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  Prologue


   


  I HAD A DREAM FOR THE FIRST TIME IN A LONG while. It might sound strange, but sometimes, you could sense that a dream was a dream. This was one of those.


  In the spring of my youth, I gazed upon my high school with nostalgia. I could smell that familiar scent of the classroom.


  Why was I dreaming about this? I wasn’t especially dissatisfied with university life. It took a lot of effort to get into that school, and I liked it a lot—because compared to my school life before university, I was free. I had more options available to me than ever before.


  But sometimes, I found myself wanting to go back. Yearning to be tied down by club responsibilities, to be ripped of my freedom. It was a unique environment. You shared a space with a few dozen people for an entire year, and the next year, you get a new lineup of people. It was a small world, but it felt so big to me.


  Not that it was all fun—there were plenty of hard times too. But there was one thing I could be certain of: My time in high school was indispensable in helping me become the person I was today. I was me because of all that happened then.


  After that thought passed my mind, a girl with long black hair entered my field of vision.


  It was a dream. This sort of encounter happened in them.


  She gazed melancholically at something outside the window. I knew that girl, and now that I was older, I knew the source of her melancholy.


  When I opened my mouth to greet her, she turned around. Her big eyes were almost frustratingly beautiful. I shrugged back at her.


  Chapter 1:
A Morning with My Flirty Underclassman


   


  WHEN I OPENED MY EYES, SUNLIGHT SHONE through the gaps between curtains. The heat on my skin in the light told me that it was already early afternoon. I checked the clock—it was 1:00 p.m. Truly, I was the picture of a slovenly university student.


  It felt like I’d had a dream amid my overly indulgent sleep, but I couldn’t remember it.


  “Hm… Nope.” I gave up and rubbed my eyes. Remembering a dream you’ve already forgotten is a rare event.


  Realizing that, I tried to lean back into my blanket, but my palm touched something that was definitely not my bed. My eyes went wide with shock. I saw chestnut hair swaying in a hypnotic rhythm.


  The person sleeping next to me was Shinohara Mayu, my underclassman who I’d met two months ago. If she could be this vulnerable around me, then she must have some kind of feelings for me.


  “Shinohara?” I said her name, but she didn’t respond.


  She was fast asleep. I stared at her face, my brain still too sleepy to work properly, and began to remember the events of this morning little by little.


  As was often the case, I awoke to her ringing the doorbell over and over. After letting her in, I’d gone straight back to bed to resume sleeping.


  I vaguely remembered her saying, “Huh? You’re going back to sleep?!”


  I hadn’t done anything exhausting yesterday, so even I was impressed by my ability to sleep in so late.


  “Mm…” Shinohara rolled over. I appreciated that she’d opted not to wake me up, but if she was so bored that she gave up and slept with me, then she might as well have gone back out.


  Heck, she’d even taken her makeup off. I spotted a pack of makeup remover wipes sitting on her bag.


  Up close, even this terrifying underclassman was just a delicate young woman.


  Deciding that I shouldn’t stare at her too much in this state, I grabbed the phone that I’d left next to my pillow. When I turned it on, a notification lit up indicating I’d missed a call from Ayaka at around 8:00 a.m.


  “You really think I’d answer that?” I muttered to myself. To a guy who was becoming a little too used to a self-indulgent lifestyle like me, picking up the phone that early in the morning was nigh impossible.


  “Senpai…?”


  “Hmm?” I looked back at Shinohara. Her eyes were still heavy from sleep.


  “Oh, right, I was sleeping…” She yawned. “Good morning.”


  “Morning. You were out like a light.”


  “Yeah… Oh, nooo! I haven’t made breakfast!” She started wriggling around and rubbing the wrinkles out of her clothes. Suddenly noticing something, she asked me, “Wait, Senpai. Did you just touch my boobs? I feel like I woke up from some kind of contact.”


  “Dunno. Sorry if I did.”


  “That’s not much of an explanation!” She laughed at my stupidly straightforward answer and stretched sleepily.


  This naturally made her chest poke forward. I averted my eyes. It was a little too much stimulation this soon after waking up.


  “Your bed is too cramped. I’m all stiff now.”


  “Good thing neither of us is a restless sleeper.”


  When two restless sleepers are in the same bed, you can bet they’re going to start kicking each other around. Now that she was staying the night occasionally, I considered it a blessing that we both slept peacefully.


  “Why were you sleeping next to me, anyway? I have a futon for guests, remember?”


  “The bed is comfier, duh! Good thing you had spare space next to you.”


  Shinohara then skillfully rolled over, straddled my legs, and hopped onto the floor. “Be right back. I’m going to the little girl’s room.”


  “You’re allowed to just say ‘bathroom.’”


  “Little girl’s room is cuter!”


  With that, she left my room. I could hear the tip-tap of her footsteps growing distant through the door.


  Our long spring break from university had only just begun. Would she be hanging around in my apartment the whole time? I was one to talk, sure, but hanging around in this dump was kind of a waste of time.


  You couldn’t be a student forever. The upperclassmen in my circle would always tell me that I’d regret it later if I didn’t use my time productively while I still could.


  “Why do I feel like I had plans today?” I checked my calendar. Apparently, I had practice with my basketball circle, Start, this evening.


  University was all about circle and club activities. Hanging out with Start would be a hundred times better than doing nothing, so I rolled out of bed to look for my practice clothes. As soon as my foot hit the floor, I felt something being squashed under it.
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  “Ugh.” I had a bad feeling, but I looked down anyway. A Choco Pie was flattened underfoot.


  I opened it and timidly put it into my mouth. Despite looking much worse for wear, it didn’t taste any different.


  When I opened the one lying next to it, Shinohara returned from the “little girls’ room.” Her eyes sparkled when she saw what I was holding.


  “Ooh, Choco Pie! Do you like them?”


  “Yep. Want one?”


  “Yes, pleeease!” Still standing a distance from me, she held out her hand.


  Does she want me to throw it? I took the nearest Choco Pie and chucked it at her. However, I’d already opened it, so the contents fell out of the wrapper and smacked her right in the face.


  “S-sorry…” I put my hands together in apology. The Choco Pie had crumbled on the floor, so it must’ve hit her pretty hard.


  “Senpai.”


  “Y-yes?” I stood board-straight, terrified by my underclassman.


  “Why did you throw overhanded?! You’re supposed to throw underhanded!”


  “That’s the problem? Not that it was open?!”


  Shinohara picked up the tattered Choco Pie and tossed the bits into her mouth. There were crumbs all over the carpet, so I’d have to vacuum later.


  “Did you never learn that you’re supposed to underhand throw when you toss things to people? Goodness.”


  “I feel like my parents just taught me not to throw things.” I laid back in bed and rested my chin on a pillow. For some reason, this position was really comfortable. “What’s the plan today? Eating breakfast and going home?”


  “I don’t know. I’m free today, so I could hang out here all day!”


  “Absolutely not, stupid. Let me have some me time.”


  Shinohara pouted at my answer. I could leave her here all day while I went out, but if I agreed to this, who knew how slippery the slope would get? I didn’t mind spending time with her, but alone time was important to me too.


  Even if she is a precious person who cooks me food all the time, I thought to myself as I watched her open the fridge.


  “Senpai, don’t you think you need more eggs? As it stands now, we’ll run out by tomorrow. You only have four!”


  “Why are you assuming you’ll be here until the day after tomorrow? Four will last me four days.”


  “Bzzzt! Boooo!” she rebutted incomprehensibly as she took out all the utensils she’d need to cook. Apparently, she now knew where everything was in my place. “I’m gonna whip something up real quick. Go wash your face and relax, okay?”


  “Will do. Thanks.”


  Shinohara rolled up the sleeves of her tracksuit and threw salad oil into a small dish. She then dipped a paper towel in it and proceeded to coat a frying pan.


  Noticing that I was watching, she stopped. “What are you looking at?”


  The sight of her cooking without having makeup on seemed so domestic, but I hesitated to comment on it.


  “Nothing. Just don’t burn yourself.”


  “I don’t wanna hear that from you!” she laughed and returned to cooking. Watching her skillfully cracking eggs made me want to try doing it one-handed again, but I knew that I’d just be getting in her way, so I withstood my dark urges and passed by the kitchen.


  “Mind if I go buy a magazine after I wash my face?” I asked.


  “A magazine? Can you get me a fashion mag, then? It’s been a while, and I can pay you back.”


  I knew it. She does read that stuff.


  I wasn’t surprised. Her outfits were all trendy, after all.


  “Sure,” I replied briefly and left the room.


  As I splashed water on my face, I felt my brain clearing up all at once. This was one of my favorite parts of the day—though I couldn’t deny that washing your face was in itself one of the most annoying parts of the morning routine.


  When I went into the hallway and put on my shoes, I heard her say, “It’ll be ready in fifteen minutes, so try to be back by then!”


  What a good girl her parents raised, I thought to myself as I opened the door.


  I was greeted by the cool, dry afternoon air.


   


  ***


   


  When I got back, I was greeted by a wonderful smell.


  I put the magazines I’d bought onto the couch and let out a big yawn. It was terrifying how I could yawn like this after sleeping for so long.


  “Welcome back!” Shinohara greeted me. “You’re just in time.”


  “Oh, thanks. I left your magazine on the couch, okay?” I pointed at the couch.


  She leaned out of the kitchen and looked over my shoulder to see it. “What did you buy for yourself?”


  “Weekly Shonen. I read it every week.”


  “Ooh, I know girls who read that too. Let me read it when you’re done!” she said as she carried plates over with both hands.


  I went to the table and swept everything on it down to the floor to make space.


  “Senpai, that’s exactly why your apartment is a mess.”


  “Who cares? It’s my apartment.”


  “How many times do you think I’ve cleaned it up? Jeez.” She puffed out her cheeks. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d needed to clean up, but indeed, that was because I’d left it all to her.


  “Okay. I’ll do it later. For now, let’s eat.”


  “You always say that and never do it… But okay, we can eat.”


  On a big plate were grilled ham and egg sandwiches, and on two small plates were tamagoyaki and salad. Now I could see why she said we’d run out of eggs. There were cups of café au lait and milk too.


  “Here’s your ice-cold café au lait! That’s your favorite, right?”


  “Sure is. Very thoughtful of you.”


  “But of course. I’m a capable woman, after all!” she said, without an ounce of shame. She was capable though, so I couldn’t deny it.


  Instead, I put my hands together and said, “Thanks for the food.”


  “Yep! Let’s eat.”


  I picked up a toasted sandwich. She’d put butter on the inside-facing sides of the bread and layered ham and cheese between them. I stuffed one into my mouth and drank my café au lait. It felt like such a luxurious breakfast.


  “Mmm… A delicious breakfast makes me feel so ready to take on the day!”


  “Ooh! Then let’s get cleaning!”


  “Riiight,” I replied sheepishly.


  Shinohara giggled. “I’ll help you.”


  “Okay. I’ll do my best.” Eating tamagoyaki seemed to fill me with energy, so I agreed.


  I really had been getting healthier ever since Shinohara started hanging out here.


  Despite thinking that she was here too often mere moments ago, I found myself asking her, “Hey, could you make me breakfast again next time you get the chance?” Even I knew I was being selfish, but I just had to ask now that I’d been blessed by this breakfast.


  Shinohara gazed at me for a moment and replied, “Sure. It doesn’t take much effort to make breakfast…even if it’s not technically morning anymore.”


  It was afternoon now, yes, but food you eat right after waking up is breakfast. A good breakfast is the best way to get a happy start to your day.


  “Woo-hoo! I got myself a healthy and cultural lifestyle!”


  “It’s ‘cultured,’ Senpai. If you can even call it that.”


  “Details, details.” I drank my café au lait as I brushed off her complaints.


  I hadn’t bought instant café au lait, so she must’ve mixed the milk and coffee in my fridge. Based on the sweetness, I could tell that she used sugar too. If she could do all of this in fifteen minutes, then she had to be super-efficient.


  As I enjoyed Shinohara’s special-made café au lait, she looked up at me expectantly for the first time today and asked, “Does it taste good?”


  “Yeah. It’s amazing.”


  “Good!” She smiled in satisfaction and chowed down on her ham and eggs.


  While I watched, I noticed something was off. Or…not quite off, just that something had changed. It wasn’t a bad change, either. It was a decidedly good one.


  “Is it just me, or are your eyes prettier now?” I asked.


  Shinohara coughed and choked on her food, struggled to keep it down, and focused on chewing for a moment.


  While I was kicking myself for talking to her while she was eating, she spoke up in surprise, “I used an eyelash curler today. It’s amazing that you noticed.”


  “Oh, really? Amazing how much of a difference that makes.”


  “It does, but not enough of a difference to tell at a glance. I’ll put on foundation after breakfast, and that’s pretty drastic. I applaud you for noticing something so subtle, Senpai.” She put her half-eaten ham and eggs back on the plate and clapped.


  When you’ve had a girlfriend for a year, it’s not all that surprising that you’d notice when someone uses an eyelash curler. I wanted to say that, but I rethought it and shut up.


  I remembered the night of the drinking party when Reina called me. Bringing up my ex when I’d refused to answer Shinohara’s questions before wouldn’t be very nice.


  With that conclusion, I decided to ask a question instead. “Do you always carry makeup around?”


  As usual, there was makeup sitting on her bag.


  She smiled back. “Only for touch-ups. Everyone does that, you know. And take a look at this!” She took a spherical, pot-shaped container out of the bag. “Isn’t it just adorable? There’s blush in it. Just looking at it gets me all fired up!”


  The lid was covered in sparkly decorations. Even from my male perspective, I could see why girls might like it. Come to think of it, Ayaka had tried showing me her new makeup because it was “adorable,” too.


  Since so many makeup containers had fancy designs, maybe it wasn’t such a hassle for girls to carry them around everywhere. Though as a man, I’d still hate to do it.


  “Must be tough carrying all that baggage around,” I mused.


  “It’s not that bad. I don’t know about other girls, but I don’t carry it around on days when I don’t care as much.”


  “Oh, I see. So you change it up depending on the day.” That would reduce the burden, for sure. But something still nagged at me, so I pressed, “Why’d you bring it today?”


  Shinohara cocked her head in confusion. “Because I was coming to your house, silly.”


  I dropped the food I’d just picked up.


  “Wh-what does that mean?”


  “It means I’m trying pretty hard. I’m keeping you to myself all day today, after all.” She smirked mischievously. I could almost imagine horns on her head, she looked so devilish.


  “Okay. I’ll take you somewhere special.”


