “Yep. Should be fun, right, Ryou?”


    “Yeah. I’m already excited.”


    “The boys in our group don’t know any of them, but Maru said he’d serve as a go-between.”


    “…Maru. That’s Asamura’s friend, right?” I asked. “I didn’t know the two of you were close.”


    “We’re both group leaders.”


    Are all group leaders friends or something?


    “I hope the boys get along. I’d better warn them not to mess with the other group’s girls.”


    She really has this all planned out.


    After finishing her hair, Maaya leaned toward me and poked my kneecaps. “You’ll be with your big brother again all day tomorrow,” she whispered. Then she put one hand over her mouth and grinned wide.


    “Geez, Maaya! What are you talking about?” I raised my voice without thinking, and Satou flinched. Great, now I’m scaring her. “S-sorry.”


    “It’s okay…”


    “So anyway, we’re all set for a fun day together at the zoo! Now, let’s eat breakfast and head on out! <Let’s go!>” Maaya jumped off her bed and raised a fist into the air. “The animals are waiting for us!”


    I shook my head and shrugged. No one could stop Maaya once she started up.


    So I guess…I’ll be visiting the zoo with Asamura today… How about that?


     


    Asamura and his group arrived just as we walked up to the zoo’s entrance.


    It had only been one day since we parted, but I was relieved to see his face.


    Our combined party of twelve was going to visit the Singapore Zoo first, then head to the Night Safari next door. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t been in such a large crew since our trip to the pool last summer.


    Maaya and Maru, Asamura’s friend, served as our group leaders. They did a great job guiding our impromptu squad around the zoo. How should I put it? They were very thoughtful. They always made sure everyone was included in the conversation.


    “Hey, guys, which animals do you like best?” Maaya asked, glancing at Asamura and me as we looked around the zoo.


    Asamura said simply, “I like sloths.”


    Sloths…?


    “Huh, I didn’t expect that. Asamura, you strike me as someone who’s always ready to help out in the kitchen. Saki, don’t you agree?”


    “…I think he’s kind of like a sloth.”


    Wait a minute. Maaya had simply asked us which animals we liked, not which animals we thought we resembled.


    But it was true that I felt relaxed when I was with him. Time seemed to pass more slowly. That was what I’d meant. I wasn’t trying to call him lazy or anything.


    “I didn’t say you were lazy.”


    “I know.”


    “Good.”


    Phew. I’d started panicking for a moment there.


    Whenever I talked with Asamura in front of others, I became awkward and nervous. And yet I felt so relaxed when we were alone at home. How weird…


    Asamura also seemed to be avoiding talking to me. We were so close, but he seemed more distant than usual.


    As the sun began to set, we proceeded to the Night Safari.


     


    After getting a close-up look at the nocturnal animals, we went to the park’s restaurant for dinner.


    Once I’d made my choices at the buffet, I headed back to our table. I was very hungry after all the walking we’d done.


    “She has a nice voice,” Maru said.


    He was talking about the woman onstage who was singing and playing guitar. When she’d finished, she came down off the stage, handed someone her guitar, and headed for the bar counter. Then, after accepting a cocktail glass, she approached our table.


    Our eyes met, and she smiled at me.


    I wondered if she was Japanese or from some South Asian country. She looked to be a little over twenty. Her blond hair was loosely permed and cascaded down to her shoulders, and her slender legs peeked out through the slits on either side of her red dress.


    She took a long, slow look at us, then began speaking in English.


    “<I’m Melissa Wu. Where are you from? Japan?>”


    The English wasn’t hard to understand, but she was speaking pretty fast, and the others all stared at her blankly.


    “<You watched me onstage, right?>” She continued, smiling again. “<How was it? I’m still learning, but I’d be happy to hear your honest thoughts.>”


    She was blasting away in her rapid-fire English, and no one in our group replied. After waiting for a beat, she appeared disappointed. Maybe she thought we could understand and were simply ignoring her. Should I respond? I could make out what she was saying, after all.


    I was debating what to do when Asamura spoke up.


    “I think she might be asking us who we are and where we’re from. You know, stuff like that…”


    He was right. That was what she’d said.


    “<Uh… Melissa?>” I said. “<We came from Japan on a school trip.>”


    She quickly turned around and looked at me. “<A school trip! With your middle school? Six boys and six girls, huh? Cool! You all seem like great friends. Maybe at your age, you haven’t heard my kind of music. Was it a little unfamiliar? I wonder if I should have performed something you’d recognize, like anime songs.>”


    M-middle school? Do we look that young to her?


    “<We’re high schoolers,>” I replied. “<We’re in our second year, and we’re from Tokyo, Japan.>”


    “Saki, that’s amazing!” said Maaya.


    A boy from our group added, “Ayase, I didn’t know you could speak English.”


    It was no big deal. I was sure everyone could have understood Melissa if she’d simply slowed her pace. Asamura seemed to understand the gist of what she was saying, too.


    I waved my hands and denied that it was anything special. “Um, I think you were right, Asamura. She’s asking who we are and where we’re from.”


    At that point, Maaya chimed in with something silly and Maru responded to her. Melissa looked puzzled, and Asamura was clearly worried that we’d given her the wrong impression.


    “Don’t worry. I just told her we were Japanese students on a school trip.”


    “Aw, that’s boring.”


    “Maaya, what good would it do us to confuse her? She says her name is Melissa Wu.”


    I explained that she wanted to hear what we thought of her singing, and it quickly became clear I’d have to translate everyone’s replies.


    “What about you, Asamura?”


    My heart skipped a beat. I’d never imagined I’d have to translate for Asamura, of all people. I was sure he could convey whatever he wanted to say by simply stringing some words together…


    Okay… I need to listen carefully.


    I paid close attention to Asamura’s words, then formulated English sentences in my mind. Recently, I’d been practicing thinking in English, so the process felt strange, like I was filling in exam problems at school. It was a bit harder than just speaking…


    I got the feeling simultaneous interpretation must have been really tough, since you had to go back and forth between two languages in your mind instead of simply translating one way.


    “You sang the same song yesterday,” said Asamura. “Is it folk music? You have a lovely voice.” He broke up his ideas into short sentences, which made it easier for me to translate.


    “<Was he at the museum yesterday?>” Melissa asked back.


    “<Yes, he was,>” I replied.


    “<Oh. Then it was his second time listening to me. Yes. The song I just performed was popular around here in the past. I bet you’ll hear it again. I’m happy that he thinks my voice isn’t just good but pretty. Thanks.>”


    I conveyed what she’d said to Asamura in Japanese. Some people in our group were nodding along even before I translated. Maybe they’d understood the English. The others waited for me to explain.


    After that, even without Maru’s encouragement, everyone started sharing their impressions, and I did my best to translate Melissa’s responses accurately. Whenever someone used an elaborate turn of phrase, I’d get stuck and have to rack my brain for the corresponding English term, idiom, or grammatical pattern.


    Once everyone else had shared their thoughts, Maaya, who had been playing with her phone, suddenly looked up. She thrust the screen toward Melissa and tapped at it with her fingers. Then the device began speaking in a mechanical voice.


    It was a fairly long English sentence. Maaya appeared to have translated her impressions from Japanese and was having an app read out the result. Melissa looked stunned at first, and then she listened intently.


    The comments were typical of Maaya. She gave her honest feedback regarding Melissa’s singing and how it had made her feel.


    Melissa responded with a smile.


    I hadn’t read Maaya’s original text and couldn’t tell if the translation was accurate, but as far as I could tell, it sounded all right. Modern conveniences sure were handy. If I’d tried to do the same thing, though, it would have taken me a lot longer to type everything out on the phone’s tiny keyboard.


    “Maybe we should have asked Maaya to do that from the start,” I said.


    I’d started to feel like all my efforts were pointless, and the words came out like a complaint. But Maaya immediately disagreed, saying a machine translation couldn’t convey human emotions or facial expressions.


    Oh yeah. She has a point.


    “Look, the woman is showing Saki her gratitude.”


    Melissa got up from her chair, came around the table, and hugged my shoulders. It was almost as if she’d heard what Maaya had said.


    “<What’s your name?>” she asked. “<I think your friends have been calling you Saki. Is that right?>”


    “<U-um, yes. It’s Saki.>” I was impressed that she’d managed to pick out our names.


    “<That’s a cute name! Saki, I really appreciate you. Thanks to you, I was able to get genuine feedback about my singing from Japanese high school students!>”


    She smiled and slapped me on the shoulder, which hurt a little. But seeing the happy look on her face, I figured it was just her way of being friendly.


    “<Hey, Saki? I haven’t heard what you thought of my music.>”


    Oh. I guess I didn’t say. “<It was very nice.>”


    “<Yeah? Thanks. So how are you finding Singapore? It’s a great place, huh? Are you enjoying yourself?>”


    “<Uh-huh. I didn’t expect it to be such a beautiful city. Though it’s a little hot.>”


    “<Ha-ha-ha. It’s winter in Japan now, isn’t it? Hey, you all look like you get along great. Is one of these guys your boyfriend?>”


    “<Huh?!>”


    M-my boyfriend?


    “<Yeah. You have a boyfriend, don’t you? You’re very pretty. I bet the guys won’t leave you alone! Tell me, which ones are your boyfriends?>”


    Huh? What did she just say?


    “Which ones”? What did she mean? Did I mishear her?


    “<The look on your face says… Yeah, your boyfriend is here.>”


    I couldn’t help but glance at Asamura before quickly looking away. Wait, why was she asking me about such a personal matter so openly? Or maybe I’d misunderstood. Melissa’s English was considerably more difficult than what I was used to hearing. I wasn’t sure if it was her informal register, her Singaporean accent, or if she just had a unique way of talking. She seemed to be speaking quite frankly, so maybe I’d just misinterpreted her. But still…


    “<I—I don’t have a boyfriend!>”
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  “<You don’t?>”


  She narrowed her eyes and smiled. It was as though she knew the truth and wanted me to spill. This only reinforced the idea that words alone can’t convey a person’s emotions… Maaya was exactly right! But that wasn’t the issue right now…


  I was in a bit of a panic when Melissa abruptly pulled away.


  A man was approaching, calling her name. She rushed over and clung to him. Then, all of a sudden, she was kissing him right in front of us.


  I was so stunned that I thought my heart would leap out of my mouth.


  Shocked, I twisted away and turned my back to them. That was when I saw everyone else’s expressions. They were all stunned as they stared at the kissing couple.


  “Boys, don’t stare!” shouted Maaya. But she was staring even more eagerly than they were.


  Terrified, I returned my gaze to the pair behind me. They were still at it, snuggled up tight, their arms around each other.


  Then Melissa slowly pulled her face away from the man and turned toward me. “<Where are you all staying?>”


  I was dazed, and it took me a minute to react.


  Once I’d come back to my senses, I exchanged a few words with Maaya, then we told Melissa the name of the nearest bus stop. I figured sharing that much wouldn’t cause any problems.


  Melissa said she lived in the same direction and suggested we go home together. Since we didn’t have any other plans that day, we agreed.


  I spoke with Melissa in English for the entire bus ride. I’d never dreamed that I’d get to practice English this way, but I was glad I’d achieved my goal. Melissa used a lot of what sounded like slang, and I couldn’t understood everything she said, but we were able to communicate regardless.