  Her eyes lit up.


  Chapter 2:
The Invitation


   


  “HEY, GUYS!” I CALLED OUT AS I ENTERED THE gymnasium. This was where my basketball circle Start practiced, and it was perfect for us.


  “But we’ve been here before…” Shinohara groaned next to me.


  “Don’t sound so disappointed. This is where my circle hangs out. You’re being rude.”


  “You called it special! How can I not be disappointed?! You actually got my hopes up!”


  It wasn’t that long ago that she’d joined us as our manager. Sure, I could understand her disappointment that this place wasn’t as “special” as she’d expected.


  “Sorry, sorry. As apology, I will graciously allow you to manage us.”


  “Do you know what ‘apology’ means?”


  I didn’t think something like that would work on her, but at least she wouldn’t get bored now. I remembered how much fun she had managing us last time.


  “Don’t wanna?”


  “That’s not it… I just hate how I’m actually excited. Feels like I’m dancing in the palm of your hand.” She sulked and picked her bag up. “I’ll go get changed. Please tell Toudou-san that I’m borrowing a jersey!”


  “Yep, will do.”


  Shinohara shot me a thumbs-up, turned away, and headed to the locker room.


  Despite her apparent frustration, I noticed a little bounce in her step.


   


  ***


   


  Every gymnasium, be it municipal or school-owned, had that unique gym smell. When you sat by the wall, you could feel the faint vibrations when a basketball bounced on the floor. It made you feel at one with the whole building.


  I loved that feeling.


  “How long has it been since you came to two practices in a row?” Toudou, a buddy of mine from the circle, asked as he tied his shoes.


  I’d stopped attending since Reina and I broke up, but even when we were dating, my participation had been far from frequent. It must’ve been a long time since I attended practice twice consecutively.


  “Six months or so, maybe?” I answered.


  He nodded back. “Sounds about right. I see you brought her along a second time too.” His eyes were fixed on the jersey-clad Shinohara, who’d tied her hair up in a sporty ponytail.


  She was chatting with another circle member right now.


  As terrifyingly popular as ever, I see.


  “Here to show her off, eh?”


  “Not at all.”


  “I dunno, man…” He laughed as he rubbed the sole of his shoe with his palm.


  I did the same thing with mine. It was important to get any accumulated dirt off of the soles so you could run, cut, and pivot comfortably.


  As I carefully removed the dirt, Toudou added, “Though really, if you were that desperate for attention, you would’ve brought Ayaka ages ago.”


  I had to wonder if she would even come if I asked. We were good friends—we had been ever since high school. But even if she invited me to join her activities constantly, she’d never tried to join mine in all of university.


  Even when I was dating Reina, Ayaka hadn’t tried to meet her once.


  “Doubt she’d come,” I shrugged.


  “Really? I’m surprised.”


  “Oh?”


  “Seems to me that she’s really light on her feet. She’s good friends with everyone out there,” Toudou said as he stood up.


  While he walked off to the court, ball in hand, I stopped cleaning my shoes. “She’s really changed.”


  Everyone else’s perception of her had changed. I’d thought the same thing at the party. There were precious few people at this university who knew the difficult Ayaka like I did.


  I appreciated knowing a secret side of her, but at the same time, it was kind of sad. However, the vibe at that party was a direct result of her efforts. It would be cruel of me to deny that.


  The Mino Ayaka from high school…


  As I cast my mind back, my phone vibrated next to me and dragged me back to reality. Bringing your phone into the gymnasium was truly a modern illness.


  “Hmm.”


  When I looked at the screen, I saw that the message had come from Yamanashi Natsuki. She was the girl I’d talked to at the party, and we’d gone out for drinks again since then. She was one of the new connections I’d made post-breakup.


  Still, I hesitated for a moment before pulling up her text. Once the message was marked as read, I’d be forced to reply. I didn’t like LINE much because of this obligation. I wouldn’t have to be as self-conscious if it was Ayaka or Shinohara, but I didn’t know Natsuki as well as them.


  I went back to the notification menu to see what it said, since I could see the message preview there.


  If it isn’t important, I’ll reply after practice.


  We’re having a party on Valentine’s Day. Wanna come, Yuuta?


  Surprisingly intrigued, I opened the message screen. The picture of the venue that she’d attached was like a cozy club lounge at a hotel. It seemed very Instagrammable.


  While the thought of a party on Valentine’s Day did pique my curiosity, the document that had come attached posed a problem. There was a specific condition for attendance: You had to come as a pair, one man and one woman. That was probably intended to keep the ratio equal…and to keep cheap flirts out, maybe.


  Still, you’d have thought the people organizing it would take care of the ratio themselves. They could probably put forth such an aggressive requirement because the place was a popular party venue for university students, but to a guy like me who’d never been there, it was just a pain in the ass.


  “Think I’ll pass…”


  They’d probably have alcohol, and Shinohara was underage, so it was better I didn’t invite her.


  Ayaka would be the only woman I could safely invite. She was busy with a part-time job and circle activities, though, so it was unlikely she’d be free.


  I’ll go if I can, I replied—estimating about a 6 percent chance of me actually going—and turned off my phone.


  At this point, I felt zero FOMO.


   


  ***


   


  Twenty seconds remained until the end of the practice match.


  The buzzer was fast approaching. Our score was twelve to their fifteen, putting us three points behind.


  I kept control of the ball and searched for a lane.


  “Senpai, your right side’s free! Pass, pass!” Shinohara called out. I cast my gaze to the right. Toudou was running over to the opposing hoop and waving his hand at me.


  “Toudou!” I took a jab step to throw their defense off balance and threw him a long pass.


  It was a leading pass, so it bounced a short length in front of Toudou. He pounced and seized it. His shot was unblocked, dropping through the net and shaving our deficit to one.


  “Nice take!” An upperclassman from our circle patted him on the back.


  Toudou had been playing ever since elementary school mini basketball. He was the best player in our circle. He could handle even more reckless passes than that long-range one, so it really pumped me up when he was on my team.


  “It’s not over yet, Senpai!” Shinohara’s voice brought me back to the game. A super-long pass was on its way from the opposing baseline to the player I was supposed to cover.


  He picked up speed and ran all the way into the paint in no time. My defense was incredibly sloppy, even for someone who had been distracted.


  “All mine!” He got into position for a layup.


  The ball moved to his waist level for an instant.


  “Hnk!” I reached out quickly and felt my fingers brush against the ball.


  A satisfying sound resounded through the gym.


  I’d successfully stolen it, forcing my man to lose possession. The loose ball rolled through the court.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw Toudou on another fast break, fully confident that the ball would somehow make its way to him. As soon as I touched it, I twisted around and used centrifugal force to hurl a long pass at him.


  These quick changes between offense and defense were part of what made basketball so exciting.


  After watching him score a buzzer-beater to secure our come-from-behind victory, I pumped a fist up in the air.


  “Hell yeah! Great job, Toudou!”


  Teammates ran over and practically crushed the guy.


  It was just a practice match among circle members, but winning such a close game was exciting no matter what.


  I ran over as well and patted him on the back.


  “Your goal percentage is insane! Great job saving the game,” I said. Our teammates spoke up in agreement.


  But for some reason, Toudou grinned wryly and walked off to the corner of the court.


  The girls’ match was about to start, so I had to leave too.


  “Senpai!”


  I heard someone calling for me, so I broke off from the crowd. There was only one person who’d call me that here. Frankly, I couldn’t remember anyone who used that term of address in university except for her.


  “Great job, Senpai!”


  “Thanks. That was a ton of fun.” I sat down.


  Now that I was exercising more regularly, I was getting less muscle fatigue.


  Basketball involved longer running distances than most other sports, so you naturally gained more stamina as you participated in games, even without a regular cardio routine.


  This was just speaking at the circle level, though, of course.


  “Come on, Senpai, stand up. You’ll strain yourself if you sit down right after strenuous exercise,” Shinohara said as she handed me a towel. It was my favorite towel, the one that I’d left in the corner of the gym.


  “Thanks.”


  She was like a real manager, giving me towels and cheering for me. It’d be hard for her to properly manage us given she only stayed close to me and never really interacted with the other circle members, but she probably didn’t want that anyway.


  After all, she was only here because I’d half-forced her to come.


  When I stood up and draped the towel over my neck, she smiled. “That last steal and pass was an incredible moment. You’re definitely the MVP of that match!”


  “Well, no. Toudou was. They wouldn’t have meant anything if he wasn’t such a sharpshooter.”


  Look no further for proof than the fact that he was the one getting all of our teammates’ attention. He was the best basketball player here. It’d be weird if they complimented me as much as they did him.


  But Shinohara shook her head. “What are you talking about? Your team would’ve lost if you hadn’t put the ball in his hands.”


  “Can’t argue that, I guess. Thanks.” I then reached out to take the water bottle she was holding. But she pulled it out of reach, so my hand only touched air.


  “Senpai.”


  “What?”


  “That wasn’t a genuine thank-you. You faked it!” she huffed. “I don’t know how you see yourself, but I think we need to glorify assists more—not just in basketball or even in sports.”


  “Okay, and…?”


  “And I’m here to praise you because nobody else will!” She finally handed me the bottle and flashed a big smile. “You did great!”


  “Umm…”


  She’s got me now.


  Toudou was the only one who’d gotten our team’s attention. I’d considered that natural, and I hadn’t really felt any kind of way about the fact that nobody had said anything to me.


  How could I not be happy when someone complimented me with such a genuine smile?


  “Thank you…” As I thanked her more sincerely, she nodded back in satisfaction.


  If she could tell how genuine I was based on the tone of my voice, then she really was a force to be reckoned with.


  “But it’d be no exaggeration to say that my cheers were the real deciding factor! You didn’t even notice he was open, did you?” Shinohara said with another mischievous grin. I wanted to argue, but my eyes hadn’t been on him at the time…


  “Yeah, you honestly had great timing. You weren’t kidding about being in the basketball club, huh?”


  “Yeah… Huh, wait, are you complimenting me? Or insulting me?”


  “Your shooting form was really bad, so I was starting to think you were lying.”


  “You are insulting me! Ungrateful Senpai!” She fumed indignantly and came over to snatch the towel away from me.


  I suddenly had a bad feeling.


  “Heads up!” someone called out. I whipped around, and an orange ball just barely whooshed by my ear.


  It’s about to hit…


  I reflexively thrust out my hand, and the ball smacked against the back of it. I grimaced at the dull pain.


  It bounced to the ground and rolled away.


  If I hadn’t put my hand out, it would’ve hit Shinohara. That was a size-six ball—unlike Choco Pies, it’ll do more than just hurt if it hits you right.


  Close call.


  I looked over to the court. The girls’ match had already begun. The ball had probably come flying as a result of a wild pass. It wasn’t rare for a basketball to hit someone in the bleachers mid-game.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  After a moment of silence, Shinohara yelled, “D-don’t act all cool out of nowhere! Jeez, what’s wrong with you?!”


  “Now you’re just being unfair!”


  As she stomped off somewhere, the girl who threw the pass ran after her to apologize. Once they were gone, the gymnasium filled with giggles.


  For someone who’d only come twice, Shinohara was already at home within the circle. I sighed at her feat, something I could never accomplish, and went back to my beloved phone.


  “Tired…” I muttered as I turned it on.


  A new message showed up on screen; it was from Natsuki. It seemed she really hadn’t trusted my “I’ll go if I can” response.


  The message preview on my lock screen read, Sounds like you don’t wanna, huh? LOL.


  “What do you want me to say?”


  It wasn’t that I was against going. I just didn’t have a partner to go with, so I couldn’t even if I wanted to.


  Knowing the age verification that would come with a party where alcohol was served, I couldn’t invite Shinohara. No way Ayaka would be free on Valentine’s Day, either. I could be certain she’d been invited to some circle gathering, or something. She was a million times more sociable than me.


  And I didn’t know any other women I could invite to a Valentine’s Day party. Besides, going with Natsuki would be a little too much for me.


  I’ll just have to turn her down.


  Who says I need to force myself?


  I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a little lonely to have no plans on Valentine’s Day, but we university students had plenty of ways to kill time. It was practically our specialty. Dumb Valentine’s would probably be over before I even knew it.


  I started tapping back a response, having decided to rip the Band-Aid off and give her a quick “no.” The instant I tapped Send, a plastic bottle of sports drink hit my thigh.


  Déjà vu.


  I looked up. Toudou was standing there, ball in hand. “My treat,” he said with a smile.


  “Wow, really? Don’t know why, but I accept. Thanks.”


  “Hah! You do that, MVP.” Wearing a handsome grin on his face, he sat next to me. Then, he opened his own bottle with one hand and reached it out to me. “Cheers, man.”


  “Ooh. Cheers, cheers.” We tapped our bottles together, and I gulped it down. Sports drinks tasted better than ever when you were tired from a workout. “Thank you for treating me. Last time, and this time.”


  “Like I said, that’s your reward for being MVP, buddy.” He rolled the ball off where nobody was and leaned back against the wall.


  “Shinohara called me that, too. I mean, I honestly appreciate it, but, you know…”


  “You look happy, but unconvinced. Man, I can never tell if you crave attention or not,” he said, feigning frustration as he chugged the rest of his drink. I thought I was being genuinely appreciative here, but maybe that wasn’t the way I came off. “But, huh. Shinohara said the same thing?”


  “Yeah, right after the end of the match. She acted mad about it for some reason, though.”


  Toudou chuckled to himself. “I know how she feels. You’re always like that, so I was thinking of saying something myself too.”


  “Huh? Saying what?”


  “Passing is just as important as scoring. I didn’t like how everyone complimented me at the end of that match. I mean, that’s what happens when you set the pace by singing my praises first—nobody sings yours.” He tapped his empty bottle on my chest. “But I’m glad you have someone who’ll compliment you now. In a way, I’m kind of jealous.”


  “What? How am I supposed to respond to that?”


  Thanking him would be weird, but responding with a joke didn’t seem right either. Before I could banter back at his stupid grin, though, my phone vibrated. It was Natsuki again.


  Aww, come on! I promise it’ll be fun!


  “Ugh…” I didn’t think she’d insist.


  She’s getting really heated over this.


  “What’s up?” Toudou asked out of curiosity.


  It was bad manners to show your LINE conversations to a third party, but I figured I could show him something like this. I thought he’d fit the vibe of the venue a lot better than I did, anyway.


  “I’ve been invited to a Valentine’s party. Was just about to say no, though,” I explained.


  Apparently my mention of a Valentine’s Day party had interested him. “Wow, sounds fun. Why don’t you go? Seems perfect for the season.”


  “It requires you go as a couple. You should go—take your girlfriend.” I forwarded him the image with the details of the party. It had a whole lot of fine print on it, so I couldn’t be bothered to read it all.


  When he saw the image, he shook his head. “Nah, it does look nice, but I’ll pass.”


  “Oh? Why’s that?”


  “The main reason is that the date doesn’t work. I promised my girlfriend that we’d spend the day together.”


  “Yeah, you would do that. Would it have worked out if it wasn’t on the day of?” I asked.


  He shook his head again. “Nah. Yuu, I think you’d better go. Why not invite Shinohara-san? I bet she’d love to go with you.”


  He glanced at Shinohara, who was chatting with someone courtside. She could talk to anyone with ease, so I imagined she would be happy to come.


  “Yeah… She does have the raw charisma,” I mused.


  “That’s not what I meant, but yeah, you’re right about that. Why not try it?”


  “Can’t. She’s too young to drink,” I refused.


  He nodded back. “Ah, okay. If they check ages, then that’ll be annoying.”


  I didn’t like the way he understood my dilemma instantly, but that was just part of his charm. So I just said “yep,” and drank the rest of my drink.


  “Ayaka-san, then?” he asked casually.


  I shook my head again. “I thought about that too, but I can’t imagine that’ll happen.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “She’ll be busy, unlike me,” I declared outright.


  “Look, man,” he sighed. “You won’t know until you ask.”


  “But I do know. You don’t know how wide her social net is.”


  “I’m telling you, I do. I went to another circle’s drinking party recently, and she was there. She was practically one of them.”


  “She scares me…”


  Those who met her at university would probably find it weird that the two of us were so close. Frankly, if I were them, I was certain I’d feel the same.


  “Just give it a try. Call her up. Not like you have anything else to do, right?” he urged me.


  I gave up and called Ayaka. As I listened to the dial tone, I wondered why he wouldn’t just let me send her a message.


  Four rings later, the dial tone was replaced with loud noise. After that, I heard footsteps. It sounded like she was outside.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, Ayaka. There’s this party on Valentine’s Day. Wanna come with me?” I offered.


  “Wow, that was fast!” Toudou laughed to himself.


  I’d handle this a little differently with other girls, but with Ayaka, this was faster and more appropriate. Of course, it was easier because I’d assumed she would say no.


  “Wow, this is sudden,” she replied. “Okay. I’ll make sure I’m free.”


  “Huh?!” I couldn’t believe my ears.


  “You sound surprised. What’s wrong?”


  “I mean…” It was like a miracle for her to be free on Valentine’s Day. How could I not be surprised? “I just didn’t expect it to be that easy. Didn’t you have plans?”


  “Don’t be rude. I already said I’d go with you.’”


  Based on her answer, I could tell that she did have plans already. She’d accepted my invitation despite already having a prior commitment.


  I didn’t know who she was going to stand up, but I felt bad for whoever it was. Though even Ayaka wouldn’t turn down plans that were important to her other relationships, so my guilt wasn’t too great.


  “Anyway, I’m almost at work,” she said. “See you.”


  Her accepting meant that I now had Valentine’s Day plans. Because that occupied my mind as I spoke, I ended up giving her a crappy response. “Oh, okay, you’ve got work. Right.”


  “What?” she laughed. “Did you wanna talk longer?”


  “Oh, no, it’s okay. I’m at my circle playing basketball.”


  “Aww, what the heck! And here I thought you were being cute. At least play along a little!”


  “Wh-why should I care? Think whatever you want!” I shouted, drawing some attention from the other circle members. Toudou tied his shoelaces, pretending not to notice. “Well, good luck at work.”


  “You’re leaving me unsatisfied here, but fine. Bye. And thanks.” After that final thank-you, she hung up.


  I looked over at Toudou, who flashed me a toothy grin and a thumbs-up. “See?”


  “I guess so… I’m surprised.”


  “Keep it simple, my man,” he laughed and stood up. “Back at the drinking party, y’know, the one where she came to my circle for some reason…”


  “The one you mentioned before?”


  “Yeah. While we were there, I told her about how you came back to Start.”


  “Mind your own business, would you?” I pouted.


  He put his hands together in apology. “Sorry, bro. But her reaction stuck out to me, you know? Like, it was interesting because I could tell how close you two really are.”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  That did make me happy, really.


  Does she tell people about our friendship even when I’m not around? I really have found a great group of people to surround myself with.


  “Thank goodness for that.”


  “Ha ha, what’s gotten into you?” Toudou laughed while he did stretches. He seemed to be warming up for the next game.


  I saw that Shinohara had come back into the gymnasium, so I stood up too.


  Unlike him, my legs were feeling awfully heavy.


  I’m still way out of shape, I thought and sighed.


  Chapter 3:
Valentine’s Party


   


  ABOUT TWO WEEKS HAD PASSED SINCE THE start of a long university spring break.


  I didn’t have any particular plans beyond working twice a week and playing basketball with Start once a week. Outside of that, I spent most of my time lazing around at home. My spring break was already being engulfed by a boring, colorless routine.


  Students got especially excited right before long breaks, but once they started, a lot of us ended up wasting time on meaningless stuff. Then, when lectures were about to resume again, we regretted not using our time more productively.


  There were a few ways for people living boring, routine lives like me to break out of that pattern.


  One of them was to participate in some kind of event.


  February 14th—Valentine’s Day. Today was one such event, one rare day on this break when I actually had solid plans.


  “Senpai, I have plans today. No dinner, okay?”


  “Mm, that’s fine. I’ve got plans too,” I replied flatly to Shinohara, who had been reading a volume of my manga.


  When she heard that, she sat straight up and crossed her legs. “Ooh, that’s rare! You don’t have work or your circle today, do you?”


  “How do you know that? Scary.”


  “Hey, quit being mean! I just looked at the calendar you literally write your schedule on!” She angrily pointed in the direction of the calendar.


  My gaze followed her finger. Indeed, I’d written my work and circle schedules in pen. Today’s date was blank.


  Apparently puzzled, she cocked her head. “What kind of plans do you have?”


  “A party, kinda.”


  It was the Valentine’s Day party that Natsuki had invited me to. One of the precious few exciting events for me. Still, I was just attending—it didn’t have any special meaning behind it.


  “Wow, a party! That sounds fun. What kind of party is it?” Her eyes sparkled.


  “I’d invite you too, but unfortunately, nobody who’s underage is allowed.”


  “Huh?!” Her face turned bright red. “Should I be sending you off with a smile at a time like this?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I-I don’t know if it’s right for a girl to tell you to ‘have fun tonight’…”


  “Okay, you’re clearly misunderstanding, but it’s still a party for university students. I think you’re focusing on the word ‘underage’ too much,” I replied calmly.


  Shinohara stared blankly at me for a moment and then finally said, “S-Senpai… Oh, the nerve, scandalizing me like a perv!”


  “Why are you suddenly rhyming?!”


  “Don’t blame me for misunderstanding you! You were misleading!” She jumped out of bed and put her manga back on the shelf. Then, she took the next volume out and slammed her butt back down on the bed.


  I sighed.


  I had plans to meet Ayaka in front of the station at 6:00 p.m. so we could go to the party together. The clock’s small hand pointed to five, so I’d have to start getting ready soon, but a certain overzealous reader was preventing that.


  I didn’t relish the thought of leaving and letting a guest stay in my home alone.


  A…guest? I side-eyed her.


  She came over several times a week. I would normally be against someone doing that, but something about her let me tolerate it. It was true that she gave color to my monochrome routine. Maybe I’d grown to like that.


  “Your food is delicious,” I said aloud.


  “Not sure why you’re trying to love bomb me, but whatever. I’m reading right now.”


  Some people would say that reading manga didn’t actually count as reading, but that debate aside, I needed to get her out of my apartment.


  “So basically, you gotta leave soon. Like I said, I have plans today.” I had one hour until I needed to be there, and it was at least forty minutes away, so I was already close to late.


  “I’ll leave! Just gimme a little bit. I’m in the middle of a really good part.”


  “Did that volume start with a really good part…?”


  “Yeah, it did!”


  The magazine I’d let her read the other day had led to her becoming completely obsessed with the manga on my shelf.


  Apparently, she hadn’t read much of this kind of manga until she started visiting me. The one she was reading right now had really started to pick up lately, so I could understand why she wanted to immerse herself in it.


  Left with no choice, I gave up on getting her to leave and started preparing to go out. She took refuge in my bed as I looked for my things, trying to stay out of my way.


  When I was done, I called out curtly, “Be serious. Are you leaving, or not? Don’t you have plans too?”


  Like Ayaka, I’d heard from her very mouth that she had plans today. It seemed a little too carefree to be sitting there reading my manga all day if she had somewhere to be. I’d be happy to lend her all the books she wanted, if only she’d ask.


  “I am! After I finish this volume, I’m going shopping.”


  It was all too clear that she didn’t plan on leaving right away, but I owed her too much to expel her by force. Reluctantly, I steeled myself and threw my house key to her.


  “Here,” I sighed. “Make sure you lock the door.”


  “Okaaay… What?! Wait, is this your key?!” She closed her manga and picked the key up off of her thigh.


  I wanted to joke about how weak her dedication to manga was if that was all it took to get her attention, but I didn’t. That would just waste time changing the subject.


  “Yes, it’s my key. Leave it in the mailbox when you go. Don’t lose it, please. You’d be surprised how expensive it is to get a new one.”


  Don’t ask me how I know.


  I’d never forget how, back in middle school, I’d lost my house key and had to scrape together all of my pocket money to get a new one, leaving me without any cash at all for a while. Unfortunately, I’d lost my spare key just half a year ago now, so I really needed her to return this one when she was done with it.


  Besides, there were a lot of valuable memories held in that key.


  Maybe I shouldn’t let her have it, actually…


  I suddenly changed my mind and started to reach my hand out, but when I saw the look on her face, I stopped.


  “I-I need to give it back, right? It’s not a spare key, so you’ll need it back. I mean… Well, this is kind of a big step forward, huh?” She gingerly held it between her fingers and smiled at the keychain attached to it. “The keychain is cute too.”


  “Yeah…”


  I decided to let her borrow it after all.


  The keychain was designed to look like a snow leopard. It was one that a certain friend of mine loved. I was still reluctant to lend her my key given its sentimental value, but it’d be weird to ask for only the keychain back.


  I picked up my messenger bag and left the living room. 


  “See you later!” she called out happily from behind me as I exited the front door. I couldn’t help but sigh.


  My breath rose as white fog in the cold air.


  I watched it vacantly, my thoughts wandering until I finally realized that today was Valentine’s Day.


  When Shinohara had sent me a Line message saying I’m coming over again today, I’d expected her to bring chocolate, but no. She didn’t even seem to have any herself, let alone some for me. I wasn’t especially sad about not getting any, but it did bring me down just a tiny bit.


  Not getting chocolate was one of the expected outcomes of Valentine’s Day, of course. It struck me, though, that the emotions you felt based on how many chocolates you received didn’t change when you become a university student.


  “Ugh. What a loser,” I muttered to myself before running to the station.


   


  ***


   


  When I got there, it was 6:00 p.m. on the dot. Amid the busy crowd of people, I spotted a familiar figure.


  “Ayaka!”


  She turned around upon my call, and I noticed that her makeup was even more eye-catching than usual. Her sparkly silver accessories combined with her black outfit gave off a classy vibe, making it easy to realize why I’d found her so quickly.


  As soon as she spotted me, she walked over. Her heels clacked on the ground as she strutted my way.


  “Hey, been a while,” she greeted me. “We haven’t seen each other since the drinking party, have we?”


  “Yeah. It doesn’t feel like it’s been that long, though.”


  We hadn’t had many opportunities to meet up this spring break, but we’d talked on the phone plenty of times, so it didn’t feel like it’d been that long.


  I found myself a little nervous, though—all thanks to how much prettier than usual she looked. She must have pulled out all the stops today. How else could she make me this nervous when we’d known each other for years?


  As for me, since this was a party for university students, I was dressed…the same as usual. Maybe I should’ve spruced myself up a little more.


  As I regretted my slobbishness, she commented, “You’re dressed too normally. You look like you’re off to a lecture.”


  “D-does it matter? We’re just going to drink and talk, anyway.” I turned away in my shame.


  “I can tell you didn’t read the invite Natsuki sent,” she said, exasperated.


  “What part?”


  “Ugh… The whole Valentine’s scheme. Guys and girls are paired up randomly to chat, and girls give chocolate to the guy they like. It took me hours to make chocolate for this.”


  “Huh?!”


  Who came up with this hellish scheme?


  I panicked and pulled up the chat menu. Indeed, the details were there plain as day on the image that Natsuki had sent.


  If I met a girl for the first time and she didn’t want to give me chocolate, that was perfectly fine and understandable. But it would still come with some emotional damage.


  If I didn’t get any at all? I’d probably go cry to Ayaka.


  “So… No chance I can just give up and go home at this point?” I asked, just in case.


  Ayaka angrily shook a paper bag in front of me. “Of course not. I made chocolate just for today, and I can’t get into the venue if you’re not there.”


  “What if you find a guy with the same dilemma as you?”


  “Ugh, no, that sounds like a pain. Don’t worry. I was planning to give you chocolate anyway, so you won’t go home empty-handed.”


  That did make me feel a little better. We’d known each other for a long time, but she’d never given me chocolate. Even if she only gave it to me out of obligation, that didn’t change the fact that it was still handmade.


  I must rise to this challenge. This chocolate will be my only solace.


  “What’s with that look on your face? Got a problem with my chocolate?” She frowned up at me.


  I waved a hand in refusal. “No, not at all. I would have run away if you hadn’t just said that.”


  “Oh? Then good. I never give people chocolate unless I have a reason like this.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “I’ve learned my lesson. I’m not getting in the middle of any bloody feud between other women. Didn’t stop people from saying I had a ‘difficult personality,’ though.”


  She must be talking about high school.


  I knew from experience that good-looking women were even more likely to get caught up in all that.


  “Well, no matter what, people are gonna say that about people like you,” I shrugged. “Give up on expecting otherwise.”


  “Hey! You were supposed to console me there. Are you trying to kick me while I’m down?”


  “You wouldn’t want me consoling you. Plus, I don’t want to either.”


  “Maybe you’re right, actually. Either way, that’s why I went all-out and made lots of chocolates for today. See?” She shook her bag at me again.


  Before looking inside, I raised an eyebrow at a certain phrase that had caught my attention.