  We didn’t discuss anything special. She asked about what was popular in Japan right now, and we compared our favorite songs. Melissa was fond of Japanese anime and manga, and she brought up a few related topics, but I couldn’t answer her questions since I wasn’t very familiar with that kind of stuff.


  I probably should have gotten Maaya to help, but she was busy keeping everyone happy. It wasn’t easy looking after people.


  I hadn’t seen the man Melissa kissed since we parted ways at the restaurant; I assumed he lived in another area. When we got off at the bus stop by our hotel, she waved good-bye and said she hoped to see us again. Then she crossed the street and was gone.


  From there, we headed straight back to the hotel. I went to the lobby and chatted idly with the girls in Maru’s group. We now knew one another’s names and faces—a big step forward for me.


  It seemed like whenever I was with Maaya, I made more and more connections without even realizing it.


   


  Between the time we picked up our room keys at the front desk and when we reached our door, I received a string of messages on my phone.


  They were casual things like I had a good time today and Good night, but it warmed my heart to see them.


  I said I’d had a great day, too. Then I worked up my courage and sent a picture of a smiling cat to the all-girls group we’d formed. It was one Maaya used often. After that, everyone replied with their favorite pictures. They were different characters, but all of them were smiling. Times like these are when you start to see people’s unique tastes. Maaya used a picture of a laughing robot. It looked really intense, but I didn’t recognize it.


  Once I was back in our room, I changed into my loungewear. As I was hanging up my clothes so they wouldn’t get wrinkled, I noticed a slight tear in my skirt. Fortunately, it wasn’t a hole. Just a bit of fraying at the seam.


  Maybe it had gotten caught on a branch at the zoo or the Night Safari, and I had tugged on it. It wasn’t that noticeable, but it still bothered me, and it might get worse if I didn’t do something about it. I needed to fix it, at least temporarily. Then, once I was back in Japan, I could get it professionally mended.


  Searching through my suitcase, I realized my mistake: I hadn’t packed my sewing set. Now what? Should I borrow one from a roommate? I had a feeling Maaya or Satou might have something.


  “Uh…”


  I looked up and was about to call out to Satou when I noticed that she was speaking with someone on her phone. It was probably that girl, Mio. It sounded like she was talking about our day. Despite her usual reserved demeanor, she was laughing cheerfully, and I felt bad interrupting.


  What about Maaya…? I looked over and saw that she was playing with her phone. Hmm. I guess I shouldn’t bother her.


  I checked the time. It was getting late, but there was still time to go out.


  We were allowed to leave our rooms as long as we stayed on hotel property, and there was a convenience store from a chain I often saw in Japan on the ground floor. Maybe they would have a sewing kit there.


  I put my wallet in my sling bag, told Maaya where I was going, and stepped out.


  On the way, I ran into our teacher and explained myself, then headed downstairs.


  The convenience store faced the main road and had two sets of doors so that customers could enter from both inside and outside the hotel. As I wandered around looking for a sewing set, someone suddenly called out my name.


  “Saki!”


  When I turned around, I found a smiling woman holding a plastic bottle in one hand. It was Melissa. On her other arm was a basket piled high with drinks and bags of potato chips.


  “<Wow. Are you guys staying at this hotel? What a coincidence. Got a sec? Wanna talk some more?>”


  “Umm…”


  I wasn’t sure what to do, but it seemed a shame to turn down an opportunity to practice my English, so I agreed to chat for a little bit. Melissa paid for her massive pile of snacks and drinks, then handed them to a man standing next to her. She’d been chatting with him, and the pair seemed quite close, but to my surprise, he wasn’t the man from the restaurant.


  The guy she’d kissed had been a slim Asian gentleman with straight black hair. This man had a smaller frame, dreadlocks, and seemed like a cheerful, fun-loving soul. They didn’t look at all alike, so I figured he wasn’t a family member.


  The man accepted her bags, kissed Melissa on the cheek, and walked out of the store.


  “<Is this okay?>” I asked.


  “<Hmm? Is what okay?>”


  “<Making your friend wait.>”


  “<It’s no problem. We’ll be together after this. Oh, and he isn’t a friend. He’s my boyfriend.>”


  Huh? What?


  Had I heard her wrong? Was that really her boyfriend?


  Still confused, I managed to purchase my sewing set and a can of coffee. After that, Melissa and I headed for the hotel lobby. There were other people around, so I thought it would be okay for us to sit and talk for ten minutes or so.


  The instant my butt hit the seat, my phone started vibrating. A notification appeared on the screen, showing the first few lines of a text message from Maaya.


  “<Are you busy?>” Melissa asked, clearly concerned. She seemed worried she was imposing on me somehow, but I assured her it was fine.


  Maaya had invited me to a card game. It wouldn’t be a big deal if I was ten minutes late, though I decided to send a reply just in case.


  I was typing out my message when Melissa picked up a can and opened the pull tab with a loud pop. The contents bubbled up with a hissing sound, and she quickly brought the drink to her lips and took a sip, savoring it with a satisfied expression. Was it beer or some alternative? I caught a whiff of alcohol as she drank.


  “<Hmm? You want some, too, Saki?>” she asked.


  “<No, I’m a minor.>”


  “<Oh? I thought they lowered the age of adulthood to eighteen in Japan.>”


  She knows a lot about our country, I thought. But that wasn’t quite right.


  “<The drinking and smoking age hasn’t changed. And besides, I’m still seventeen.>”


  “<Oh, sorry. Then I guess I can’t invite you out for a drink.>”


  “<No. We also have a curfew. But I appreciate the thought.>”


  “<A curfew?! Wow, strict! Then you can only see your boyfriend during the day, huh? That’s too bad.>” She sounded genuinely sorry for me. Then she added, “<And if you can’t meet him at night, you must not have much time for sex.>”


  …Huh?


  “<Oh? Did you not understand me?>” she asked after a moment. “<Was my pronunciation strange?>”


  That’s not the issue here. Did I really just hear her say that? But we’re in public…!


  Melissa raised her eyebrows, looking puzzled. She seemed to think I hadn’t grasped her meaning.


  “<Hmm. I guess it’s okay to say this to you.>”


  “<…What?>”


  I asked the question in English, but her reply came in Japanese.


  “Sexual intercourse,” she said. “You know, going to bed together. Sleeping together. Understand?”


  “Wh-what are you saying in such a loud voice?!”


  Melissa covered her ears with the palms of her hands. “Saki, you’re much louder than I am.”


  I gasped and slowly looked around.


  Fortunately, there were only a few tourists in the lobby. No one was paying any attention to us. Th-thank god.


  “Melissa. You can speak Japanese…?” I asked.


  “Oh. Um, yeah, a little. I’m half Japanese.”


  “You are?!”


  I looked at her again. I’d thought she looked Asian, but her hair was blond, and her skin was almost golden. I’d never expected her to be half Japanese.


  “To be precise, my mom is from Taiwan, and my dad is from Kyushu. They met when she studied in Japan.”


  “Oh.”


  Now speaking in Japanese, Melissa explained her somewhat complicated background. Her parents got married after graduating, and Melissa was born in Japan, so she had Japanese citizenship. She’d also studied there for a few years, which was why she could speak the language.


  “My full name is Mei Sheng Wu. You heard my boyfriend call me that, right? Melissa is my English name.”


  She had to be talking about the man at the convenience store, though I couldn’t remember what he’d called her.


  “Should I call you Mei Sheng, then?”


  “Either’s fine, but I’d prefer Melissa if you don’t mind.”


  I noticed a shadow pass over her face as she spoke and wondered what had caused it.


  Perhaps sensing my curiosity, Melissa thought for a moment. “Saki, how many boyfriends would you like to have?”


  Did…she just say “how many”?


  “Don’t people usually have only one boyfriend?” I asked.


  She sighed dramatically. “Huh. So that’s how you feel.”


  Her response surprised me. “Will you tell me what you mean?”


  “Well, personally, I’d like at least three.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Is it that unusual?”


  “It is to me.”


  “But you fall in love with people for all kinds of reasons, right?”


  I thought about that.


  Reasons for falling in love with someone, huh? You might like someone because they were nice, or cool, or had a handsome face. Was that what she meant?


  “Yes, exactly. Maybe you have the same interests or you’re a good match.”


  “Oh, you mean two people who work well togeth—”


  “Physically, I mean.”


  Oh, that’s what she meant. Ha-ha.


  “One person might not have it all, you know.”


  “Well… Maybe not, but—” If someone did have all that, I’d sure like to meet them.


  “And in that case, it isn’t natural to fall in love with just one person.”


  “Huh…?” Wasn’t that going a bit too far?


  “For example, that cheerful guy likes the same drinks that I do.”


  She was probably talking about the man at the convenience store.


  “You mean you’re drinking buddies?” I asked.


  “We’re also a good match physically. In bed, I mean. He does everything I like.”


  Wow. She really didn’t need to go into that much detail. Just how open can a person get?


  My cheeks were on fire. “Then the man at that restaurant…”


  “He’s a musician like me. We share the same taste in music. He wants more people to hear my songs. But no matter how much he says he loves me, he isn’t interested in my body.”


  I guess there are a lot of different situations out there.


  “If I was only after a single attribute, it would be easy to compare one man to another. I could just choose whoever did it best. But since there are multiple things I’m looking for, I can’t do that.”


  “I see your logic, but…”


  “Do you think that’s strange?”


  “No, I…”


  I had enough sense not to refuse her argument simply because I couldn’t understand it. Each person’s ethical compass was their own business, and it wasn’t right to force your feelings on others. That was especially true when it came to sensitive matters like love and sex.


  “I won’t deny what you’re saying,” I continued, “but I can’t help wondering about something. In that case, wouldn’t your boyfriend be unable to settle for you alone, the same way you can’t settle for only him?”


  “That’s right,” Melissa said.


  “By your logic, you shouldn’t be surprised if your partner is in other relationships, too.”


  “Precisely,” she said as if it was the most natural thing in the world.


  “Um… Do all those guys know that you’re seeing other people…?


  “Sure they do. It wouldn’t be fair if they didn’t. These things are only possible if your partners understand.” She gave me a big, bright smile.


  I was speechless. It felt like the first time in my life that I was coming up against someone with a set of values so utterly alien to me. Even Associate Professor Kudou’s ideas, which were a product of pure logic, were easier for me to accept than Melissa’s.


  “Hey, Saki? I’m glad you aren’t telling me I’m weird.”


  I was pulled out of my thoughts with a gasp.


  Melissa dropped her gaze. “No one understood when I was living in Japan, let alone listened to me. I felt like I was suffocating. That’s why I moved here. But then I realized that even abroad, a lot of people expect me to be chaste when they learn that I’m from Japan.”


  “Is that why you use your English name?”


  She nodded. She said that after she’d dyed her hair, started doing her makeup differently, and given herself an English name, she finally began meeting people who understood her and building up a comfortable community.


  She’d mastered three languages—English, Chinese, and Japanese. But in her daily life, she tried to speak only English. When I heard that, I felt like I’d begun to understand her a little better.


  The way I looked naturally had always felt out of sync with who I wanted to be. That was why I dyed my hair blond and carefully chose how I dressed. Otherwise, the people around me would try to pressure me into acting the way they expected based on my appearance.


  Yomiuri was a traditional Japanese beauty on the outside despite remaining true to herself. If I was as strong and clever as she was, perhaps I, too, could be myself without changing my appearance. But I knew I didn’t have what it took.