  “Why’d you make so much? Don’t people normally just do one?” I asked.


  She rolled her eyes and replied, “If everyone only made one, then there’d be a whole bunch of poor losers like you. They asked us specifically to make a few.”


  “Oh, I see. Everyone made a lot, eh…? You girls have it rough.”
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  If that was true, then the rarity of her chocolates had fallen. I was still happy to be getting one, but maybe a little disappointed too. I looked down into the paper bag she was waving in front of me and saw that there were about ten chocolates inside.


  “You still made too many, right? The heck did you make all these for?”


  “If I’m looking for a potential boyfriend, then the more ammo I have in the chamber, the better.”


  “This is exactly how you end up with a guy like Motosaka.”


  “Oh, shut up. Sometimes it’s fine to just spray and pray.”


  “So you admit you’re firing blind? Well… Anyway, I understand you’re trying hard today. I guess I can’t blame you.”


  Based on what she’d told me, men weren’t the only ones suffering from the organizer’s decisions here. Women were forced to make a lot of chocolate too. Knowing this, I wanted to put my best foot forward today.


  Just as I had that thought, Ayaka added a very unnecessary remark: “It’s not all bad. Women only have to pay 500 yen to get in.”


  “Hey, I had to pay 4,300 yen! Are you serious right now?!”


  “That’s how all these matchmaking parties go. Frankly, that’s a small price to pay for all the chocolate you’re going to get. Be grateful.”


  “I don’t wanna go anymore! At least let me change clothes!”


  “Ugh, quit yelling so much!” She hit me on the back of my head.


  It made a loud thud, but the pain in my chest far outweighed any physical blow she could deal to me.


   


  ***


   


  “Okay, you’re all checked in. Please, enter.”


  A staff member handed me an entrance ticket and guided me into a venue that could easily fit a hundred people, maybe more. The actual number of participants would be something like forty, so it felt a little roomy for the purpose.


  And because the venue was a floor of a high-rise, we had a great view of the city at night. The price was surprisingly reasonable for the luxury, so I could see why the place was popular among students.


  “Wow, it’s surprisingly decent. I wasn’t expecting much from the venue.”


  “Normally, if you wanted to go to a place like this, you’d have to blow 7,000 yen on the entrance fee alone.”


  While I was impressed, Ayaka was not. “Don’t be silly. Of course it’s cheap. There’s a drink minimum, after all.”


  “Wait, they’re not done shaking me down?!”


  “Pipe down!” She pinched my upper arm.


  I patted my poor, stinging arm and spotted a familiar person. It was Natsuki, the one who’d invited me to the party.


  I started to greet her, but I realized she was chatting up a guy next to her. He was a familiar sight too.


  “Ayaka, that guy next to Natsuki—”


  “Oh, no.” Ayaka grimaced openly.


  The guy next to her was Motosaka Yuudou. He was the guy who’d ruined the mixer by trying to talk about sex with all the girls, and then ended up getting dumped by Shinohara after she walked in.


  The mixer ended in failure despite Ayaka being the one who organized it, so seeing him brought up bitter memories for her.


  “Why is he here?” she groaned. “And what, is Natsuki friends with him?”


  “If you don’t know, I don’t know how you’d expect me to know. Best we steer clear.”


  “You’ll be fine. You only talk to girls, anyway.”


  “Well, you’ll be fine too, since you’re so great at acting fake.”


  “How dare you—”


  Before she could finish that sentence, a voice echoed through the venue. The lights dimmed, and suddenly, a man walked forward into a spotlight.


  “Thank you all for coming today. I’m Tsuda, and I’ll be your host tonight.”


  The man looked young, like he was still a student. While Ayaka was visibly bored, there were a lot of people around us who seemed excited.


  He raised his hand and asked, “How many among you have already gotten chocolate today?” Hands went up here and there. Motosaka proudly raised his own.


  Ayaka tapped my shoulder, so I leaned in close.


  “Did you get one?” she asked.


  “No, not yet, and I doubt I’ll get any.”


  “Excuse me? Does mine not count?”


  Despite her protests, I had to imagine that her chocolate was the most common of all presents. Some others probably made multiples, but I couldn’t see any other bags as bursting with chocolates as hers.


  “I hope your pea shooter hits true.”


  “Don’t call it a pea shooter. It’s a tried-and-true cannon.”


  “Pretty sure cannons can’t rapid-fire.”


  “Only because you haven’t seen how fast I can load mine,” she shot back smugly.


  As I thought of a witty retort, I was interrupted by a brown mushroom bob.


  “Aya-chan!” It was Natsuki. She had those big, black-rimmed glasses on as usual. Motosaka followed behind her. “Aya-chan, I’m so glad you came! Let’s have fun tonight!”


  “Natsuki, hi! I’m way too anxious to do something like this alone, so I’m really glad you invited us!”


  My eyes popped. Ayaka had switched on so quickly. She was acting practically giddy now.


  Motosaka noticed her in the dim lighting too, and piped up excitedly, “Ayaka-chan, it’s been a while. Hell yeah, I’m glad I came here! In the mood to give me some chocolate?”


  “Hi there, Motosaka-kun. Yep, I ended up making too many chocolates by mistake, ha ha! Of course you can have one. I’d love to give one to everyone I end up paired with!”


  I stepped away from the smiling Ayaka. She might get mad at me later, but I’d rather be alone than be stuck with those three together. Fortunately, the darkness of the venue kept me inconspicuous.


  “Now, everyone, please check your entrance tickets!” the host continued. “Do you see the number on yours?” I took mine out by his direction. It was hard to see, but indeed, mine had thirty-one boldly printed on it. “Every participant has been given a different number. We’ll make random pairs using them. We’ll post pairs up front every ten minutes, so come and look for yours when you hear the announcement. A complementary drink coupon is included in your ticket, so tear it off and use it at the counter if you’d like!”


  This whole scheme left an awful lot of effort to the participants.


  They lit up the copy paper containing the handwritten list—at least they’d tried to make it legible in the dark. I stepped up front and looked for my number. My partner was number fourteen.


  As I looked around, most people were wandering around looking for their partners and calling out things like, “Is number forty around?”


  I reluctantly followed the wandering crowd, all the while despairing that I’d have to find my partner all by myself in this dark room.


  After searching for a minute or so calling out, “Number 14?” I finally got a response. Of the many times I’ve had to search for people, that was among the most hellish.


  “Hi, number fourteen here!” someone said.


  That voice was familiar. I approached and realized it was Natsuki again.


  “Oh, wow. Natsuki?” I said, relieved.


  “Aww, wow, Yuuta? Someone I already know?” she replied, sounding almost bored.


  “Don’t be mean!”


  “You started it.”


  “Oh… I guess. Sorry about that.” I hadn’t meant anything by that, but the way I’d said it could definitely come off as rude. When I apologized, she smiled as if it hadn’t bothered her at all.


  Apparently, her pouting had just been a joke.


  “Jeez, you’re so earnest,” she said with a charming smile. I can see why she’s in that circle, I found myself thinking. “Well, do you wanna start by chatting? Thanks for coming today, by the way!”


  “Thanks? Wait…are you the organizer?” I’d heard of organizers mingling among the partygoers at parties like this.


  But she shook her head. “Nope. I’m friends with the organizer though. That’s why I got so many admission slots—so I could let more friends come.”


  “Ah, and that’s why you invited me.”


  “That’s right! It’s more fun with friends around!”


  “Hmm. Why me specifically, though?”


  She seemed like she’d have a lot of friends. Surely there were plenty of others she could’ve invited. It wasn’t that unusual since we really were becoming friends, but it still struck me as odd.


  “Why? Mm, I think you’ll understand soon.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I chuckled at her suggestive wording, but she probably wouldn’t answer even if I pressed her. I could sense from her cheerful smile that she had no interest in answering my question, so I changed the subject by asking about something else on my mind. “What happens to number assignments if people skip the party? Does anyone end up without a pairing?”


  She put a finger to her cheek and tilted her head. “I wonder what the plan was…” That was a deviously cute little move, though it differed somehow from Shinohara’s style. “Oh, right! The organizers decide the numbers on the spot. That’s why they don’t let you in without a partner. They don’t want the ratio to shift just because someone flaked.”


  “Ooh. It saves a lot of effort on their part by passing on the labor to participants.”


  That seemed fair enough to me. After that, we chatted about the manga we liked, just like before. Having something in common to talk about saves a lot of effort in these situations. Natsuki liked the manga I was letting Shinohara read too, so we had a lot to discuss there.


  As we gabbed, the host told us it was time to swap. “It’s time, everyone! I know you haven’t had long, but it’s time to change partners!”


  “I’m glad you were my first partner, Yuuta! I feel a lot less nervous now.”


  “Same here. Thanks.” My gaze naturally fell onto the paper bag she was carrying. It wasn’t on purpose, but it must’ve looked like I was begging for chocolate, so I quickly looked back up.


  But she seemed to notice, saying, “Sorry, but I can’t give you any. It would kinda defeat the purpose of coming here today if I gave it to a friend.”


  Her apology turned me bright tomato-red.


  I laughed and waved my hand wildly in a vain attempt to hide my shame. “N-no, it’s okay! It’s normal not to bring a bunch of chocolates anyway! Ayaka’s the weird one for making so many.”


  “Ah ha ha, maybe!”


  I mentally apologized to Ayaka for dropping her name just to save face. As for her, she was still chatting with a guy wearing round glasses.


  From a distance, it looked like things were going well. But when I noticed that she was using her fake smile, I let out a sigh. If she couldn’t even be herself around people she was meeting for the first time, then part of me thought that she’d never get the boyfriend she wanted.


  If she hated it when people made moves on her because they only saw her façade, then surely the correct option was to just let her true self through. I understood it was easier said than done, though—her past made it hard to show her true self to people she just met. A vexing problem, indeed.


  “So you’re not going out with Aya-chan?” Natsuki asked.


  “Like I said before, that’s not happening.”


  “Aww, but you’re such good friends.”


  “True enough.”


  Had I told her that Ayaka and I were old friends? I guess she must have heard it from Ayaka’s own mouth, just like Toudou.


  “Anyway, I’m gonna get going. Thanks again!” With that, Natsuki left me behind. I felt my heart flutter as I watched her go.


  Chapter 4:
She Returns


   


  AFTER THAT, I MANAGED TO ENJOY THE PARTY in my own way. When in Rome, right?


  By the time I’d reached my fourth partner, the host announced, “It’s time for a little break now, everyone. Restrooms and the like are down the hall on the right.”


  “Aww. I was just getting into it,” the girl I was talking with grumbled.


  We’d only talked about random, insignificant crap, but she and I probably had the liveliest conversation of the entire evening.


  As I started to wonder if I had gotten the wrong impression, she took a decorated package out of her bag, instantly proving me wrong. “Here you go. All yours.”


  “Huh? You mean it?” I was surprised.


  She apparently found that remark funny, laughing in a way that made her earrings shake a little. “Yeah! I had fun. Your surprise must mean that I’m the first one to give you chocolate tonight?”


  “Yeah, you are. Some girls seemed like they were having fun until we swapped, but then they just said bye and left.”


  “I see… Yeah, I get how you feel.”


  After placing the package in my hand, she started stretching. “You don’t ask any intimate questions. You’re fun, but it probably makes people wonder if that’s all it would ever be with you: fun.”


  “Huh? Do other guys ask more intimate questions?”


  “Totally. They talk about love and stuff like that. You’re the first person of the entire evening who made casual conversation from start to finish with me.”


  I’d thought it was normal to avoid being intrusive with people you’d just met, so this came as a shock. But I could also understand why people would bring up more intimate topics—you didn’t have much time to make friends at these parties, after all.


  I just didn’t think I had it in me to do the same thing.


  “I think you and I are pretty similar,” she said. “We don’t like talking about that kind of stuff with people we’ve just met. That’s why I liked talking with you.”


  “O-oh. Thank you.” I felt embarrassed and awkward. I couldn’t remember the last time a girl I’d just met had complimented me so directly.


  She seemed to be waiting for something, but after confirming that I had nothing to say, she smiled a little. “Anyway, bye. I hope I see you again somewhere.”


  “Y-yeah. Bye.”


  With one more smile, she returned to the hustle and bustle up front. I felt so happy that I wanted to do a little dance.


  Our break began, and everyone started hanging out in the suddenly disorganized venue. After confirming that there were no women in sight, I imitated the girl from before and started stretching.


  My chocolate was held tight in my hand. Its presence seemed to affirm my existence here. It was light, but it was there.


  As I looked at the packaging again, someone called out to me from behind.


  “Look at you, getting chocolate.” Ayaka gazed at it in fascination. There was less chocolate in her paper bag, so I assumed she’d given some to every one of her partners.


  “That last girl gave me my first one. I’m all giddy now.”


  “Heh. You know, from where I was watching, it looked like you could’ve gotten a lot more than chocolate from her.” I didn’t know what she was implying, so I cocked my head at her. She rolled her eyes and said, “Are you stupid? You should’ve asked for her number.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Because you got along well? I wasn’t listening the whole time, but even I could tell from a distance that she was waiting for you to ask her that.”


  Was that why she paused for a second before leaving? I started to think that I’d done something stupid, but there was no changing that now.


  “I’ll never see her again. It’s fine,” I said, doing my best to act cool.


  Seeing right through my act, she laughed right in my face.


  “How long is break time, again?” I tried to change the subject.


  “They said ten minutes. How about we go into the hallway? Too many people here.” By the time Ayaka had finished talking, she was already on her way out. It was very like her to not bother waiting for my answer.


  I gave up and followed her. The hallway had split into two, and there was almost nobody in the side without bathrooms. I leaned on the wall and felt a yawn coming.


  “You tired too?” she asked.


  “Mm, I dunno. I think I’m just sleepy.”


  “Oh, okay. Y’know, ever since high school, I’ve thought that you’re surprisingly good at making conversation with people you’ve never met.”


  “I dunno about good… Average, maybe. I think most people can pass the time making small talk. I’m definitely not as good as you.”


  Her face clouded over. “I’m no good at that at all.”


  “Why do you say that? You’re always chatting people up.”


  My impression of Ayaka was that there was constant laughter everywhere she went. That hadn’t changed since high school, except for one short period. If someone like her joined a group of people who didn’t know each other, she’d liven things up just like that.


  But she seemed to disagree.


  “Maybe, but I can’t talk openly with others like I can with you. If I’m looking for a partner, it’s obviously easier if I’m genuine from the start. I envy that you can do that so easily.”


  “Even I try to be upbeat when I’m meeting new people. I’m still not being totally genuine like I am with you.”


  “Maybe you’re right. The grass is always greener, and all.”


  “Exactly,” I agreed wholeheartedly.


  There is no textbook for winning at life. I’d sometimes wished that I could learn everything by subject like I did in school, but the only people who could do that were out there writing hard-to-parse essay compilations.


  But there were things that I could learn from Ayaka. Her way of life wasn’t innate; it was a conscious technique, a skill she had worked to build. I knew that because I’d known her back in high school.


  If it were innate, like Shinohara’s, then I would just be amazed. I would think that it was impossible to imitate. But when I saw Ayaka’s efforts to improve herself, I knew that I could absorb something.


  The bottom line was that if I really was as good at talking to strangers as she claimed, then that was the result of learning how to do it from her. And if that was the case…


  “Then you really are amazing,” I murmured.


  “Not sure where that came from, but okay, thanks.” Ayaka raised her eyebrows and smiled. That was a face she only made around close friends.


  Yeah. That’s right, that’s the smile I wanna see, I thought to myself.


  She gazed blankly out the window for a while, but eventually, she leaned back against the wall and said, “Wanna head back in? Ten minutes are gonna pass in no time.”


  “Yeah. Can’t hear the host from here, either.”


  “I’m gonna run to the bathroom, so you go on ahead. Oh, hold my bag of chocolates for me, though. Don’t drop it!” After handing me the bag, she walked off toward the bathroom.


   


  ***


   


  When I went back, I heard the voices of other students.


  The dim lighting was probably meant to have a psychological effect on us.


  Over an hour had passed since the start of the Valentine’s party, but there was still another hour left. This was the last round of pairing up and sharing chocolate, so I figured I should at least stay for that.


  I moved to a spot with brighter lighting—the counter where people collected their drinks. I recalled when the host had mentioned that our entry tickets had drink coupons attached, so I tore off the coupon and handed it to the staff member.


  “What would you like to drink this evening?” they asked.


  “Uhh… A screwdriver.” I ordered one of the few cocktails that I could remember the name of. As I recalled, it was a drink made with vodka and orange juice.


  It would be called an orange blossom if the base was dry gin rather than vodka, but I couldn’t tell how the two actually differed in flavor. When I received my screwdriver, I took a sip to make sure it wouldn’t spill as I walked around.


  Apparently, people call the screwdriver the “lady killer” too, due to its pleasant flavor and high alcohol content. I looked around, wondering how many female university students would know about that, and noticed a few people downing drinks.


  Among them was Motosaka. He was in the middle of flirting with a girl with a glass in her hand. Apparently not put off by his attempts to get her LINE info, she took out her phone.


  Maybe it’s okay to be that casual with people you’re just meeting.


  As long as he wasn’t being annoying like at the Christmas mixer, he was hitting it off with his partners better than I was. He had a bunch more chocolates than I did to show for it.


  The Valentine’s party system truly was so much crueler than I once thought. All of the men’s belongings were in coin lockers, so it was easy to tell how much chocolate someone had just by looking at them. Most of the people chatting during break time had a few chocolates in hand.


  I’d heard a theory that women were instinctively drawn to men who already had the attention of others. Seeing this scene made me want to agree.


  While I thought about this, Natsuki came into view again. She wasn’t holding anything—she must’ve already given away all of the chocolate she’d brought—and was sitting comfortably and talking with a familiar-looking girl.


  “The time has come again, everyone. It’s time to start the party anew!” the host announced.


  The lights spun colorfully for a moment before dimming again. When they came back on, Natsuki and the other girl had disappeared.


  Suddenly, someone lightly tapped me on the back.


  “Whoa?!”


  “You don’t have to be so surprised.” Ayaka grinned wryly at me as she took back her bag of chocolates.


  “O-oh… Uh, my bad.”


  “You’re acting a little weird. Scared of the dark?”


  “No, it’s nothing. I mean, if I was scared of the dark, you would’ve noticed a long time ago.”


  “Ah ha ha! True. But still, you—” Before she could say what she wanted to say, everyone started to move again. Apparently, they’d put up a new list of pairings.


  “Let’s go, I guess,” I said as I left her behind and checked my number up front. I was matched with number two this time, so I called out, “Number twooo!”


  Sure hope they improve this process by next year. I wasn’t planning to join in another of these parties, but this was too inefficient for me to let slide.


  There was probably a budgetary concern involved, though. If making it more efficient made the participation fee go up, then that would change things. Maybe this was for the best, after all, knowing that it was a party for poor university students.


  “Number two…” I was starting to get fed up with the length of this search.


  Just then, I heard a familiar voice timidly saying, “I’m number two.” Instantly, the person who Natsuki was talking to appeared.


  To be honest, I knew it the moment I saw her. I just couldn’t believe that she’d be here. We knew each other for so long that I can tell who she is even from behind, after all.


  “Hi there, Yuuta-kun. So you came.” That look on her face as she hesitantly spoke to me was all too familiar.


  This had been my second chance encounter with Aisaka Reina since our breakup.


   


  ***


   


  “What a coincidence,” Reina said quietly.


  “Ten minutes! It’s time to start our last pairing!” the host called out, nearly drowning out her voice.


  Noticing that, she smiled weakly and asked, “Did you hear me?”


  “I heard you.”


  I hadn’t seen her up close like this since last month. We’d only broken up a few months ago, but her vibe seemed so different. Maybe that was just because I was in a different state of mind now.


  Her taste in fashion had clearly changed since then too.


  “D-don’t stare so much,” she stammered. “If I knew I’d see you, I would’ve put more effort into my looks.”


  “Why? Not like there’s any point.”


  What’s the point of looking good for a guy who broke up with you?


  She shook her head. “No, there is. Knowing you, you’re probably thinking, ‘What’s the point of looking good for a guy who broke up with me?’”


  I averted my eyes. Bull’s-eye. Guess that’s what happens when you date for a year.


  “That’s exactly why there is a point,” she said, scratching her cheek. It was hard to understand how she could look at her ex so gently.


  “My stomach hurts. I think I’ll go to the bathroom.”


  “Huh? Are you okay? Is something wrong?”


  You can’t tell that I’m lying to get away?


  That was understandable too, though. Sometimes, family members who have lived together their whole lives can’t tell when you’re lying. It’s not like she knows everything.


  “I was lying,” I said with a sigh.


  “Aww, that’s mean.”


  “Is it, now?” Cheating is about a hundred times meaner, I thought, but I managed to swallow those words before they could exit my mouth.


  I remembered the phone call from the night of the drinking party—the one where she’d claimed that she hadn’t cheated. If, hypothetically, that were true, then I’d be a real jerk if I scolded her out of nowhere.


  Despite my urge to ask about the call…


  “Well, we can just make small talk, I guess,” I relented. She probably wanted that too.


  There were too many people around, and I didn’t want to talk about that stuff at a party meant for people to meet each other.


  And I definitely didn’t want anyone else to overhear us.


  “I didn’t cheat on you, okay?” Reina said.


  “You’re just gonna launch right into it?!” I retorted.


  For some reason, she laughed back. “I mean, you’re just going to run away once our ten minutes are up, aren’t you?”


  “Obviously. You know where we stand, don’t you?”


  I was faced with my ex-girlfriend, who I’d broken up with because she cheated on me. She seemed to lack that basic awareness. That was how she’d acted when we met before too.


  “I’m your ex. Yuuta-kun’s ex-girlfriend,” she said. For the first time, she looked awkward. However, it seemed like she was just awkward about the word “ex-girlfriend.”


  “As long as you understand,” I replied and turned my eyes to Natsuki, who was chatting with a guy at another table. She noticed my gaze and quickly averted her eyes out of awkwardness.


  Did Reina ask her to invite me?


  If she wasn’t aware of the situation she thrust me in, then she wouldn’t have noticed me staring just now. Besides, she was the one who’d invited me here. If she’d also invited Reina, then it wouldn’t be very hard at all to contrive a meeting between us.


  “Are you friends with Natsuki?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Reina confessed. “I was planning to come find you after the party ended, though.”


  “You two were just talking, after all. But… That makes your greeting from before weird. Didn’t you know we were going to meet?” I drank more of my cocktail. It was empty before I knew it.


  Am I nervous? A lot of people start eating or drinking whatever’s at hand to try and conceal nervousness. But why would I be nervous about seeing Reina again?


  While I battled an internal war, another glass appeared in front of me. A white cocktail was inside.


  “All yours,” she offered.


  “I don’t want it.”


  “But don’t you like white lady?”


  I didn’t know what the cocktail was until she’d said its name. There were a lot of white cocktails out there, so it wasn’t easy to distinguish them by appearance alone.


  “Yeah, I do.”


  Once upon a time, I was too embarrassed to order them because the name made it sound like they were for girls, so I only ever drank it when we went to bars together.


  “It’s nostalgic,” Reina said, apparently remembering the same. “Oh, sorry, I digress. Umm, you asked if I knew we’d meet. My honest answer to that is that I wasn’t sure.”


  “Uh-huh. Why’s that? You asked Natsuki to arrange it, didn’t you?”


  “When someone says ‘I’ll come if I can,’ normally, they don’t. When she told me your response, I gave up.”


  I’d think the same thing if I was in her shoes. I’ll have to be more careful with my replies from now on.


  “Don’t blame her, okay?” Reina urged.


  “I’m not blaming anyone… It’s not like I’m mad or anything.” It’d be more accurate to say that I was just less excited to be at this party now, but I was reluctant to tell her the whole truth.


  “How many chocolates have you gotten?”


  “One.”


  “Okay, well this makes two.” She offered me a neatly wrapped chocolate.


  “I thought you didn’t think I’d come?”


  “Yep. I made it just in case.”


  “It’s homemade?”


  “Of course,” she said. She hadn’t cooked much while we dated. I hardly remembered her ever baking treats, either. “Take it. Even if you say you don’t want it, I’m making you.”


  “Okay, then I guess I will.” I’d have preferred the option to say no, though.


  It seemed far from judicious to accept chocolate from an ex, but strangely, I didn’t have the energy to insist against it.


  “I lied a minute ago,” Reina said. “I put a lot of work into my make-up and outfit today, but I thought telling you that would be unfair.”


  “Then why did you say it now?”


  “I changed my mind. I—” She was interrupted by the host’s voice.


  “Our last pairing time is over! You’re now free to enter and exit as you please! Enjoy some drinks and get to know the people you liked even better! Thank you all for coming!”


  That concluded the formal pairing portion of the event.


  It was a surprisingly abrupt end to the proceedings, but the host looked young. He’d already put in a respectable effort for his age.


  “Well, I think that’s enough for now,” I said. “My friend’s coming back over.”


  “Do you think you can tell her we just met here at the party?”


  “Doubtful.”


  A normal friend would leave it at that, sure. But the friend coming to see me was Ayaka, and she knew both Reina’s face and the details of our breakup. In fact, they’d already met a month ago, and Ayaka had stepped in and gave Reina a stern talking-to.


  I figured it’d be best to avoid letting them meet. I started to explain that, but my decision had come too late.


  Reina’s gaze turned behind me. Apparently understanding now, she said, “Oh…I see.”


  “What? Treating me like a nuisance now?” It was Ayaka. Reina’s expression stiffened. “Reina-san, was it? What do you want with him?”


  Despite the thorny tone, she was unmoved. She’d turned tail and ran last time, but not this time—maybe because she didn’t have a confused friend with her today.


  Far from it, she frowned back.


  “Do I have to say it? Is it that weird to talk with my ex?”


  “Depends on the person, maybe, but you’re different.”


  “Different how?”


  “You cheated on him. Have you ever considered how he feels? Or did you just decide that you don’t care about his feelings?”


  My ex gazed at Ayaka searchingly.


  This only made her angrier. “What’s going through your head right now? What, your new fling didn’t work out, so you’re trying to get him back? I know he has a way of not saying what’s important when it’s important, so I’ll have to do it for him.” She glanced at me and then looked back at Reina. “Stay away from him. You’re a nuisance.”


  “Ayaka, that’s enough,” I interrupted them.


  Ayaka glared at me. “If you want to stop me, pick a better time to do it. You agreed with me until I said that, right?”


  “I didn’t—” I stopped myself. While I preferred to keep things civil, her words really had expressed part of what I felt; I just didn’t have the courage to say it myself. With that in mind, stopping her now would seem awfully cowardly.


  That urge still reared its head, though. Was I reluctant to fight here? Did I still lack courage? Or was it because I still had some smoldering feelings for Reina?


  My brain froze up until Reina spoke up again. “I didn’t cheat on him.” That was the same thing she’d said on the phone.


  Ayaka looked at her dubiously before coldly grinning. “How strange. Why didn’t you say that when you broke up, then? That is why you broke up, no?”


  “I don’t have to tell you—” Reina started to retort, but she changed tack. “I’m here to see Yuuta-kun.” Her expression remained stiff.


  Ayaka frowned sternly at her. “That’s not what he’s here for.”


  “I don’t need to explain myself to you. I don’t even want to talk to you,” Reina rebutted and turned to leave. “I’m going home, Yuuta-kun. I’ll message you on LINE.”


  “I’d prefer if you didn’t,” I replied.


  For the first time since Ayaka arrived, Reina smiled. “Don’t be like that.”


  After gently putting a hand on my chest, she left. I simply could not imagine what was going on in my ex’s head.


   


  ***


   


  “You’re drunk.”


  “Meeeeh.” I didn’t have the strength to move my mouth, so I made a dumb noise instead.


  We were on our way back from the party, stopped by a telephone pole. I squatted on the ground in a place where a dog on a walk might pee.


  [image: ]


  I’d started drinking one cocktail after another like I was at an izakaya, and before I knew it, I was in a poisonous, spinning hell of my own making.


  It was no surprise, of course. The alcohol content of cocktails at the party was much higher than at an izakaya.


  I’d forgotten that one simple, crucial fact and practically showered myself in them. By the time Ayaka noticed I was getting unsteady on my feet, it was too late. Drunkenness had already started taking its ugly toll.


  “You wouldn’t listen to me even when I tried to stop you. You earned this.”


  I desperately controlled my gag reflex and tried to protest, “I don’t remember you trying… Urp.”


  “Of course you don’t remember. You’re drunk. Don’t embarrass me so much, please.”


  I looked up at her timidly and asked, “Did I…make trouble for you?” I thought I could hold my alcohol, but when you drank this much, it was hard to remember things. Even then, I wanted to hope that I hadn’t done anything to make anyone unhappy. If I did, I swore I would stop drinking forever.