  And so I’d long ago decided to arm myself so no one would pull me in a direction I didn’t want to go.


  “You know,” said Melissa, “when I first saw you, I had a feeling in my gut…”


  “Oh…?”


  “I thought maybe you were like me.”


  I remembered how our eyes had met back at the restaurant and how she’d smiled.


  “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I think I was half right and half wrong. You tend to hold yourself back a lot, don’t you?”


  “You think so?”


  “Yeah.”


  I could have denied it, but there was no point.


  “You’re very concerned about how people see you and about what society thinks.”


  “Um, I guess you’re right.”


  I hadn’t been able to talk much with Asamura during our trip because I’d been worried about other people seeing us. In that sense, she was right.


  “Don’t you feel stifled?” she asked.


  But having someone say that to my face irked me.


  “Don’t you feel stifled choosing not to speak Japanese?” I said dismissively.


  Her reply was gentle. “I’m just saying that if you don’t have a place where you can be yourself, you’re going to explode.”


  She’d hit a sore spot, and I felt embarrassed.


  “You’ve got to find a community of people that won’t complain when you do what you want,” she continued.


  Maybe she wasn’t suggesting that I go wild, but simply that I should find a safe place where I could go when I needed to.


  Leaving me with those words, Melissa went back to her boyfriend. She told me they’d be drinking, snacking, and watching anime all night.


  I swallowed the remains of my coffee; it left a mucky sweetness on my tongue.


  I should have gone for the sugarless version.


   


  When I returned to my room, I found Maaya losing miserably to Satou in a card game.


  “That’s why I wanted you to play with us!” she cried.


  I didn’t think asking me to join so she could avoid losing was very nice.


  “I know you’re not very good at this one,” she continued. “You always draw two cards or four cards and then totally forget to declare your win.”


  Well, yeah. But not always. Only sometimes.


  “U-um, how about we start over?” Satou suggested. “I’ll go easy on you this time.”


  “I don’t want you to let me win!”


  “Oh. S-sorry.” Satou looked dejected.


  “N-no, Ryou, it’s not your fault!” Maaya cried, unusually flustered. “It’s the scary girl over there that’s to blame.”


  “Who are you calling a scary girl?” I asked.


  “Um, you, Saki?”


  “Well, is it me or not?”


  “Ryou wouldn’t have to go easy on me if you were here!”


  That might have been true, but…


  “You don’t know that,” I said.


  “Oh yeah? Okay then—let’s do one last round!”


  “If we don’t take our baths soon, it’ll be lights out.”


  “One more game. Just one more!”


  Well, I guess I don’t have a choice.


  Maaya had already started dealing. In the end, we played one more game, and Satou won. It was close, but I beat Maaya by a hair.


  “Whaaat? How’d I lose?” asked Maaya, genuinely flummoxed.


  “Come on,” I said. “It’s time to bathe.”


  “I already took mine earlier,” Satou replied. She was way ahead of us.


  “Saki, let’s go together,” suggested Maaya.


  “Why?”


  “There isn’t enough time for both of us to bathe before lights out.”


  I looked at the time. She was right.


  “Come ooon, Saki.”


  “Okay, okay.”


  Fortunately, the bathtub was huge. There was just enough space to wash our bodies outside the tub, which suited our Japanese habits.


  After a quick rinse, I began scrubbing my body as Maaya sat in the tub.


  “You sure took your time coming back,” she said. “Did something happen?”


  “Oh yeah. You see…”


  As I washed, I recounted what had happened while I was out—running into Melissa at the convenience store and chatting with her in the hotel lobby.


  “Hoh-hoh. So she has two boyfriends, huh? Well, well. So unless a guy meets all her requirements, she has to have another, is that it?”


  “Yeah. But you don’t have to put it like that.”


  “I guess it is fair if she doesn’t mind her partners doing the same thing,” Maaya said as she stood up. “You’ve just gotta find the right person. Or two or three.”


  Hot water ran down her body, visible all the way down to her navel. Geez, cover up with a towel or something. I switched places with her and got in the tub. We’d filled it high enough to submerge our bodies, as was common back home. It was nice and soothing.


  I watched idly as Maaya washed her body.


  The day had left me exhausted.


  As the heat started rising to my head, I asked Maaya absently, “What do you mean ‘the right person’?”


  “You might like a certain arrangement, but the other person might not. The reverse could also be true. But as long as both people agree and there’s no harm done, it’s not a problem.”


  “No harm, huh?” That was a scary way to put it.


  “Think of an extreme case, and you’ll understand. Imagine a world where all the men have died out but one. If you insisted on monogamy in a world like that, the human race would perish.”


  That was way too extreme, but I got what she was trying to say.


  “You mean that, despite it being the norm in Japan these days, insisting on monogamy in a world like that would be harmful.”


  Morals depended on the person and on the world around them. That much should have been obvious. I bet Associate Professor Kudou would say something like that and be done with it.


  “Exactly. Of course, there are cases where the reverse might be true, too. So, in a mature society, we try to preserve as much freedom as we can, so long as it doesn’t infringe on anyone else’s rights.”


  “Huh.”


  “Or at least, that’s what they said in a science fiction anime I watched the other day.”


  “Do all your quotes come from anime?”


  “Some are from tokusatsu shows.”


  “Shouldn’t you broaden your horizons a little more?”


  “Don’t underestimate the breadth of anime and tokusatsu. I could tell you all about it, if you want.”


  “No thanks.”


  She’d never finish, even if she talked all night.


  “Well, anyway. If everyone’s happy with it, I don’t see why Melissa shouldn’t do whatever she wants. If they really are happy, that is. But if it was you, Saki…you wouldn’t want Asamura to cheat on you, right?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  I’d been sitting in the hot water and was getting dizzy, so Maaya’s words caught me completely off guard.


  Now I’ve done it, I realized a second after I replied.


  I could see Maaya grinning at me in satisfaction. With a big smile and shampoo foam covering her head, she looked like a character in a horror flick—not that it mattered.


  “You admitted it,” she said.


  “Ngh… Well, I mean…”


  “Hee-hee-hee-hee. Why try to hide it now?”


  “B-but…it seems weird…’cause we’re siblings…”


  I’d been worried about Maaya finding out precisely because we were so close.


  “You know, Saki, a boy and a girl who’ve just become siblings are virtually strangers. Not that all stepsiblings start dating, of course.”


  “R-right…”


  “You didn’t start out looking at Asamura like that, did you? I bet you tried to be cool and aloof at first.”


  She was right. How did Maaya know me so well?


  “It’s because you’re so easy to read.”


  “Y-yeah?”


  “To me anyway.”


  So I’m easy to read, huh?


  “I expected this from you two right from the beginning, you know?”


  “Ngh… Really?”


  Was I that obvious?


  I’d been so worried about others finding out that now I felt more exhausted than relieved.


  “And?” said Maaya.


  “And what?”


  “You’ll have to keep a tight hold on the reins if you don’t want Asamura to cheat. Are you doing that?”


  “Wh-what do you mean?”


  “Like, do you go on dates with him?”


  “Oh, dates.”


  I’d let my mind run again. Just what had I thought she was asking?


  “If you’ve got other things to share, we can huddle up next to each other with our pillows and you can tell me all about it.”


  “It’s nothing, really.”


  “Don’t worry about it. And you shouldn’t waste this chance. You guys are on a vacation all alone together, you know.”


  “We’re not, though. This is a school trip.”


  “Why don’t you two lovebirds go on a date tomorrow? Asamura and his group are going to Sentosa, just like us. You two can do whatever you like.”


  “Whatever I like?”


  Is that really okay?


  “If you don’t reserve his time, Asamura might wind up touring around with the girls in his group!”
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  Ngh.


  “He’s been careful about what he wears lately. People are saying he’s easier to talk to.”


  Ugh. “Are they really saying that?”


  “Well, I am.”


  “So it was you?!” What a schemer!


  “I’ll be happy as long as everyone in our group goes home with good memories, and that includes you. So…what do you want to do?”


  After rinsing off the shampoo, Maaya looked at me, her wet hair sticking to her face.


  It wasn’t fair. Why did she have to put it that way?


  “I want…to go around the island alone with Asamura.”


  Maaya snorted a laugh. “Good job. You did it.”


  “Ngh. This is embarrassing.”


  Maaya might joke around, but she clearly cared about me. As I watched her, I wondered if she was part of that community Melissa had mentioned. I hoped she saw me that way, too.


  “All right. Then make sure to tell Asamura what you want. Got it?”


  “Okay.”


  Ready to die of embarrassment, I sank my body deeper into the tub. Only my eyes remained above the waterline.


  Thanks, Maaya…


  My murmur became bubbles, floating from my mouth to the water’s surface.


   


  After getting out of the bath, I carefully dried my hair, then slipped into bed.


  Before falling asleep, I thought again about my plans for tomorrow.


  We would be spending the day on Sentosa. Although it was technically a group activity, Maaya had said I could do whatever I wanted, and Asamura’s group was the same.


  It couldn’t be just a coincidence. I figured Maru and Maaya had arranged it somehow. Satou also had a friend in Asamura’s group, so maybe she would be touring the island with her. I wonder what Maaya will be doing…


  I reached for my phone, which I’d left plugged into the charger, then I took the plunge and sent a message to Asamura. I was probably still drunk from all the fun I’d had with the others earlier that day. That and the little nudge from Maaya had pushed me over the edge. I’d really let the cat out of the bag. I’d better tell Asamura that Maaya knows.


  I’d like to go around Sentosa tomorrow, just the two of us. Is that okay?


  Then, as an excuse, I added that we were allowed to split up and do whatever we wanted as long as we didn’t leave the island.


  Many second-year students from Suisei would be on Sentosa. But there were lots of things to do there, and I didn’t think we were likely to run into anyone else unless we planned it. We could sneak away from our group and be alone together, and no one would be the wiser.


  It felt like an eternity before my message was marked as read and Asamura finally replied. I wondered if my request had put a burden on him.


  When I heard the notification sound, my heart contracted as if it had been squeezed.


  Okay, got it. I’ll talk to my group about it. Could you give me until tomorrow to work out the timing?


  I let out the breath I’d been holding.


  The reply wasn’t an enthusiastic yes, nor was it a rejection. He wanted me to wait. Though we were free to do what we wanted, that didn’t necessarily mean he would be alone all day.


  At any rate, he hadn’t turned me down. The rest…would have to wait until tomorrow.


  Relieved, I started to feel drowsy. Just as I began to doze off, my phone made another sound.


  I rubbed my eyes and looked at the screen.


  I want to go around the island with you, too.


  Oh? I’m so glad.


  How should I reply?


  After hesitating, I decided to send him a single picture. If I sounded too happy, it would be hard for him to let me down if something came up.


  I closed my eyes, hoping we could enjoy the island together the following day.
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    Reading a letter written on paper requires light, but you can read text messages on your phone even in the dark.


    If I pulled the covers over my head, no one would know that I’d received a message from Asamura. They wouldn’t even notice anything had happened. I could read it without being questioned. What would it look like from outside when I’m rustling around, hiding under the covers? No—I won’t dwell on that.


    The first thing I did after waking up was grab my phone, get back under the covers, and check my messages.


    But there were no messages from Asamura.