  Ayaka narrowed her eyes for a moment and then shook her head. “You’re fine. It was embarrassing to walk you all the way here, but you haven’t bothered anyone else…I think.”


  “Why do you sound so uncertain?”


  “Well, I think you indirectly bothered people who wanted to spend time with me after the party. A lot.”


  “Sorry for that.”


  Given what she was wearing today, I could imagine that she was excited about the party. When you had a party that aimed to help people meet each other, the actual objective wasn’t for things to happen there. The number one goal was for people to make connections that last beyond that day.


  I must’ve absolutely ruined Ayaka’s night. I went to the venue without actually caring about the experience and cut off any possible chance of making those connections.


  But she gently murmured, “I’m kidding, silly. There was nobody there that I would prioritize over taking care of you.”


  “You’re too kind…”


  “I’m just making you owe me. You’re gonna pay me back, got it?”


  I had to laugh. That excuse was very much like her. But the laugh wasn’t the only thing about to come out of my mouth.


  “I’m gonna hurl…”


  “Hey! Hold it in! I’ll take your bag and everything, so just try to hold out a little longer!”


  “Roger that…” I stood up unsteadily and gave her my things.


  Normally, it would take just five more minutes to get home, but it took many times that to reach my apartment.


  The old staircase creaked with every step. Since there were two of us, it was even noisier than usual. They’d probably fall apart if there were one or two more.


  “I don’t like these stairs,” Ayaka grumbled. “It’s like they’re calling me heavy.”


  “Well, you’re not exactly light.”


  “I could push you off the stairs right now. You do know that, right?”


  “The liquor said it, not me.”


  “Nice criminal logic.” When we got to the top of the stairs, she handed me my things. “There. You owe me one. Return the favor with pancakes.”


  “A small price to pay, Ayaka-sama,” I joked.


  “Careful how much you drink next time,” she said as she left.


  I thought she might come in, but I could count the number of times she’d done that on one hand. We had chatted at the front door a few times, but surprisingly, she almost never crossed the threshold.


  As I thought about that, I took my key out of the mailbox and put it into the keyhole. When I opened the door, a bright light greeted me.


  “Huh?!” I frantically closed the door.


  Shinohara poked her head out of the room down the hall. “Oh! Welcome back, Senpai!”


  “Thanks… I mean, what the hell?! Didn’t you have plans today?”


  “Yeah, and I wrapped them up, so I came back!”


  “Ugh… I’m too sleepy to argue.”


  “Aww, sleepy? You must’ve had a long day.” She lay down on the carpet and relaxed. “Huh? Are you drunk?”


  “Yeah, and I’m about to hurl.” I collapsed in bed, unable to move. It felt as if a one-ton weight had been dropped on me.


  So much had happened today. On top of going to a weird new kind of party, I’d run into Reina. That was why I drank so much—because I had so many odd feelings swirling after seeing her.


  Those indescribable feelings made me so uncomfortable that I’d tried calming myself with the power of alcohol.


  I probably wouldn’t be able to get up for a while.


  Something approached my motionless form. With all my might, I turned toward it. Shinohara was sitting on the bed, gazing at me with a stupid smirk on her face.


  “Senpai, do you know what day it is?”


  “No.”


  “You’re supposed to say Valentine’s Day! Was it a good one for you? Ooh, what’s with this box of chocolates? It makes me jealous how many you got.” I wanted to ask why she thought I cared, but I was too sleepy to talk, so I just closed my eyes. “Anyway, I’m going home, so I’ll leave my chocolate on the table.”


  “Cool…” I desperately kept my mind anchored to reality and managed to squeak out a reply.


  I’ll just make sure she leaves, and then I’ll go to sleep. The key’s right there. She might even lock the door for me.


  With that faint hope, I reached for my blanket—but it was torn away from me. She was standing in front of me now, cheeks puffed angrily.


  “Don’t ‘cool’ me! I just casually gave you chocolate, but that doesn’t mean four little letters are enough to thank me for all the time I put into making it!”


  “Urgh. Let me sleeeep…”


  “Yes, yes, I know you won’t remember anything I say right now because you’re so drunk! So I’m going to make you apologize again tomorrow! Dummy! Dumb Senpai!” With that, she threw my blanket back onto me.


  My head was spinning so much that I was hallucinating. I desperately tried to make it remember what chocolate meant until it hit me, and I jumped out of bed.


  “Valentine’s chocolate!” I screamed.


  “Wh-why are you yelling out of nowhere?” Shinohara stepped back in surprise.


  “I mean… Thank you. Really, I’m happy, and I’m not just saying it because I’m drunk.”


  I thought that my directness here might just make her think it was because I was drunk, but my gratitude truly was real. I’d already given up on getting chocolate from her when she didn’t give me any this morning. That made this the most exciting gift of the day.


  “A-as long as you understand… Yeah.”


  “Yeah. Thank you so much,” I said emphatically.


  She averted her eyes. “Wh-what’s with you? Jeez. Is this some sort of negging-into-love-bombing strategy?” Her anger subsided, and her cheeks looked a little red.


  Happy that she understood my feelings, I lay back down. This time, I was certain that I couldn’t get back up.


  “Use a blanket, silly. You’ll catch a cold.” She wrapped my exposed parts up in the blanket. It was chilly, but my body heat warmed it in no time.


  “Thaaanks…”


  “Good night, Senpai.”


  I didn’t have the energy left to reply to her gentle voice.


  After I heard the door lock, I gratefully let go of wakefulness.


  Chapter 5:
Ties


   


  A WEEK PASSED AFTER THE VALENTINE’S DAY party. February was coming to an end. However, the cold was still there in full force. I couldn’t peel myself out of bed. My clock was already showing close to 10:00 a.m. I had to go to university today, so I’d really need to get up soon.


  After rolling around in bed for a good ten minutes or so, the phone next to me started buzzing. I rolled over and picked it up. When I opened LINE, the list of unread messages stretched all the way to the top of the screen.


  “You all sure have a lot of energy,” I muttered to myself as I watched a lively group chat of my friends from high school.


  It was still morning, but the notifications kept rolling in. After a few dozen more popped up, my screen turned black. I had a call—from the usual suspect.


  After a bit of hesitation, I answered the phone. She greeted me far too energetically for the time of day.


  “Senpaaai!”


  “Pipe down!”


  “Why?!”


  You’d think that it would be the ultimate joy for a guy to be woken up by his cute underclassman. But instead of savoring that joy, I much preferred to spend my morning being a lazy bum.


  “Senpai, be a little nicer to me. I gave you chocolate, remember? Come on, say good morning!”


  “Good morning, and goodbye.”


  “Wait, wait, wait, please!” she screamed. I pulled the phone away from my ear and frowned.


  “It’s not like you have anything important to talk about anyway.”


  “I don’t. I didn’t call you for a long conversation, though. I just wanted to chat before work,” Shinohara mumbled, making me feel a little guilty.


  I regretted how I’d reacted to my poor underclassman. After all, she was just trying to say good morning to me. “Oh, okay. Um… My bad. It’s not like I don’t like talking to you on the phone—”


  “But I’ve changed my mind. Now I’m going to keep you on the phone for another hour.”


  “Why?!”


  “Because I like chasing after people who treat me badly! It’s in my nature!”


  I could practically picture her puffing up her cheeks. Realizing that she was cute even in my imagination was oddly infuriating.


  “Okay, okay. Let’s meet in the middle: You get five minutes.”


  “Do you actually know what that phrase means? That would make my demand ten minutes, which it wasn’t!”


  “So, ten minutes, then?”


  “I accept these terms,” she reluctantly agreed, bringing a slight grin to my face.


  “Did I door-in-the-face you right?” I chuckled.


  “Door… Ack! You got me!”


  That makes us even now. Well, not that either of us had suffered as a result of it.


  “You insolent little…” she growled over the line.


  “Insolent? Wow, how long has it been since I heard that word in everyday conversation? Nine minutes left, by the way.”


  “Keep rushing me, and we won’t be able to talk about anything! What were you doing before I called you?”


  “Not much. Was just thinking of checking people’s updates on my timeline.”


  She piped up as if in surprise, “Senpai, are you the kind of guy who spends his morning endlessly scrolling timelines?”


  “Once in a while, I guess. I might see people I haven’t seen in a while.”


  Social media could be a great way to reconnect with people you’d drifted away from. I wouldn’t say that I liked social media, but it’d be a lie to say that it had no benefits.


  “Hmm. Now that you mention it, I guess you’re right,” she replied a little evasively. It seemed like there was something she wasn’t saying. “Anyway, let me follow you!”


  The sudden demand stopped me mid-yawn.


  “Why should I do that? It’s not like I ever post anything interesting.”


  “Because! If you really think about it, it’s kind of weird that we call each other all the time but aren’t mutuals. That’s the opposite of the normal order of things.”


  “Well…”


  She was right, to be fair. In modern times, it’s weird to know someone for two months and only keep in touch through LINE. The only reason we hadn’t brought it up before was because the timing had gotten away from us.


  “Are you posting things that you’d be embarrassed to let me see?” she pushed.


  “No, I’m not. Okay,” I relented and copied my account ID. I really didn’t have any embarrassing posts, so there was no inherent problem with sharing my info with her. My account was hardly worth keeping secret anyway.


  When I sent my ID, she replied with a gasp. “Oh! Heh heh, thank you!”


  “I mean, it’s fine.”


  A new follower notification quickly arrived. The profile picture of said new follower was Shinohara herself from behind. Only her silhouette was visible due to the light of the sunset.


  “Your icon sure is perfect for social media, huh?” I mused.


  “But of course. It’s symbolic. Your icon has to be trendy, no matter what,” she explained. I looked at mine again. An ugly-cute local mascot was locking eyes with me. Now that I thought about it, I’d left it the same ever since I’d changed it at a party. “Senpai, I think you should change yours…”


  “Well, no. I was going to, but now I feel like I’ve lost, so I don’t want to anymore.”


  I had planned on changing it, but being told to made me want to be stubborn.


  Shinohara just sighed, “Okay, it’s your profile. Do what you want.”


  “Anyway, I sent you a follow request,” I said. “Accept it whenever.”


  Her account was set to private, so you needed her to accept your follow request before you could see her posts. If she didn’t accept it, then no go.


  I thought I’d said something pretty normal, but her response was unexpected.


  “Huh? I don’t wanna do that.”


  “Bwuh?”


  “I don’t. I want to see your posts, but that doesn’t mean I want you to see mine.”


  “Why? Am I supposed to just let you see my account and not expect the same in return?” It wasn’t as if I was dying to see her account, but it did annoy me how it felt like I was missing out now.


  “Yes, that’s exactly what I expect you to do.”


  “Whatever. I’m going back to bed.”


  “Okay, jeez, what’s with you? Stop trying to hang up over every little thing, please!”


  Where does her lust for phone calls even come from? Seriously.


  I was amazed that she could waste time on this when she was about to go to work. Personally, I preferred not to use up unnecessary energy before work and opted to nap instead.


  “Jeez. Promise you won’t make fun of me?”


  “I won’t. If you want, I’ll swear it.”


  “Not necessary. I’m running out of time.”


  “Why are you so calm now?” I checked the clock. The appointed time was fast approaching. I wasn’t counting the minutes, but it seemed like she was. She sure was obedient, but only in very specific ways.


  “Okay, I’m kindly letting you in!” With that theatric intro, she accepted my follow request.


  Suddenly, her posts filled my screen. The first one I saw was a close-up photo of her with a melancholy vibe. Her bangs were styled to be more curly, making her look even more mature than usual.


  That must’ve been a photo from her work as a model.


  “So pretty…” I muttered without thinking.


  Shinohara typically fit more along the lines of cute rather than pretty, but in these photos, she was capital-P pretty.


  “Y-yes, I guess I am.”


  “What?”


  “Umm, I just thought you’d tease me. Sometimes, you really are genuine, huh? I like how you aren’t always giving compliments, because it makes it feel better when you do.”


  Her reaction embarrassed me a little. I’d said it unconsciously, but to anyone else, it might’ve sounded like I was trying to flirt with her.


  I scrolled through her account, trying to hide my shame all the while, until I noticed something.


  “You don’t have a lot of followers, do you?” I noted.


  Shinohara only had eight followers. For a female college student as dazzling as her, that sure seemed low to me.


  “I only give my info to people I’m close to. You’re the only man in my followers.”


  “I-I see.”


  An account limited to close friends…


  When I heard that, I was drawn to her posts on screen again. Not just because it was her, though—anyone would be happy to be called a close friend just like that.


  “That’s my ten minutes! Okay, I’m going to get ready for work!”


  After that, she immediately hung up.


  Always a flurry with her.


  When I looked at the clock, I saw that she’d hung up three minutes early.


  “Only seven minutes passed, though,” I muttered to myself. Realizing that I was smiling, I pinched my cheeks.


  Then, I pressed the Like button on one of her posts and lobbed my phone away.


   


  Shinohara


   


  Sometimes, when you’re tired from work, you just want to gorge yourself on unhealthy stuff. During my break, I guiltily slurped ramen at a nearby restaurant.


  “Delicious…”


  It was my favorite: tonkotsu ramen. I didn’t eat it much when I was on my own, but right now, I could tell myself that I deserved it because I was working hard.


  Thinking about my weight made me feel guilty again, but my hunger managed to overcome that.


  “Welcome, welcome!” An employee’s loud greetings echoed through the restaurant.


  It was a small place, with six bar seats and three two-person tables, but the food was delicious. People at my job loved it.


  Suddenly curious, I checked this restaurant’s Tabelog rating. “3.2 stars, huh?”


  Not bad, but low for a place that I liked so much. I took a picture of my half-eaten food, hoping to raise the rating a little bit through my own action.


  Then, I went to my account that I only shared with close friends and uploaded it along with the caption, This place’s ramen is so good! I could rate it on Tabelog later too.


  A customer sat next to me and handed a meal ticket to the employee. “I’d like the shoyu ramen, please.”


  I glanced to my side. She was a young woman. Cute, but with a calm demeanor. It was rare for someone like her to visit a cramped ramen joint all alone. But maybe its small size was what made it easier for her to come. There weren’t any other customers but me, either, so that must’ve made the place more approachable to her.


  While I rejoiced at my ability to help sales, my phone vibrated on the table.


  The screen read, hasegawa yuuta liked your post!.


  Senpai just happened to be looking at his timeline?