    Well, it’s only six AM. Breakfast was at seven, so maybe he wasn’t awake yet. I didn’t need to panic. He was probably waiting for the right time to tell his group about his plans for the day.


    “Haah.” I stuck my head out from under the covers and exhaled.


    Then my eyes met Maaya’s as she sat on the next bed over, combing her hair.


    “Saki. Are you going for the gold in freestyle bed diving?”


    That’s definitely not a real sport.


    “It’s way too hot for that,” I replied.


    “…I suspected as much.” Her gaze was sharp.


    Aware that I was being stupid, I crept out into the open and got ready for the day.


    After eating breakfast, I checked my phone again, but there were still no new messages. I was starting to worry I’d asked too much of Asamura.


    Maybe I should text him again. But then he might think I’m being too pushy. As I debated what to do, the minutes passed, and soon, it was time to leave. I still hadn’t sent Asamura a message.


    I reminded myself that we were going to the same destination. We could meet up anytime… Or could we?


    I told myself that there was no need to panic and headed to the island with my group.


     


    Sentosa was a tiny island off the southern coast of Singapore. It was a famous tourist site with a wealth of things to do and places to visit, including Universal Studios Singapore, Mega Adventure Park, and Palawan Beach. The island also had a casino, though we were too young to visit it.


    Connecting Sentosa to Singapore was a large bridge that you could cross by car, bus, cab, monorail, or on foot. Though you had to pay an entry fee when you reached the island.


    Our group took a bus. As we crossed the long four-lane bridge, we could see the blue ocean extending on either side.


    If I kept my gaze forward toward the island, the scenery didn’t look much different from the Tokyo Bay Aqua-Line. No, that was a lie. The number of lanes was different, and the ocean was a more tropical color. Everyone else was excited as they stared out the window, but not me. My eyes were fixed on my phone as I quietly texted Asamura.


    Please get in touch with me when you can.


    I meant for him to send me a message when he had a chance to sneak away. He and his group were probably crossing the bridge, too. Maybe…


    I raised my head and looked out the window.


    A few cars were moving parallel to us, but I didn’t see any other buses. I couldn’t tell if Asamura’s group had already reached the island or if they were behind us.


    Just as I was about to sigh, my phone made a noise, and I gasped. Quickly, I turned to stare at the screen.


    Sorry it took me so long to reply! I’ll try to leave my group after lunch so we can meet up.


    It was a short message, but I felt a wave of relief wash over me. Asamura was making an effort to spend time with me. I wondered if he’d had a chance to tell Maru yet.


    After finding out about our relationship, Maaya seemed ready to help me out. But Asamura’s situation was different. Maybe his classmates would call him a spoilsport if he asked to tour the island by himself.


    He’d said he would try to leave his group after lunch, so I decided to believe him. He probably intended to spend the morning with his friends. I didn’t want to stop him from expanding his social circle, and I ought to be satisfied just spending the afternoon with him…


    I couldn’t complain and ask him to come see me sooner, even if I wanted to.


    Suddenly, my thoughts began to feel familiar. I felt a heaviness in my stomach like I had swallowed a rock.


    I was reminded of an exchange between my mom and my biological father.


    Mom worked as a bartender in Shibuya. She left each day in the evening and returned home after midnight. Those hours were normal for her line of work, and there was nothing she could do about it. My father must have known that, but after his company was stolen from him, he’d become suspicious of everyone and everything around him.


    “Are you going to be late again tonight?”


    He’d complain and taunt her, flinging accusations day and night.


    I was a child back then, and when I heard my father’s angry voice, I would curl up into a ball. Filled with fear, I’d wonder why he said those things to Mom and hurt her. I knew my father was the one being unreasonable, and I wanted him to stop blaming Mom for coming home late.


    Mom had kept her mouth shut and remained silent. She must have known that anything she said would never reach his heart. He’d been ruled by emotion, not logic.


    I looked at my phone. No new messages from Asamura.


    But he had a social life, and we were in the middle of a school trip. We weren’t doing our own thing, on our own time. I was being selfish, wishing for an instant reply. Rationally, I knew that. It was unreasonable to let my suspicions run wild just because he hadn’t gotten back to me. I didn’t want to be like my father, who’d had no control over his emotions.


    I moved my fingertip across the screen and typed out a message.


    You don’t have to go out of your way. Contact me when you think we can get together.


    Then I looked up from my phone. “Hey, Maaya?”


    “Hmm? What is it? Do you want to use the bathroom?”


    “N-no.” What was she saying with so many people around?


    “Ow. That hurts!”


    “It’s something else, okay?”


    “Fine, fine. Stop pinching my cheeks.”


    Her cheeks were soft, and it was fun to stretch them, but I let go and cleared my throat.


    “I was just wondering if you had a stomachache,” Maaya continued. “You looked really grim. Oh, I know. Is it a case of constipation?”


    “Do you want me to pinch you again?”


    “No. I’ll be quiet…”


    “Listen, it’s about our plans after this… I was wondering what the rest of the group will be doing.”


    “Oh, that. We’re free to do whatever we want, as long as we remember to meet at the designated place and time. But I figured some people might still be undecided, so I looked up some recommended spots and put the info in our shared folder.”


    “Ah,” our group responded simultaneously.


    Satou looked impressed. “Wow… Thank you. That’s a big help.”


    Since we’d all agreed to do our own thing, no one would have complained if Maaya had simply left it at that. I was reminded again of how meticulous and responsible she was when it came to taking care of others.


    “There’s Universal Studios, which is right across the bridge,” she said. “And a little farther west is a place called Mega Adventure Park.”


    “Hmm. Which do you recommend?” I asked.


    Maaya crossed her arms and struck a thinking pose. “It might not make much difference since you won’t be able to see everything in a single day, either way. Unless, of course, there’s an attraction you’re particularly interested in.”


    “That makes sense.”


    “The meeting place and time are in the shared file, too. We’ll be taking the bus home, so be punctual. Most of the tourist sites should have free Wi-Fi, so contact me if anything happens.”


    We all replied in unison like children: “Okay.” Everyone seemed to have complete trust in Maaya as our group leader, and that included me.


    “In theory, it might be better to start from the place that’s farthest away. You don’t want to buy souvenirs, then end up having to lug them all around the island.”


    We nodded in agreement.


    After considering our options, the boys decided to go to Mega Adventure Park, while the three of us girls planned to meet up with the girls from Maru’s group, including Satou’s friend Mio, and visit Universal Studios Singapore.


    Apparently, the boys couldn’t resist the word adventure. One of them said, “And it isn’t just any adventure. It’s a mega adventure.” I didn’t get it at all.


    Maaya said that boys loved words like mega and giga. She probably understood them better because of her younger brothers.


    Our group headed toward the Universal Studios ticket booth, but just as the large blue globe with the Universal logo came into view, Maaya whispered into my ear.


    “Are you sure you want to go? You might get stuck with us for a while.”


    She had to be talking about my rendezvous with Asamura. However, I still hadn’t received any new messages from him, and waiting around would only increase my anxiety.


    “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s okay. Let’s have fun.”


    This was what I needed. I would consider what to do next once I heard from Asamura. He was probably somewhere on the island. Everything was fine. He’d said he would find a chance to sneak away.


    We purchased our tickets and stepped into the amusement park.


     


    The sun was now directly above us.


    Its rays were even more intense than they’d been the previous day, and the temperature soared. I almost forgot that it was the end of February. Singapore’s rainy season was supposed to last through February, and we’d been told that it could pour at any time, but it appeared that we’d been blessed with good weather. I prayed my sunscreen would hold out as we walked around the park.


    I was able to distract myself and have a good time until the afternoon. Being in a large group of only girls must have helped put me at ease.


    Surprisingly, Satou was the one who most enjoyed the thrill rides. She kept wanting to go again, so I told her, Maaya, and the others to go ahead while I took shelter from the sun.


    My inner ear was about at its limit. I even got motion sickness when playing 3D games on a large LCD TV. I was not built for thrill rides. Besides, they scared me.


    After the others were satisfied and we all met back up, we had lunch at a restaurant in the park. We visited a couple more attractions in the early afternoon, and then Maaya said she wanted to do some sightseeing, so we headed to Palawan Beach.


    It was past three PM, and the sun was starting to slip down toward the west, its rays weakening.


    I kept looking at my phone, pretending to check the time. I was glancing at it more frequently now that the morning was over.


    Still no texts.


    The Singaporean government offered free Wi-Fi just about everywhere, but I was never sure when we’d be back in range, so I decided to send Asamura another message.


    We’re going to Palawan Beach now.


    After that, there would only be enough time to go shopping for souvenirs. If we were going to spend any time together, he’d have to come to the beach. Maybe he was texting me at that very moment, suggesting some other meeting place. I didn’t want that to happen, but I resigned myself to the possibility.


    I waited a minute or so, but he hadn’t even read my message yet. I started to get concerned. Had something happened?


    I’ll wait for you there. I’ll text you again when we’re on the move.


    I wished we could connect more frequently…


    Maaya said, “Okay then—let’s go!” and I stood up.


    We began walking to the beach—our last stop.


     


    As you can see on any online map, Sentosa is an inverted triangle jutting out to the south. Palawan Beach is located in the southwest (the diagonal area from the upper left to the lower right). It’s a section of coast shaped like the number three.


    The beach was just over two kilometers south of Universal Studios, about a half hour walk. We knew from the map that we could make it on foot, so we forged ahead. That way, we could enjoy the scenery along the way.


    “If we get lost, we can just ask someone nearby. Saki can translate,” Maaya said.


    “Who, me?!”


    “I think you’re our best hope at communicating.”


    Satou nodded with gusto. Apparently, she agreed with Maaya.


    I-I’m not that good…, I thought. Then I recalled how I’d been the only one talking to Melissa on the bus back to the hotel the day before.


    After exiting the park, we made our way around its perimeter. Just outside was a shopping mall and a bunch of restaurants. We’d already eaten plenty, though, and weren’t tempted to go inside. We could vaguely make out the attractions in the park, along with the faint sound of cheers ringing through the clean air.


    After walking through the shopping mall, we emerged onto a sidewalk flanked by a main road. The canopy that had been shielding us from the sun ended there, and a blue sky opened up overhead.


    The sun was setting, yet it was still bright outside, and my eyes hurt from looking up. The temperature had risen significantly, and just walking around made me sweat.


    “I’d like a parasol in addition to my hat,” Maaya said, and Satou nodded with enthusiasm.


    The sun’s rays were strong enough that we had to worry about heatstroke.


    The sidewalk seemed to continue forever, and there were trees to either side, so dense that we wondered if we were cutting through a forest. There were no stores anywhere in sight.


    “There’s supposed to be a big, fancy hotel on the other side of the trees,” Maaya said.


    She had to mean the five-star hotel I noticed on the map.


    Not that I could spot it with so many trees blocking the view.


    It was interesting to see palm trees mixed in with the other varieties, looking like a perfectly natural part of the landscape.


    “Oh. There’s the ocean…,” Satou said, and I leaned forward to look.


    Ahead of the narrow road was a small patch of blue different from the sky, rippling from side to side.


    “Wow!” Maaya’s voice bounced with excitement. “We’re at the beach! Should we run down there?!”


    “Don’t. It’s dangerous,” I warned. Maaya might actually take off sprinting if I didn’t stop her.