  It buzzed again, showing a second notification.


  hasegawa yuuta: I was a regular at this place for a while! Love their shoyu ramen.


  The notification brought a smile to my face.


  He was the first man I’d ever shared my private social media account with.


   


  shinoharamayu - 240 following - 3684 followers


  University student - age 19


  ▷ Hobbies: going to cafes


  ▷ Special skills: sleeping zzz


   


  This was my public-facing account. I’d occasionally get scouted as a model, so it helped me secure an income stream. This was the account I shared with people I wanted to be on good terms with.


  Part of me wanted to broadcast stuff about my daily life but preferred if only my close friends could see it. Alas, in the modern world, you needed to socialize.


  It was convenient that I could have two accounts to separate by use like this.


  One of them was for the sake of connecting with friends who used social media, and the other was to share my daily doings with people I really liked. The fact that I wasn’t the only person who did this felt like proof that social media occupied a large space in people’s minds.


  It wasn’t so bad, though. Just receiving notifications from him put me in a good mood, so for me, social media was a good tool.


  I put a hand on the pitcher of water, hoping to pour myself a drink. The person next to me happened to do the same thing.


  “Oh! I’m sorry.” I pulled my hand back.


  There were six seats at the counter, but only three pitchers.


  “No, it’s my fault.” She hesitantly reached over and poured water into her cup.


  When I tried to take it from her, she shook her head. “It’s okay.”


  “Wow, thank you.” I held out my cup and let her fill it.


  Two young women, alone in a cramped ramen shop. Maybe the rarity of this situation had given us a sense of camaraderie.


  Funny. I didn’t have long until my break was over, but I wanted to talk a little. That would probably be annoying to her, though, so I kept to myself. If this camaraderie was one-sided, I didn’t want to be a nuisance to her.


  As I thought that, shockingly, she spoke to me.


  “The food here is delicious, isn’t it?”


  “Huh? Oh, yes, it is.” My voice tensed up a little from the surprise.


  Noticing that, she smiled softly at me. “Sorry for startling you. It’s not often I’m alone with someone my own age.”


  Those were my thoughts exactly.


  Disarmed, I smiled back. “Right? And the two of us end up sitting together at the same counter. It’s kinda funny.”


  “Yeah! It’s been a long time since I last came here, but it’s so good.”


  She was eating the shoyu ramen—the same one Senpai had just recommended.


  “The shoyu ramen looks good too,” I said. “An upperclassman at my school just recommended it to me. He really loves it.”


  She stopped moving her chopsticks. “I tried it because a friend recommended it to me too. We went to this restaurant together for a while.”


  There was a troubled look on her face. She already seemed out of place here, and she was starting to stand out even more. It was a good thing I was the only other customer here.


  But maybe I looked out of place to the imaginary onlooker too.


  “You must be a student too, right?” I asked.


  She nodded back. “Yep. I go to the girls’ school nearby. I’m a second year.”


  “Oh, you’re my upperclassman, then. I’m a first year!”


  “Yeah, I had a feeling,” she giggled. “I felt I could relax a little.”


  “Ha ha ha, you could just tell, couldn’t you?” I had to laugh, too.


  She had a reassuring aura, so I bet younger people liked her a lot. Even I found myself wanting to be her friend.


  I hadn’t felt like this with any other upperclassmen since I met him. Hasegawa-senpai accepted me for who I was, but he never tried too hard to get me to return the favor. He was the most comforting person for me to be around these days.


  We’d grown a lot closer lately. He lent me the key to his apartment often, and we followed each other on social media. Yes, I understood that those two things represented very different levels of intimacy.


  Her aura was somehow akin to his.


  “May I know your name?” I asked.


  “Me? Aisaka Reina. Would you like to tell me yours too?”


  “I’m Shinohara Mayu. I work at a spot near this ramen restaurant.”


  “Oh, wow. One of my friends works nearby too.”


  “Neat! What a small world.”


  After we exchanged names, I suddenly felt so much closer to her. That was the moment that our relationship changed from strangers to acquaintances. I occasionally felt this moment in a new relationship, but it was even more noticeable this time.


  “So, Mayu-chan? Cute name.”


  “I think yours is pretty too, Reina-san.”


  We laughed at how silly this situation was. Even I found the conversation unfitting for the venue, but that was exactly what made the whole thing funny.


  “I’ll try the shoyu ramen next time too,” I said. “My trustworthy upperclassman recommended it, after all.”


  “Likewise. Since my former partner loved it so much.” Reina-san smiled sweetly at me. Then, she panicked, “Oh, no! My noodles are getting soggy!” and started slurping them down quickly.


  It was kind of adorable despite her being the older one between us. Suddenly, my phone vibrated again. This time, it was from my job.


  They were asking me to wrap up my break soon because we had gotten a rush of customers.


  “Ah… I’d better go. Sorry.” My face clouded over. I’d just made a new friend, but now that was ruined.


  Reina-san smiled again and said, “Let’s exchange info next time we meet here, okay?”


  Will there even be a next time? I wondered.


  “Okay!” I replied cheerfully despite my doubts. With that, I left.


  It always put me in a good mood when I made a new friend. Excited, I opened my social media app again. After clicking Like on one of Senpai’s posts, I headed to work.


  These feelings would be enough to get me through the work day.


  Chapter 6:
Vacation Prep


   


  I GOT A LIKE FROM SHINOHARA A FEW HOURS after our phone call.


  I’d finally managed to get out of bed and went shopping at the university convenience store. Stifling a yawn, I looked at the menu near the register.


  One big feature of campus convenience stores was that almost all of the customers were students or staff. Since we were all from the same university, there was a sense of camaraderie between us even if we didn’t know each other.


  Even a total stranger was probably a student here at the same school as me. That basic assumption made us a little more generous.


  “Oh, you go ahead of me! I’m waiting for a friend.” An unfamiliar girl gave me her spot in line.


  I’d show much more gratitude anywhere else, but this was the school campus.


  “Oh, thanks,” I quickly responded.


  She didn’t react much before going back to her group. Said group of girls were chatting together around the candy. The noise didn’t bother me much, though, because all convenience stores filled with students are noisy.


  “Two packs of fried chicken bites, please,” I requested before stepping aside to let the people behind me order.


  I looked around again. Despite it being spring break, it was pretty busy. That was in part because it was lunch, and people tended to gather around this time.


  Among the dense crowd, I spotted a figure weaving through them and heading toward me. She was wearing that usual gray coat—Ayaka.


  “Yo. I’m surprised you found this place.”


  “When you said ‘second floor of building five,’ I figured this was it. Next time, give me a precise location instead of being so vague. It doesn’t help that this place is packed.”


  “You could’ve waited outside. I didn’t say to meet in the convenience store.”


  “Be nice. I came just to see you.” Ayaka looked a little unhappy. I ignored her, accepted the fried chicken from the employee, and handed one of the packs to her. “Oh wow, I see. Thanks.” Her mood immediately improved when she received the limited-edition fried junk food.


  We stepped out of the convenience store and into the second-floor lobby. The second floor of building five was full of soft chairs and fancy benches, but I kept walking.


  “Let’s go,” I said.


  “Huh? Why don’t we relax and eat before we go?”


  “Just eat while we walk. You won’t run into anyone, since the hallways are empty.”


  “Nuh-uh. I’m sitting.” Ayaka left me behind and found a space with two chairs and a table.


  I gave up and joined her, and she gleefully ate her food. 


  “Mmm, that’s good. Unhealthy snacks are the best!”


  “I’ll agree with you there, but I think you’ve forgotten our plans for today.” It wasn’t every day that I went to university during break. I had no reason to go, after all, apart from circle activities. But today, I did—because Ayaka made a certain proposal yesterday.


  “Wanna go on a trip? The co-op makes it cheap, so let’s go there!”


  The co-op she mentioned was short for the University Co-operative Association. Basically, it was this great organization that helped enrich the lives of students. You couldn’t get the benefits if you weren’t a member, of course, but most students became members when they enrolled in school.


  We were going to the co-op counter on campus to try and reduce the costs of our trip.


  “I know, I know,” Ayaka replied. “They have tours and stuff, so I want to take my time picking.”


  “You know it’s only one night, right? Do we have to pack that much into our schedule?”


  If I was going on a one-night trip to a hot spring inn, frankly, I’d like to spend the whole time at said inn. I wouldn’t want to get there exhausted and fall asleep without properly enjoying the good part of the trip.


  “I’d be happy just wandering around the town a little, but wouldn’t it be great if we found a tour that seems even better than a hot spring town?”


  “I guess, if you can find something like that.”


  “Yeah! So let’s look at everything we can.” Ayaka crumpled her empty fried chicken bag and stood up. I ate the rest of mine too and followed her.


  She passed by the elevator and started to climb the stairs.


  The co-op window was on the fifth floor, so I’d normally take the elevator. Maybe it was her womanly stubbornness that made her take the stairs in a vain attempt to burn off the junk food we’d just eaten.


  No way I’d ever say that, though. She’d punch me.


  “It’s our first time going on a trip together. Don’t you want it to be fun?” Ayaka called out from the top of the stairs.


  “Wow, it really will be. We haven’t had the chance to before.”


  “I mean, neither of us has even brought it up.”


  She’s right about that.


  It obviously couldn’t have happened in high school, but even after we moved to university, the subject hadn’t ever come up. Despite how long we’d known each other, despite how close we were, the thought of traveling with Ayaka had never occurred to me.


  That was probably true of her too.


  “I wouldn’t have invited you now if not for this coupon I got. Better be grateful, bub.”


  “Yeah. It normally costs a bit under 50,000 yen a night to stay at that place. Students like us could never pay that much money, so honestly, I should be grateful.”


  I didn’t know how the hell she got that coupon, but it certainly couldn’t have been easy. Maybe she won the jackpot at some big mall’s lottery, or something.


  Alternatively, if someone gave her the coupon, then what kind of person were they? If I was speaking with anyone other than Ayaka, I’d have to wonder if a guy had given it to her.


  “Man. Your circle of friends really has grown since we came to university, huh?”


  In high school, Ayaka often had so many friends that even kids in other years knew about her. With the number of students being so much higher in university, she probably had exponentially more acquaintances.


  She could chat up anyone she wanted, but she chose me. Why? Was I really her best option?


  Ayaka stopped and looked down at me. “Are you thinking boring thoughts right now?”


  “Yeah. Real boring.”


  What does it matter? Either way, we’re going on a trip together.


  I was just a little taken aback thinking about this new milestone in our relationship, that was all.


  There was no way to maintain a constant distance in human relationships. They changed every day, in ways that might be big or small. The fact that you couldn’t see this change was what made it both fun and scary.


  Sometimes, the girl you thought was in love with you would suddenly decide it was time to break up. When you asked why, she would say she hasn’t loved you for months… That was human relationships for you. Fickle. I’d heard the story countless times.


  As a result, the actions you could take at any given moment were limited.


  As for me and Ayaka… Well, the actions I needed to take had been the same ever since that day. To trust her and be there for her. That’s all.


  “Hey, Ayaka.”


  “Hm?”


  There was something else I’d realized this time. A new feeling.


  “Even from below, you sure are pretty.”


  “Wh-why are you saying that all of a sudden?!” She was so surprised that her hand slipped off of the railing. I glanced over and ran past her. “Hey, wait up!”


  After running to the fifth floor, I was pretty out of breath. Ayaka panted heavily behind me.


  “Jeez… Don’t start running out of nowhere,” she said, cheeks flushed.


  She put her hands on her knees, looked up at me, and smiled a little.


  That flush in her cheeks must be from running so much, I convinced myself.


   


  ***


   


  In the end, we decided to just spend the trip doing what we wanted instead of following a tour. It was just a hot spring town and inn, after all. You could have plenty of fun without going far. There was a limit to how much a person could take in any given day, and there was no need to push.


  “If you’re going on a trip, don’t you want to indulge in proper luxury?” Shinohara asked me.


  “If that means being too exhausted to enjoy what I’m there for, then it defeats the point.”


  “That’s exactly what a group of men would say. You guys don’t know your limits.”


  I’d lied to Shinohara about the fact that I was going with Ayaka, instead telling her that I was going with guy friends from high school. She looked at me pitifully when I first said that, so I wanted to be able to defend myself somehow when all was said and done.


  “Oh, don’t be rude,” I protested. “Why are you here, anyway? Isn’t your workday over?” She’d called me in the morning, and it was night now. She must have had an eight-hour shift somewhere in between, but for some reason, she was at my place now.


  “You really are mean, Senpai. Are you being serious?”


  “What?”


  “It’s because I wanted to see you, of course!” she teased, winking.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  “Now you’re being cold!”


  I ignored her and took my favorite manga out of the bookshelf.


  Just as I tried to open it, she stopped me, “Wait a second!”


  “What now?”


  “Well Senpai, you don’t talk to me anymore when you start reading manga. I had to stop you.”


  “Oh.” I flipped through my manga, uncaring. This series had a new installment every week. Rereading the previous chapters ahead of time made reading the new one doubly fun.


  As for the contents—


  I felt eyes on me. Shinohara was staring daggers.


  “Okay, fine.” I closed the book and asked, “What’s wrong?”


  Normally, if I started reading, she would just do whatever she felt like on her own. We generally respected each other’s alone time. That was why I didn’t stress out about her being in my home.


  Though frankly, the fact that she cooked me food was more than enough reason to be a little extra-tolerant with her.


  “Did something happen at work?”


  Our morning call was the same as usual. If something had happened, it was probably at work.


  “Incredible. You’re actually incredible, Senpai!” She clapped her hands. Whatever happened, she obviously wasn’t too bothered by it, but it’d be stupid to take the question back now. I urged her response on with my silence. After a moment, she finally said, “One of my friends at work just quit.”


  “Oh. That’s rough.”


  “Yeah. And I mean, that alone isn’t too bad, but…” She dove face-first into a cushion. “The problem is, I don’t even know their contact info. It makes me sad to think that we’ll never talk again.”


  “Huh? I thought you were friends.”


  “Well, we always saw each other at work, so it wasn’t a problem that we didn’t have each other’s info… Ugh, but you’d normally exchange info at some point, right? Why didn’t I?!” She thrashed angrily on the cushion.


  She seemed like the kind of person to exchange info with someone first thing. That was what happened the day we met, after all.


  “You sure took a liking to them,” I mused. Suddenly, I felt uneasy.


  She had a lot of friends, but hearing about them had never made me feel like this before. That was the downside of knowing someone for a long time. Even simple everyday conversations come with serious emotional ups and downs.