    “But doesn’t that just scream teenage girls at the prime of their youth?” she said.


    “Would you like to hear a lecture on how a girl running down the sidewalk yelling at the top of her lungs in a foreign language would look to those around her?”


    “They’d think, ‘Ahh, how peaceful,’ right?”


    “I mean, maybe. But…”


    Satou broke in. “Narasaka, listen—”


    “Ryou,” Maaya interrupted her, “I think it’s about time you started calling me Maaya.”


    “Okay, Maaya. I think you should wait until we get to the beach.”


    “Oh, I see! Ryou, you’re a genius!” Maaya made a victory sign with her fingers and thrust it toward the other girl.


    Mio was genuinely surprised. Apparently, she’d never seen Satou become friends with someone so quickly.


    Suddenly, Maaya made a suggestion. “Let’s all stand shoulder to shoulder and do a cheerleading dance with the beach as our backdrop!”


    “I’m not doing it,” I said.


    “We can take a photo with your leg way up high. Your brother will love it.”


    “Forget it!”


    Oops. I raised my voice.


    “Oh, Ayase. So you do have an older brother,” said Satou. “Or wait, is this about attributes again…?”


    “What? Well. Um…yeah, I have a brother.”


    “Lucky you. I’m an only child. I wish I had siblings.”


    “See? Everyone wants a big brother,” said Maaya.


    “I’m genuinely jealous,” agreed Satou.


    “That’s totally irrelevant right now,” I insisted, trying to cut the conversation short.


    Maaya grinned. Then she silently mouthed, “He hasn’t contacted you yet, huh?”


    “Ngh…”


    I nodded. Maaya could see right through me.


    The view of the sea grew larger as we continued to walk. The scent of the tides wafted in on the wind and tickled my nose. The sea smelled the same even in tropical countries, it seemed. It shouldn’t have surprised me. The oceans are all connected, after all.


    Finally, the view in front of us opened up, and a sandy beach spread out before us.


    “Wow, the sand is so white,” Satou said, moved.


    Beyond it was a vast blue sea under a blue sky, with a small island ahead of us to the right.


    “That’s Palawan Island,” said Maaya. “Look. You can even see the famous suspension bridge.”


    There was a narrow bridge stretching out toward the island. It was maybe fifty meters long and appeared to stretch just above the water’s surface.


    “Is it really famous…?” asked Satou.


    “Well, most of the guidebooks and sites featuring Palawan Beach have photos of it.”


    “I’d be scared to cross a bridge like that… It looks dangerous.”


    “It’s okay, Ryou. Even if you fall, you’re only about a meter above the water. And look, it has nets on both sides to keep people from slipping off.”


    As Maaya said, the narrow suspension bridge had netting that reached about chest level on both sides.


    “I…see.”


    Let’s leave it at that, I thought.


    “Okay, why don’t we go there?” said Maaya. “Palawan Island is small, so it shouldn’t take much time to explore!”


    “O-okay,” said Satou.


    Are we really going to cross that bridge?


    We made our way down the sandy beach toward a thick forest, where we found a sign for the suspension bridge. A guide was standing nearby and helped us make our way through the trees, which blocked our view like a wall. Then, without any warning, our view opened up, and we arrived at the bridge. When I saw the view of the sea and the narrow crossing, my heart skipped a beat. I wondered if they’d intentionally set up the approach to have that effect.


    “Ladies, it’s dangerous to run, so let’s cross slowly,” Maaya said. She’s one to talk. She’s the one most likely to take off running.


    But she was right. The suspension bridge was barely wide enough for one person to cross, and it swayed with every step we took. I found it more frightening than any of the rides at the amusement park.


    I had to lean to one side when I passed someone returning from the island, and I ended up grabbing the net whenever we bumped into each other. I knew I wouldn’t fall, but my heart rate soared, and it had to be terrible for my health. All the while, the clear blue sea was visible below my feet.


    I exhaled with relief when I finally reached the opposite shore and set foot back on solid ground. Only a little ways down the shore, we could already see the ocean on the opposite side of the island.


    “It’s so small,” said Maaya.


    She was right. The island was so tiny that it was almost a letdown. It certainly wouldn’t be a problem to explore the whole place.


    We spent our time walking around, picking up handfuls of sand from the beach, inhaling the sea breeze, and staring out at the endless ocean. It had started to cool down again, but we were tired of walking and took turns sitting on the single chair we’d found during our trek.


    “So we’re going home tomorrow,” Maaya said.


    “It feels like a dream. We really are in a foreign country,” Satou said as she took snapshots of the large ships offshore. She appeared disappointed by the low light; the sun was beginning to set, and the sun’s rays coming from behind her subjects were casting them all in shadow.


    “We didn’t get to do much sightseeing. It would be nice to come back, wouldn’t it?”


    “Do you think we could?”


    “We could come every week if travel costs were lower. It’s a nice place, clean and safe. If only my English was better.”


    “Maaya, you’re good at the language,” I pointed out. “It’s just conversation that you struggle with.”


    “I just need to hire a good guide.”


    “You aren’t talking about me, are you?”


    “Saki, why don’t you have your honeymoon in Singapore?”


    Her suggestion was so absurd I wasn’t sure where to start.


    “Why do you think you can tag along on someone’s honeymoon?”


    After that, we decided to rest a while, then headed back across the bridge. Once on the other side, we turned around.


    The sun was approaching the horizon, but the sky remained blue.


    It would have been dusk by now in Japan, but the sky was still light. Over here, it was after seven in the evening, and the sun continued shining.


    “The sunset in Singapore is supposed to be around seven twenty today,” said Satou.


    “Hmm? Ryou, did you just google that?” asked Maaya.


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Oh yeah. We’re getting a bit of Wi-Fi here on the beach… Oh… Oh!” Maaya croaked, then turned to me. “Do you wanna spend some more time here?”


    “Huh?” What does she mean?


    “Our meeting spot is just one bus ride away, so we can go on ahead. We’ll look around for souvenirs while we wait.”


    I recalled the text I had sent Asamura.


    We’re going to Palawan Beach now.


    I’ll wait for you there.


    I’d told him I’d text him again when we were back on the move. But when I’d glanced at my phone on Palawan Island, I hadn’t received any texts from him, and I’d had no access to Wi-Fi. I’d been pretty worried about what to do. If he didn’t get back to me, would I just have to stay here, killing time?


    “This is probably the last place we’re visiting with a beautiful view…,” I mumbled.


    “Oh, are you meeting someone?” asked Satou.


    My shoulders jolted. “Why would you think that?”


    “Well, you’ve been fidgety all day.”


    Maaya burst out laughing. “Maybe it’s time for you to give up on your cool-girl reputation!”


    Cool-girl reputation…? I wished she wouldn’t make up weird phrases like that. I’ve never thought of myself as cool. I just wanted to be who I am and not let anything sway me.


    “The sun’s still out, and it seems safe here with all these people around,” said Maaya. “You should be fine on your own. But remember to get to the meeting spot on time.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Satou said. “I want to buy souvenirs.”


    “Of course, I was going to invite you anyway! Okay, then,” Maaya said, turning to me. “See you.”


    “We’ll catch you later,” said Satou.


    “Huh…? Are you sure?” I asked.


    But they started to walk away before I could say anything else. When I called out to her, Maaya turned around, gave me a thumbs-up, and silently mouthed, “Good luck.”


    She was so pushy. I sighed heavily as I watched them head off toward the main road, then I pulled out my phone and glanced at the screen.


    She was right. I have a Wi-Fi connection again.


    But I still hadn’t received any texts.


    I looked around aimlessly, then went back to the suspension bridge and made my way to the middle, where I came to a stop.


    The sun was near the border between the sky and the sea. It looked small, perhaps because there was nothing along the horizon to compare it with.


    Standing in the middle of the bridge, I was surrounded by the water. Suddenly, I felt all alone in the world. The only sounds were the chirping of birds in the sky and the waves lapping against the shore. When a strong wind blew against the bridge, I could hear the net stretching, and now and then, there was a whistle from some large ship offshore.


    I wondered if the tourists were starting to leave. No one was crossing the bridge, so I could stand idly and listen to the various sounds around me.


    Then I looked toward the beach and noticed that crowds of people were gathered there.


    I heard cheers.


    A couple came walking toward me from Palawan Island, and I quickly moved to one side. Perhaps they were newlyweds. They were holding hands and smiling happily at each other. I heard them say “<Excuse us>” as they made their way past me. I glanced at them and caught them looking up at the sun, just as I had been doing. They let out an audible gasp.


    It wasn’t often that you got to see the sun set beyond a flat horizon stretching as far as you could see. I was sure the couple would remember that sight for a long time.


    They stood a few steps away from me, staring at the western sky for a while. Then the man hugged the woman’s shoulder and brought his face close to hers. She gazed back at him, and…


    Suddenly, realizing what they were doing, I looked away. It was bad manners to stare.


    When they were finished embracing, practically melting together, they left, and I finally exhaled.


    They hadn’t even cared that I was right there.


    Haah. I’ve come so far from home.


    Did they behave like that because this was another country? Or was it because they were newlyweds? Or were my values just old-fashioned?


    “I’m jealous.”


    Realizing that I was mumbling, I quickly covered my mouth with my hand and glanced around, despite knowing I was alone.


    The balance between desire and reason—the boundaries of ethics. Those things were always in dispute throughout every era and in every place.


     


    Unable to live in Shirakawa’s clean water, the fish yearn for the dirty rice fields of home.


     


    I recalled a line I’d recently heard in Japanese history class.


    I wondered if it was right to be so oblivious to your surroundings, like that couple had been. But at the same time, I thought, Well, humans are just animals.


    I was still reserved toward Asamura. I was afraid of pushing my desires on him. No, that wasn’t quite right. I was so worried about pressuring him, I had trouble even communicating what I wanted. Even after all our discussions about the importance of talking things out.


    You had to show your hand if you wanted to compromise. You had to share a bit of what you wanted, even if it made the other person dislike you. You could think things through once you knew how they felt. Wasn’t I jumping to conclusions without considering his feelings?


    I walked across the suspension bridge, holding my phone. Once I reached the beach, my Wi-Fi returned.


    I’m now at the Palawan Beach suspension bridge. I’d like you to come here.


    I chose the bridge as our meeting point to make it easy for Asamura to find me. Instead of saying I was waiting for him, I wrote that I wanted him to come, and then I hit the SEND button.


    It was immediately marked as read, and I gasped.


    Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m on my way now.


    Huh?


    I looked up in a panic, but all I could see were the people I’d noticed earlier.


    When was “now”?


    Full of anxiety, I walked back to the suspension bridge.


    I saw myself in the image of the sun slowly slipping toward the horizon. I sensed the darkness of night creeping up behind me with a mix of anxiety and frustration.


    All of a sudden, I heard footsteps and felt a faint vibration. I looked away from the sun and turned around.


    A boy was running toward me, out of breath. My heart felt like it was being squeezed. I could only make out his silhouette, but I knew who it was.


    Sweating profusely and gasping for breath, Asamura rushed up to me.


    “Sorry…I’m late…!”


    I was relieved to see him, and my mood brightened instantly.


    What happened? What took you so long?


    I wanted to ask him so many questions. Knowing him, he must have had his reasons. That was what my rational mind told me.


    But I had realized that some things just couldn’t be conveyed if you held back.


    I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t felt helpless and frustrated as I waited for him.


    Oh god. Were these the emotions my biological father had felt when he said those things to my mom? He’d rebuked her, blamed her, let it all out.


    And that was how their relationship had ended.


    “I waited for you for a long time,” I said.


    Asamura made a pained expression. It reminded me of how my mom had looked once upon a time.


    So I quickly added, “But you’re here now.”


    Then I remembered a more important feeling.


    I stepped closer, put my arms around him, and squeezed.


    “I’m glad to see you.”


    We became one as we melted into each other against the sunset.
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    I knew from the previous day that Maru and Yoshida liked to wake up early.


    And as soon as they were awake, they were liable to head off on an adventure, even if it was just a glorified trip to the convenience store. I figured I’d be left alone, so I set my alarm.


    But it didn’t go off.


    When I saw the time, my first thought was, Oh, it’s seven in the morning. It’s time for breakfast. Then I panicked.


    It was already seven?


    Still half asleep, I fumbled for my phone. The room was pitch-black; Maru and Yoshida had thoughtfully closed the curtains so I wouldn’t wake up. I reached for the edge of the table where I had left my phone but felt nothing there.


    That was strange.


    With no other choice, I turned on the light and found my phone and charger on the floor. Had I smacked it in my sleep? Or maybe there had been an earthquake. No, they didn’t have earthquakes in Singapore, so it must have been an accident. The cable was disconnected, and the screen remained dark when I picked up the phone. The battery had run out.


    I realized what that meant and panicked. If Ayase contacted me, I wouldn’t even know. Settle down, I told myself.


    I reconnected my phone to the charger and waited for it to come back to life. The screen lit up with the familiar logo, and I heard the sound of an incoming text. My heart sped up.


    “…Oh, it’s from Maru.”


    He was letting me know that it was time for breakfast. I hadn’t received any other messages. I checked all my chats and confirmed that there were no new messages. After that, I exited the room, leaving my phone plugged into the charger. I had no other choice.


    “Hey, Asamura. What took you so long?” asked Maru.


    “My phone ran out of power.”


    I went to the buffet to pick out some food, then sat down and thought about my situation over breakfast. It was unlikely that my phone would be fully charged by the time we finished eating. But I couldn’t sit in our room and wait. We were allowed to do whatever we wanted during the day’s outing, but others would think I’d gotten sick or something if I stayed behind.


    “Maru, do we have time to stop by the convenience store?”


    “Sure. I scheduled plenty of time so we don’t need to rush. What’s the matter? Diarrhea? I have some medicine, but it doesn’t taste very good.”


    He was wrong this time, but even if he was right, I’d rather he not say stuff like that out loud.


    “No thanks. I was wondering if they had portable chargers.”


    “Time isn’t an issue. We only need to be together during the trip to Sentosa and back, so you’re fine as long as you get to our meeting spot on time.”


    “Okay.”


    “I have a spare battery if you want to use it.”


    I decided not to take Maru up on his offer. Who knew when he might have trouble with his phone?


    “By the way, where are the girls?” I asked.


    Six of us had been at breakfast the day before.


    Maru gestured to them with a flick of his chin. About three tables away, a large crowd of girls was gathered together, having a meeting of some kind. It wasn’t only the girls in our group but other students as well.


    “Are they joining the other girls today?”


    “That’s what they told me,” said Maru.


    “That sounds nice.” I was glad they had plans.


    “Well, Shinjou is pretty popular with the girls.”


    “Shinjou?”


    I took another look at the group and saw that it included a few boys. Among them was Shinjou from the next class over. As I looked at him, our eyes met. He waved and said, “Hey.”


    “Oh? Are you close with that guy?!” Yoshida asked, looking surprised.


    “I guess.”


    “How can he fit in so easily with an all-girls group like that? God, how I envy him.”


    “Really?”


    It was nice that they got along. Personally, I’d feel intimidated or get worn out being around so many people.


    “What do you mean, ‘Really?’ Either you’re some kind of hermit, or you already have a girlfriend, Asamura!”


    “Huh? Was that a bad response?”


    “No, no. It just means one less competitor. But geez, how are you so detached? Could it be, do you really have a girlfriend…?”


    I quickly shook my head. What was Yoshida thinking, yelling about stuff like that during breakfast first thing in the morning?


    “Haah. I wish I could play around with girls all the time… My youth is nothing but dull, gray days. God, how I’d love to hold hands with a girl, linking our fingers together and running around, chasing after some mouse in a dreamy theme park with a big castle.”


    You’re not supposed to chase him. Poor mouse.


    “Hey, Maru,” said Yoshida. “You know a bunch of random stuff. Teach me how to curse a guy. Maybe something like he goes bald or gets a beer belly twenty years down the road.”


    That’s awfully specific…


    “I don’t know if these are curses, per se, but there’s Eko, eko, azarak, Elohim, Essaim, and Kono urami harasade okubekika. But honestly, don’t bother.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “Think about it. You never know when a stroke of good luck will come your way. What if while we’re on the island, we run into some other group by chance like we did yesterday? Do you really have time to be cursing someone?”


    “That won’t— Oh! Maybe it will happen!”


    Yoshida’s face suddenly brightened. What an easy guy to please.


    “Asamura. This guy is just a happy-go-lucky extrovert. Don’t pay him any mind.”


    “Are you sure?” He looked awfully resentful a moment ago.


    “Remember this, Asamura. A guy who says exactly what he wants is just a loudmouthed extrovert. A true shadow dweller doesn’t have the courage to be honest.”


    Maru’s words seemed to make sense, but I wasn’t too sure.


    “And…what about you, Maru?”


    “No comment.”


    After finishing my breakfast, I let Maru and Yoshida go back to our room while I went to the convenience store and bought a portable charger. It was the type that took standard batteries, and I purchased plenty of those, so I figured it would at least last me for the day.


    After that, I went back to our hotel room and checked my phone, but it was only about 20 percent charged, and it wasn’t likely it’d be ready by the time we left. Fortunately, I hadn’t received any texts from Ayase. She must’ve been busy that morning, too.


     


    A little while later, we hopped on a bus and set off for Sentosa.


    I received a text from Ayase on the way.


    Please get in touch with me when you can.


    I figured she meant for me to text her once I found an opportunity to leave the others.


    Her group was probably crossing the bridge to Sentosa right now, just like we were.


    Maybe they were on another bus nearby. If they were taking public transportation, they would have Wi-Fi.


    If I sent her a text now, would she receive it right away? Would she have a chance to look at it?


    “Asamura.” Maru suddenly called out to me from the seat next to mine.


    I quickly put down my phone and turned toward him. “What?”


    “I said everyone could do whatever they wanted. Have you decided your plans for today?”


    “Oh, not in particular.”


    “Hmm. Hey…”


    Maru looked at his phone and swiped something on his screen. What was he doing?


    “Have you already bought souvenirs?” he asked.


    “Oh, I thought that could wait till tomorrow.”


    The next day, we wouldn’t have much free time. We would simply be heading home, and that was it. Still, we’d have some leeway to buy souvenirs at the airport. I thought I’d pick up something for Dad and Akiko, but since we didn’t have any relatives living nearby, I didn’t need to buy a lot. Because of that, I hadn’t given it much thought.


    Oh yeah, I guess I should get something for people at work. After all, I have a senior coworker who’s always helping me out.


    “That wasn’t what I meant,” Maru whispered. “I meant for your sister.”


    Huh?


    To be honest, the thought had never crossed my mind.


    Maru knew my dad had remarried and that I now had a stepsister. Until this summer, he’d believed she was a little girl. But he now knew it was actually Ayase…


    “I didn’t think you needed to buy souvenirs for people who also came on the trip,” I pointed out.


    A souvenir was something you bought to share your experience with someone close to you who wasn’t able to go. It didn’t make sense to get a souvenir for Ayase, who was here with us.


    “Let me rephrase,” Maru said. “I’m suggesting that you buy her a memento.”


    Oh, so that’s what he meant.


    It wasn’t hard to understand. I remembered purchasing a wooden sword and a strange pennant while on my middle school trip. Thinking about it now, I wasn’t sure why I’d gotten those things. It was like I’d been caught up in the heat of the moment. I’d set the triangular pennant in a corner of my room without even putting it up. But it was true that every time I glanced at it, I remembered the classmates I’d traveled with.


    I had to laugh at myself. The whole thing had been silly.


    But Maru had a point. A memento of our shared trip, huh? It was probably more meaningful to buy something together, of course. But then again, a small surprise gift might not be a bad idea. The more I thought about it, the better the idea seemed.


    “Do you have any shops you’d recommend?” I asked Maru.


    “Well, Yoshida and I plan to go to USS now. They’ll have a lot of stores, both indoors and outdoors.”


    He was talking about Universal Studios Singapore, one of the top tourist destinations on Sentosa. Maru and Yoshida weren’t the only ones eager to go; many of our classmates planned to visit, too. In fact, the girls in our group had said that was where they were heading first. I thought about that. Maybe Ayase would also be there. In that case, it might be even easier for us to leave our groups and meet up.


    Considering when we’d arrive on the island, it would soon be time for lunch. I didn’t know where Ayase and her group were eating, but I didn’t want her to skip a meal waiting for me. Besides, a gift would be more fun if it was a surprise, so I thought I’d keep my plan a secret until I’d bought her something.


    After giving it some thought, I sent Ayase a text message.


    Sorry it took me so long to reply! I’ll try to leave my group after lunch so we can meet up.


    It was immediately marked as read. A short time later, I received a reply.


    You don’t have to go out of your way. Contact me when you think we can get together.


    After reading it, I turned to Maru and said I’d go with him to USS.


     


    I parted with Maru and Yoshida at the entrance to Universal Studios to wander around the shopping mall area. But there was so much there that I had trouble deciding on anything.


    When lunch rolled around, I grabbed something at a fast-food restaurant, then resumed wandering the mall.


    What would Ayase like?


    A stuffed animal? Jewelry? Or perhaps a chic fragrance? After considering all these ideas, I realized I’d gotten a bit off track.


    The key word for this gift was memento.


    Whatever I got had to serve as a reminder of this trip the two of us (and our classmates) had taken to Singapore at the age of seventeen. If I bought her something that screamed Universal Studios, it might seem like we’d just gone to the one in Osaka. I needed something that was more specific to Singapore…


    Then, while wandering around one of the shops, a small Merlion key chain caught my eye. It was a classic Singapore souvenir. But wasn’t it the same as that pennant I’d bought in middle school?


    After careful consideration, I decided to get two of them as backups. If I kept looking and didn’t find anything else, at least I’d have these.


    I paid for them and was getting ready to head to another store to look for something nicer, when the phone in my pocket started vibrating. I quickly pulled it out and saw that I’d missed a call. It was from Maru. I tapped the phone to call him back. It was probably urgent since he’d called instead of texting.


    “Hey, it’s me, Asamura—”


    His voice overlapped mine before I could finish.


    “Can you come back to the entrance?”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    Before he could even tell me what had happened, I was out of the store and rushing through the mall.


    “Hurry. Someone got dizzy and fainted.”


    “Who?”


    “I don’t know her name. Hmm? What?” He was talking to someone in the background. “Her name is Makihara. She’s from the next class over. I saw a group of girls gathered around and making a lot of noise, so I went over and asked what was going on.”


    “Okay. Give me the details later. Is she okay?”


    “Yeah. It isn’t so serious that she needs to see a doctor. She—”


    That was when our call dropped. I looked at the screen and saw that the connection had been lost. I wasn’t sure if the problem was on Maru’s end or if it had happened because I was moving, but I’d gotten the gist of what was going on.


    I looked up at the sky through the canopy covering the shopping mall area. Singapore was still in the rainy season, but the weather was clear, and the temperature was slowly rising. It felt like the middle of summer, and I was so thirsty that my throat ached. The girl had probably developed heatstroke.


    Still staring at my phone’s screen, I quickened my pace. But I didn’t get another call.


    About ten minutes later, I arrived at the entrance and saw Maru’s large figure on the other side of the gate. The girls were standing behind him with worried looks on their faces, and Yoshida was to his side, carrying someone on his back. It was probably the girl who had fainted.


    I ran the last few meters and was out of breath when Maru noticed me and called out.


    “Sorry, Asamura.”


    “Don’t worry about it. Is she okay?”


    “Yeah. I had her rest in an air-conditioned room for a while. A staff member came to check on her, and she was able to answer questions. The color is coming back to her face, too. I’ve already notified our homeroom teacher.”


    The girls behind him nodded.


    “It sounds like another person fainted somewhere else, and Tsuji went there…”


    Tsuji was our teacher. From what Maru said, it sounded like Makihara wasn’t very hardy to begin with. She was recovering well, but she’d decided to go back to the hotel to rest.


    “Sorry…,” she managed weakly from Yoshida’s back.


    I understood what Maru was asking of me and nodded. “You want me to go back to the hotel with her, right?”


    “…It’s okay. Yuka’s a member of our group,” said one of the girls, gesturing to Makihara. “We can take her back on our own. We don’t want to cause you and Maru any more trouble.”


    Going back to the hotel now would make it difficult to come back in time to do anything. But there weren’t any teachers nearby, and we couldn’t send Makihara back on her own in her current state.


    “I know you have plans, Asamura,” said Maru, “and I wish I didn’t have to ask you to do this…”


    “But you’re the group leader,” I replied.


    Everyone in our group was at USS today. It would be best for Maru to stay in case something happened. Besides, it would be a waste of his ticket if he left now. Fortunately, I hadn’t entered the main park. Since I hadn’t paid to go in, I had plenty of money left for a cab ride. I could see why Maru had contacted me.


    “Exactly,” he said. “Can I ask you to do this? I’ll return the favor later.”


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    “I’ll carry her,” said Yoshida. “Asamura, you get her bag, okay?”


    “Huh? Hey, wait.”


    Before I could stop him, Yoshida walked straight through the gate with Makihara still on his back. The girl seemed a lot more flustered than him.


    “U-um, it’s okay… I can walk,” she said.


    “It’s fine. I work out. Besides, we’re already outside the park. Maru, sorry to leave you on your own.”


    “I don’t mind, but… Forget it. Asamura, this is Yoshida’s bag. Now, which one of these belongs to Makihara?”


    The girls behind Maru handed him their friend’s sling bag, saying it contained several drinks in plastic bottles and her medications. Their group leader said she’d come with us.


    “I’ll take over if you’re tired,” I told Yoshida.


    “That’s okay. I’m stronger than you. And besides, you’ve got to interpret for us!”


    “Ah.”


    Oh yeah. English conversation wasn’t exactly Yoshida’s forte. Even I was probably better at it than he was. The girl who’d come along didn’t seem very confident, either.


    We looked around for a cabstand and found one not far from the gate. This was a big tourist location, after all.


    I remembered that cabs in Singapore didn’t have automatic doors like they did in Japan, so I opened the rear door for the other three and waited for them to climb in. Once I’d joined them, the cool air from inside caressed my skin, and I was finally able to catch my breath. I heard Makihara’s soft voice thanking me and Yoshida encouraging me to speak to the driver.


    I told him the address of our hotel, and we set off.


    We crossed the big bridge to Sentosa, going in the opposite direction, and hurried back to the hotel.


    Makihara kept bowing and apologizing the whole way, and Yoshida assured her that it was only natural and that she’d have done the same for him.


    At last, we arrived at the hotel. Maru had already contacted one of the teachers, and we were able to leave the girl in her care. After all, boys were forbidden from entering the floor with the girls’ rooms.


    As Yoshida and I were heading off, the group leader and Yuka Makihara, still looking a little pale, bowed and thanked us. After that, the girls returned to their room accompanied by the teacher.


    “Considering the situation, it wouldn’t have hurt to let me carry her to her room,” Yoshida said.


    “You clearly have an ulterior motive.”


    “Well, obviously.”


    “At least try to defend yourself…”


    “At any rate, I’m glad we got her back safely.” Yoshida smiled, and I nodded. “So, Asamura. What are you going to do now?”


    Yoshida said he was heading to bed since he was tired and didn’t want to move anymore. Except for the cab ride, he’d been carrying Makihara the whole time, so I wasn’t surprised. I was frankly impressed. But what was my next move?


    That was when I gasped and pulled out my phone.


    I had two text messages, both from Ayase.


    We’re going to Palawan Beach now.


    I’ll wait for you there. I’ll text you again when we’re on the move.


    Oh my god. How long ago had she sent these?


    “I have to go,” I said.


    “Huh?”


    “I’m heading back to the island. I’ll text you later. Tell Maru, will you?!”


    “Huh? Hey, Asamura!”


    Ignoring Yoshida’s voice, I rushed out of the hotel.


     


    Once outside, I used my phone’s map to find the fastest route to Palawan Beach.


    On foot, it would take two hours and ten minutes—out of the question.


    If I used a combination of the subway and monorail, it would still take around an hour.


    “I bet it would be faster to call a cab…”


    I checked and found that depending on traffic, it would take about twenty to thirty minutes by cab, so I found one in front of the hotel and climbed in.


    I asked the driver to bring me to Palawan Beach on Sentosa. I didn’t know how close he could get to the beach, but this was probably my fastest option. I had only planned to buy a memento for Ayase, so I had some money left— Uh-oh.


    All I have for her is that key chain!


    Gritting my teeth, I gave up on getting her a nice gift. I didn’t have time to stop anywhere else. After all, she was already waiting for me. As the cab moved, I alternated between staring at the scenery outside the window and looking at my phone.


    The Wi-Fi…wasn’t working in the cab. And I hadn’t received any more texts from Ayase since she’d said she was at Palawan Beach.


    Was she still there? Or was she already somewhere else?


    I couldn’t tell, but my only choice was to hurry to the beach.


    Time seemed to speed by. The car was moving quickly, but progress seemed slow. Had the bridge to Sentosa really been this long?


    We reached the island, and the cab kept going. I saw USS pass by on the right.


    Then the driver asked me something, and I somehow managed to translate the English in my head. I hadn’t expected my practice session with Ayase to come in handy in a situation like this. I vaguely realized he was asking me how far down the beach I wanted to go.


    “<Where I can see the beach,>” I replied.


    “<You can already see it.>”


    Huh?


    I looked in the direction he was pointing. Blue sky was visible at the end of the road, which meandered slightly left and right. I could see a darker blue color where the sky met the ground—it was the ocean.


    “<Straight down the road, then. Toward the water.>”


    The driver nodded, and I watched as the blue water expanded to fill my view.


    We arrived at a place for letting off passengers, and I got out of the cab. I rounded up the fare to the nearest whole number and paid, then moved to the sidewalk and checked my phone again. Good. I’d managed to get a connection, but there were still no new messages from Ayase.


    I told Maru where I was headed, since he had no idea I’d left the hotel and was back on Sentosa. If he knew I was meeting Ayase, he wouldn’t have to worry about me.


    Holding back the urge to start running, I finished my text to Maru, then checked my chat with Ayase again. I’d have to sprint if she was already somewhere else…


    Suddenly, a new message popped up right before my eyes.


    I’m now at the Palawan Beach suspension bridge. I’d like you to come here.


    I hastily put together a reply.


    Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m on my way now.


    I took off at a sprint.


    I must have been quite the sight—a Japanese high school boy running frantically down the road toward the sea, hoping to meet a female classmate. To be honest, I felt a little guilty for tarnishing Suisei’s reputation like this.


    As I rushed, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out and glanced at the screen.


    It was from Maru. He must have received Yoshida’s message. The text spanned only three short lines.


    Don’t worry about it. Every guy who has a girlfriend does that kind of thing. I’m the one who should apologize for asking you to help out.


    I was taken aback by the way he’d said girlfriend as if that was a given, but I didn’t have time to ask him what he meant. I put the phone back in my pocket and kept running.


    I recalled Ayase’s text. “I’d like you to come here.” It was the first time she’d been so direct. How must she have felt when she typed that? I had to hurry.


    “Every guy who has a girlfriend does that kind of thing.”


    I didn’t know if that was true, but it wasn’t right to leave Ayase feeling lonely just to keep up appearances.


    I kept dashing toward Palawan Beach. As I approached the white stretch of sand, the number of people around me grew.


    There was an older, local man pulling a trolley and several young couples who were clearly tourists. It seemed like everyone I passed turned around and stared at me. I felt their eyes on my back, but it no longer bothered me. I might’ve passed another Suisei student, but I didn’t care. So what if they saw me running and got suspicious about my relationship with Ayase? So what if they found out?


    I had a promise to keep—I had to meet up with Saki.


     


    The hottest time of day had long passed, and I managed to run the whole way.


    By the time I reached the beach, the sun was about to dip into the western ocean.


    The suspension bridge… Where was it?


    I glanced left, then right, and saw a thin line extending toward a small island, just above the water. Though it looked like nothing more than a line at first, when I got closer, I saw that it was a narrow suspension bridge. A familiar girl stood near the middle.


    Trees covered the area by the entrance, and as I ran toward it, I lost sight of it for a moment behind the foliage. A few tourists still lingered on the white sandy beach nearby, but no one was trying to cross. Only a guide remained near the sign indicating the approach. I think I heard them say, “<Welcome. Take care when crossing,>” and thanked them before continuing on my way.


    At last, I had reached the bridge.


    The girl who’d been standing near the middle, staring at the setting sun, turned toward me. Her short, light-colored hair sparkled against the backdrop of the islet’s trees. She looked at me, and our eyes met.


    I took a step forward, ready to run to her, then felt the bridge give a little beneath my feet. Realizing the movement might scare her, I slowed down.


    Still walking fast, I heard the rhythmic tapping of my footsteps and felt the faint tremor beneath me as the bridge shook.


    In an instant, the expression on Saki’s face shifted from surprise to delight, and then she glanced down.


    I had finally reached her.


    “Sorry…I’m late…!”


    She looked up at me.


    “I waited for you for a long time,” she said, her eyes flashing as she stared at me.


    That alone told me she was angry. Narasaka was right; there were things you couldn’t convey with just a translation app. Ayase’s expression in that moment communicated more than words ever could.


    But her pointed gaze disappeared in a flash, and she averted her eyes.


    “It isn’t fair for me to take out my feelings on you, is it?” she said.


    “Actually, I’m glad you’re being honest.”


    I took another step toward her. When I saw her thin shoulders shaking, I sensed how lonely she’d been.


    I whispered, “I’m sorry,” and placed a hand on her shoulder, but she shook her head.


    “You’re here now,” she said, coming closer. Then she wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so glad to see you.”


    I couldn’t catch her expression as she nuzzled against my chest. I put my arms around her as well, supporting her, and held her tightly.


    She looked up at me, and I saw her teary eyes only a few centimeters from mine. We nodded to each other, and then I stopped thinking.


    All I remember is the faint shimmer of her pierced earrings in the warm light of the setting sun as our lips overlapped.


    Saki and I kissed for a long time.
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    It had been raining at Changi Airport since morning.


    Silver drops fell from the lead-colored sky as if to make up for all the clear weather we’d had so far. Nevertheless, it wasn’t severe enough to affect our plane’s takeoff, and we began moving from the waiting room as we had done on arrival.


    We walked through the gate and boarded our flight.


    It was probably a coincidence that I was sitting in the same row as I had on our flight to Singapore, but the scenery outside the window was completely different. In fact, I couldn’t see the sky at all. The rain pounded against the window, obscuring our view.


    As I rested my weight against the backrest in a daze and counted the drops running down the thick glass, I heard a voice from the next seat over.


    “You look awfully relaxed.”


    “I think that even if our plane crashed and I died, I could rest in peace.”


    “You don’t mean that.”


    “Are you so sure?”


    “I bet you’d return to the world of the living even if you had to plead with the devil himself.”


    “Why are you assuming I’m going to hell?”


    “If Yoshida knew, he’d curse you to hell for sure.” Maru cast a glance to the side.


    We were sitting in a row of four seats like we had when we flew into Changi, with me by the window, Maru to my side, and Yoshida next to him, busy talking to the boy to his right.


    “He looks like he’s pretty pleased, too,” I whispered. I had a pretty good idea why.


    Maru did, too, it seemed. “I heard he exchanged contact info with Makihara,” he whispered, adding, “He did put in the work, so I can’t fault him.”


    “In that case, why are you harassing me?”


    “Do you want to hear a famous line from an innkeeper in one of the most famous video games in the world?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “‘I trust thou didst enjoy thy stay?’”


    “We weren’t out that late!”


    My voice came out louder than I’d intended. Even Yoshida and the person he was talking to turned around and looked at me.


    I wished Maru would keep his imagination in check. His mind was firmly in the gutter. All I’d done was stand with Ayase and quietly gaze at the sun as it slowly set into the sea, then go straight back to the hotel…


    What’s more, the way Maru was talking, it was clear he’d found out about my relationship with Ayase. He’d even referred to her as my girlfriend.


    I cleared my throat as he narrowed his eyes and grinned at me.


    “So how did it really go?” he asked.


    Of course he’d start peppering me with questions. But with so many people around, I didn’t want to start spilling all my secrets, so I purposely spoke in vague terms.


    “Well… I got to see her.”


    “I already knew that.”


    I nodded, then realized I had no idea how he’d found out. I’d never said a word about meeting up with Ayase on Palawan Beach. So who had told him? It couldn’t have been Ayase.


    “Can I ask why you know?”


    “I’m not at liberty to disclose information on my clients.”


    “Which detective agency are you employed at, exactly?”


    “That aside, I’m glad it all worked out. Are you finally ready to admit the truth?”


    “Well…”


    Ayase and I talked it over on our way back to the hotel. She said she’d told her friend Narasaka about our relationship and apologized for letting it slip. I replied that it wasn’t just her and that Maru had somehow found out, as well. In the end, we decided to stop trying so hard to hide the truth. We might not want to announce our relationship to the world, but I’d started to think it shouldn’t be some big secret, either.


    It was a bit unusual to be in a relationship as stepsiblings, but we’d reached a point where we no longer wanted to turn back. The warmth we’d experienced while embracing on the bridge was precious to both of us.


    “Things happen as they should,” said Maru.


    “You sound like a prophet. I sure didn’t see this coming.”


    “Really? Well, that’s fine. It’s better to let things heat up now. That way, your feelings will have settled down by the time college entrance exams roll around.”


    He seemed to be implying that was why he’d given me a little push. Maru was our baseball team’s star catcher. Had I been nothing but a pawn in his game plan? I’d had no idea.


    “I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but take it easy, okay? Our exams start in April.”


    Take it easy? What did he think Ayase and I were going to do?


    “You aren’t my mom,” I shot back.


    “No, but you’re my best friend. And you may seem calm and collected now, but if you ask me, it’s only because your past experiences are helping you put on the brakes. Make sure you don’t get carried away.”


    “Okay, okay.”


    “Hey, what are you two talking about?” Yoshida asked, turning toward us.


    “We’re discussing how I can help Asamura focus on studying for his college entrance exams,” Maru replied.


    “Ugh! Are you already thinking about that?!”


    “Come on, Yoshida… In only a month, we’ll all be third-years.”


    Yoshida slumped his shoulders. “I don’t want to think about it.”


    “Unfortunately, time won’t stop for you.”


    As Maru shifted roles from prophet to wise man, the plane shuddered and began moving down the rainy runway.


    Droplets of water ran sideways across the window.


    The next moment, I felt us accelerate, and before I knew it, the aircraft soared into the sky and passed into a cluster of dark clouds. The plane was shaking more violently than it had on our first trip. The seat belt sign stubbornly stayed lit.


    “It’s a shame we won’t have a final view to remember our trip by,” Maru said with regret.


    “Then we’ll just have to come back,” Yoshida said casually, and I silently agreed.


    I’d like to come back some day. Together with Ayase.


    The plane broke through the dark clouds and headed off into the blue sky. At last, the seat belt sign turned off.


    I could just make out the coastline of Singapore below.


    I didn’t sleep on our flight home, and I finally got to sample the in-flight meal I’d been so eager to try.


     


    It was evening when we landed in Japan.


    After our group dispersed at the airport, Ayase and I met up as planned and boarded our train together.


    It was fairly crowded, but because we got on at the first stop, we were able to find seats.


    With a bump and a shudder, the train departed.


    We were both exhausted, as expected. We kept yawning and hardly spoke to each other.


    Then, all of a sudden, I felt a weight on my shoulder and shifted my gaze.


    Ayase was sleeping peacefully with her head resting on my right side. I had spotted her dozing off before, but I’d never seen her unguarded sleeping face this close-up before.


    The scent of her hair gently tickled my nostrils. I began noticing the smallest things, like how long her eyelashes were.


    She was breathing evenly, her chest rising and falling slowly in time. I could almost feel her heartbeat, and my own sped up in response. I was fully aware that my heart was pounding and worried that she might notice.
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  Even when we’d slept in the same room at my grandparents’ house, our mattresses had been far apart. I’d realized then that we had never seen each other’s sleeping faces head-on.


  She looked so vulnerable. It seemed like a demonstration of how close we had become, and it made me happy.


  Maru’s words echoed in my mind.


  “If you ask me, it’s only because your past experiences are helping you put on the brakes.”


  Putting on the brakes, huh?


  I wondered if I had opened up to her as much as she had to me. Maybe I should put in more effort. Perhaps it was important to be open and vulnerable around each other like this now and then.


  The train’s vibrations shook my body at a pleasant tempo.


  I was sure I could find peace if I just surrendered to the rhythm.
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    All we had left to do now was fly home.


    After finishing up my shopping at the duty-free store in the airport, I took advantage of my last bit of free time before boarding and pulled up YouTube on my phone.


    I searched for Melissa Wu in English and discovered her channel. It had 837 subscribers—no, 838, including me. I didn’t follow any other artists, so I wasn’t sure if that constituted a large audience. All I could say was that there were more than 800 people in the world who’d listen to Melissa sing if she posted her videos online. That was the equivalent of all the third-years at Suisei High School.


    I got nervous just singing in front of a few people at a karaoke place, while Melissa could perform proudly, even onstage at a big restaurant.


    I glanced at the list of videos on her channel. From the dates, it seemed like she uploaded a new one about once every three months. Though she updated at a steady pace, when I listened to a few of her songs, I could tell she put a lot of care into each one. It was hard for me to imagine considering her uninhibited lifestyle, but she was clearly very serious about her music. Her latest video was posted late at night two days earlier, which meant she’d worked on it after talking to me at the hotel. To think she’d told me she would be watching anime all night.


    Meeting Melissa had taught me the importance of finding a safe place to be myself. She’d given me the momentum to reveal what was inside my heart. I found the comment section and typed out in English, <It looks like I’m not going to explode. Thank you for giving me courage.>


    It was the kind of comment that could have been about the song in the video or not. I wondered if she would recognize the name <Saki.> Not that it mattered.


    “Saki! It’s time to get moving!” Maaya called out.


    I looked up at the sound of her voice and saw her waving and jumping. She was already lined up with the rest of our classmates.


    I shot her a wry smile, but strangely, I wasn’t embarrassed. Well, okay, I was a little embarrassed. I still had a long way to go, but I wanted to try caring less about what other people thought of me.


     


    Our group split up at Narita Airport, and I immediately texted Asamura and arranged to meet up with him at the train station.


    Once we’d boarded, we sat down next to each other and talked about our memories of the trip. We rambled on about what we’d enjoyed and what we’d found challenging…and about our last memory, the beautiful sunset we’d seen from the suspension bridge at Palawan Beach.


    The setting sun had sunk beyond the horizon, making it glow white like a mirror and casting a purple shine across the blue ocean as it reflected the evening sky. We’d watched the color gradually fade from the water, our arms wrapped around each other.


    We were both exhausted, so our words came in fits and starts, and we’d suddenly forget what we were talking about.


    The train was heated, and the seats were comfortable. Eventually, I began to drift off.


    My left shoulder brushed against Asamura’s right. I could feel his warmth through the contact.


    As I sat there basking in his heat, I lost the battle to drowsiness…until suddenly, I was shaken awake.


    “We’re getting off now.”


    “Oh, sorry.”


    A bit panicked, I stumbled over my suitcase and nearly tripped. I might have fallen over if Asamura hadn’t caught me. I blushed as I pulled my heavy bag. I’d fallen asleep leaning on his shoulder. How embarrassing.


     


    The sky was already dark by the time we left the ticket gate at Shibuya Station.


    It was a Saturday, and the surrounding area was packed. Most of the people were probably heading out to spend the night partying. Avoiding the crowds, Asamura and I made our way down the familiar streets toward our home.


    While walking, I recalled how I’d been totally unguarded as I fell asleep on the train. I began to sweat with embarrassment. Asamura must have seen my sleeping face when he woke me up. He probably hadn’t stared or anything, but I couldn’t believe I’d been so vulnerable in front of him.


    How could I face him after that?


    I’d have to, of course, since we were going home to the same place.


    I sighed in relief as a tall apartment building came into view.


    “We’re home,” I said.


    “Yeah. It was exhausting but fun, huh?”


    “It was.”


    Asamura and I exchanged smiles. We were finally back home, ready to resume our regular lives.


    We walked through the door together. Dad was off work that day and Mom hadn’t left yet, so they both welcomed us.


    “You must be tired after your long trip,” they said.


    “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad. We’re back.”


    Asamura and I were even closer than we’d been when we left three days prior. We stood side by side, near enough to cuddle, no longer deliberately distancing ourselves.


    We had made our decision. We would be natural.


    Together, we told our parents that we were glad to be home.


    On our suitcases, twin Merlion key chains swayed in unison.
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