  “I wouldn’t put it in those exact terms because it’d make me sound haughty, but yes. It wasn’t a guy, anyway.”


  “Oh, was it a woman?”


  Now that I think about it, she never said the person was a man. That’s what I get for making assumptions.


  “Oh! I get it.” Shinohara smirked at me. That was the evilest look she’d given me in a while. My assumption had been exposed. “Aww, you’re too cute. That’s not how it is at all!”


  “Shut up. That’s not how I meant it. Hell, if you lost at love again, it’d hurt my own reputation by association.”


  “Waaah… Why did you have to be so mean?”


  I thought the same thing, to be frank. Ayaka could say stuff like that without batting an eye, but they sounded different coming from me… That could be true of any statement, but when you stole someone else’s lines, they tended to turn shallow.


  “Give me something, like…more, please! Something comforting!”


  “What do you even want from me…?”


  Shinohara tossed the cushion up into the air and caught it again. “An emotional tranquilizer?”


  “What am I, your dealer?”


  “See? It’s about how you say things. For example, if I said I feel safe around you, wouldn’t that sound sweet?”


  “Don’t know if that’s a compliment, coming from you…”


  Not that I mind it, though.


  If I did feel bad about it, I never would’ve let her in my house to begin with. That was how I’d always been.


  “Ah,” Shinohara gasped. I followed her eyes to the clock. It was already past 11:00 p.m. She always ended up staying over too late. “I have work early tomorrow, so I’ll head out. Thank you.”


  “Working again tomorrow? You’re a tough one. Good luck. Try to keep your spirits high.”


  Losing a friendly coworker would make time pass much slower at her job. I understood how she felt, to an extent.


  “I can’t believe how frustrating it is to not be able to see someone again just because we forgot to exchange info…”


  “Yeah… That’s a result of how connected this world is now.”


  In this age, you could talk to people and exchange info anywhere, even if you’d never met. Falling out of touch with someone you spent time with at work must have felt extra bad.


  “Senpai—”


  “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. Now go home.”


  “You figured out what I was going to say and what I wanted to hear, just like that. You’re an incredible upperclassman.”


  After exaggeratedly expressing her amazement, she squatted down in front of the entrance to put on her boots. I couldn’t see her face, but I could imagine her expression.


  “Good luck at work tomorrow.” I put a hand on her head.


  She looked up at me and replied with her special smile, “Okay!”


  That smile brought color to my life. Though I’d never say it, I was now certain of that fact.


   


  ***


   


  A few days had passed since Ayaka and I planned our trip, and it was now just over a week away. Partially due to it being spring break, it felt like it was right around the corner.


  I sat in bed and read a pamphlet that would explain all the charms of this hot spring town, crossing and uncrossing my legs repeatedly. I was excited for it, but part of me felt uneasy.


  As for the hot spring itself, I would have to go in alone. The real highlight of this trip would be the inn’s glorious meals.


  “Hm.” Sensing someone, I took my eyes off of the pamphlet. Instantly, hair grazed against my nose. “Whoa?!” I reeled back, causing my legs to rise and catch on a certain underclassman.


  “Eep?!”


  As a result, she fell on top of me. From the side, it kind of looked like she was trying to push me onto the bed. You’d normally expect it to go the other way around, right?


  Something soft pressed into my face. I quickly tried to escape.


  As a healthy and mature man, I did like to savor what I could get, but the consequences that would result from this moment made me shy away from doing so.


  I grabbed her waist to try to pull her off of me.


  “Ack, Senpai!” she screamed. Surprised by that unusual tone of voice from her, I thought of what I should do next.


  Do I apologize? Do I play dumb? Or do I get mad?


  Offense is the best defense.


  After safely getting away from her, I crossed my arms. “Why’d you fall on me?!” I demanded.


  “Huh? Why are you mad?!” She rolled over and looked up at me from my bed. Shinohara was in her loungewear, and her outside clothes were on a hanger. No wonder they felt extra soft. “I guess you’re not wrong, since it’s kind of my fault for trying to peek at what you were reading without saying anything…”


  She patted her chest a little. That must’ve been where my face was touching before.


  Remembering the softness, I murmured, “No… Nah, it was my fault.”


  It was an accident that led to me wrapping my leg around her, but she certainly hadn’t done anything blameworthy herself. She seemed a lot less angry than I’d expected, so I started to realize that I was just being childish.
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  “Well, spending time together means accidents will happen sometimes, right?” she said with a smile. Since she wasn’t bothered, I wished I’d just apologized from the start—though in my defense, it was hard to be calm in such a sudden and hectic situation. “So, how was it?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I mean, your impression. How was it?”


  I stared at her, trying to figure out if the girl in my bed was sane or not.


  For the first time, she looked away hesitantly. “Don’t stare at me like that.”


  “Now you’re embarrassed?”


  “I’m not. It’s just awkward.”


  “Liar.”


  “I’m not!”


  This was getting nowhere, so I just shut up. She was definitely embarrassed, but for all the wrong reasons.


  Does she have no shame? What do you mean, “how was it”?


  “How was it, though?” she insisted.


  “Fine, I guess. Fine enough.”


  Answering that question seriously would be even more insane, so I brushed it off and sat on the floor.


  “Oh… Fine. Okay, then.”


  “Hey.” I bit my lip.


  Why was she all sad now? I’d been expecting her to tease me by saying “thank goodness for that,” or something.


  But still, even if it was just an accident, maybe it would be hurtful to be told that you were only “fine” when being touched somewhere intimate.


  “It was simply incredible,” I said dramatically as a last resort.


  She smiled at that. It was beautiful.


  “There you go. Jeez, you should just be honest from the start!”


  “Was this your plan all along?!”


  “Come on. I’m not cheap enough to let you get away with that for nothing. It’s no fair unless I get a compliment out of it at the end.”


  “Ah, I see…”


  Shinohara cocked her head, apparently confused by my exhaustion. “You know, a normal guy would still be more than happy to take that deal.” She was right. I couldn’t deny that it felt like I’d come out on top.


  But I couldn’t say that. The mutual trust that neither of us would try to pull anything weird was the main thing supporting our bizarre life together. And hell, I was starting to like it.


  “I’m hungry,” I said.


  “Okay. Would you like mapo tofu today?” She readily followed me as I changed the subject and stood up.


  My adorable underclassman makes me food whenever I’m hungry. Throwing it all away for a moment’s impulse would be beyond stupid, I thought as I watched her don an apron.


  “Being watched makes me sloppy, so just read your manga, please.”


  “Thanks for always doing this for me.”


  “I’m doing it because I want to. Get me a Vivienne ring if you want to thank me.”


  “Weird time to ask for something like that. You know I can’t afford something that expensive.” I gave her a designer wallet just recently, so I flatly denied her.


  You couldn’t always show gratitude with money alone. Now, maybe that sounded like some kind of mantra, but I also just couldn’t afford a ring like that as a student living alone.


  “I’m joking. I already know you’re not rich.” She smiled mischievously and rolled up her sleeves. Apron-clad Shinohara hard at work in my kitchen had become an all-too-common sight for me.


  Chapter 7:
Hot Spring Vacation!


   


  THE HOT SPRING INN YOSHIMI WAS TWO AND A half hours away by highway bus. There weren’t many residences nearby due to it being in a mountainous area, but it was still bustling with people. That went to show just how famous it was. It was early March, so the temperature was gradually rising.


  Today was the day of our hot spring trip.


  We met at noon and were now aboard the bus. We looked at our phones, chatted, and relaxed, so our stamina was still maxed out. From here, we’d get off the bus, check into the inn, drop our stuff off in the room, and then head out into town.


  “We’re almost there,” Ayaka said as she gazed out the window next to me.


  I closed my mobile game and looked past her through the window. After we continued down the right side of a T-junction, homes and restaurants finally started to dot the mountainous scenery. A few minutes later, we saw the town from the pamphlet.


  “Love the vibe here,” I mused.


  Ayaka’s ears twitched. “Y-you’re so close.”


  “Oh, my bad.” I was so focused on looking out the window that I’d ended up face to face with her. Like, literally face to face.


  When I sat back in my seat, she giggled. “So focused on the view that you couldn’t tell, huh?”


  “Even I’m surprised. I never get this engrossed in the scenery.”


  The bus gradually slowed down, and soon there was an announcement that we were almost at our destination. I’d never lived in the country, so everything about this old-fashioned town seemed fresh and new. It had a unique charm completely unlike that of the dazzling city.


  The bus slowed to a halt, and Ayaka stood up. “We’re here. Let’s go.”


  We were sitting in the front row, closest to the exit, so we should’ve been able to get off first if we stood up quickly.


  “Whoops!” Just as I stood up, the bus stopped and threw me off balance. I tottered toward the window, but Ayaka caught me.


  “Be careful.”


  “What are you, a suave flirt?”


  “What does that even mean?”


  By the time I’d sat down to straighten myself out, the aisle was already packed full of passengers. We were all here for the hot spring town, apparently. Families, elderly couples, and other sorts of people blocked the way.


  There were a lot of fancy inns here, which probably contributed to the lack of students on this bus. This made the line move…unusually slowly.


  “Missed our chance,” Ayaka sighed. “I think we’ll be here for a while.”


  “Yeah. Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I’m the one who rushed you. We shouldn’t stand up until the bus stops.”


  She sat back down too. As I leaned into my reclining seat, the perfect level of springiness pushed back. Through the window, we could see that the town was busy. Inns right out of Ghibli movies lined the streets. I couldn’t wait to get there.


  “Hey there, young’uns. You can go on ahead of us,” someone said to us from the aisle.


  Ayaka and I turned to them, probably at the same time. An old couple had stopped and made room for us.


  “You mean us?” I asked.


  Ayaka slapped my shoulder. “Of course they do, stupid. Get up already.”


  “O-Okay.” I rushed to stand up and went ahead of them.


  The exit was right there, so we waited for the couple after we got out. They were dressed in really nice clothes.


  “Thank you very much,” Ayaka bowed to them.


  I followed suit and thanked them, “Thank you both for letting us go ahead of you.”


  The woman smiled sweetly at us. “Aw, don’t be silly. He’s the one who told me we should let you youngsters go first.”


  “Ah, I remember when we were a young couple too. I just feel bad for all the people we made wait.” The man in the expensive-looking jacket grinned bashfully.


  While I thought of how to answer, Ayaka spoke up, “We really appreciate you being so considerate upon our arrival. This town is such a lovely place.”


  She didn’t argue about us being a couple. That surprised me a little, but I knew how she felt. Instead of risking ruining the conversation by saying that we were just friends, it would be more polite to just let them misunderstand.


  The woman nodded happily. “It is. This is our fourth time visiting, you know. It’s as if they’ve taken all of Japan’s best qualities and brought them together into one perfect place.” She continued talking from there, eliciting a roll of the eyes from her husband.


  “Come on, dear, let’s let them enjoy their time together. Unlike us, their time still matters. Don’t let us old futureless coots get in your way, kiddos.”


  “Of course I’ll let them have their time. And by the way, our time matters too—specifically because we don’t have much of it left.”


  “Fair enough,” he replied with a grin.


  They had a certain way of communicating that made me realize they’d spent unfathomable amounts of time together.


  With that, the two bowed slightly.


  “Anyway, have fun. May you have long, happy lives.”


  “Th-thank you.” Ayaka and I bowed back.


  The couple turned and trudged toward the hotel.


  You got a lot of once-in-a-lifetime meetings when you traveled. That was part of what I loved about it. They were definitely an auspicious start for this trip.


  “It’d be nice to be like them someday…” Ayaka murmured.


  “Hwuh?!”


  She responded to my yelp with confusion, but before I knew it, she was then blushing. “N-not what I meant! I didn’t mean with you!”


  She was unusually shaken.


  It was human nature to suddenly calm down when you saw someone more shaken than you. The moment I heard her murmuring, I began to wonder if maybe she had another reason not to correct the record about our relationship. But, thinking logically, that couldn’t be the case.


  “I know,” I replied. She glared back.


  I’d genuinely misunderstood, but I was confident that she wouldn’t figure that out given how flustered she was. Was I teasing her the same way that Shinohara teased me? There was no way to know, but I had a feeling.


  “Ugh, cheeky little…” She looked away and sucked in a deep breath. When she turned back to me, she was her usual self again. Though the redness of her ears quickly gave away her façade. “Come on. We should head out too.”


  “It’d be awkward to go the same way as them right after we said goodbye,” I replied. “Let’s wait here for a little.”


  “Yeah, you’re not wrong.”


  I stopped and looked up at the sky. It was still chilly for spring. The deep blue sky seemed to welcome us here.


  “I’m glad today’s a sunny day,” I said.


  “Yep, but the real fun comes tonight with dinner and all. You’re right, though. Nothing better than a sunny day.” Ayaka looked up too. She had to narrow her eyes because of the brightness. It was oddly cute to see.


  I heard the bus start up behind us. That was the only thing connecting this luxurious little world to everything outside.


  We were here, away from the hustle and bustle of the city.


  That was enough to lift my spirits.


   


  ***


   


  The inn was way nicer than I’d expected. The front check-in desk was made of wood like most traditional Japanese architecture, but it also had a Western vibe.


  Ayaka and I were entranced for a while by this perfect balance between Orient and Occident. As for the room we were staying in…


  “Whoa, it’s big!” I said, delighted.


  There was more than enough room for two. It was a normal accommodation, with a separate tatami room and veranda, but it was just big.


  “Separate places to relax and to sleep, huh?” Ayaka mused. “And the open-air bath…is on the first floor.”


  “This room’s insane…”


  Our room was split into two floors. The bath was on the first, and the bedroom was on the second. Of course, the bath was private, so only we could go into it. Its open terrace layout gave a view of the sky from the bathtub too.


  I gave my honest thoughts. “Looks like the kind of room you’d use in a location shoot. I could see a celebrity staying here.”


  People who uploaded pictures from their trips onto social media started to make sense to me. Even I wanted to brag about this. But the fact that I had that idea was also proof that I was an outsider, someone not used to places like this. I hated to admit it to myself, though, so I put my phone back into my pocket without taking any pics.


  I went down the stairs and saw the changing room. It was hidden by a partition, but the open-air bath had to be just beyond. There, I spotted Ayaka reading something. It seemed she’d gotten here before me. When I peeked inside, I saw her checking the sign describing the open-air bath.


  “Wow, granite… No wonder it looks so classy,” she said.


  “I’ve heard of that before. Is that stuff only used in places like this?”


  “How should I know?”


  “Then why did you act so knowledgeable…” I groaned, eliciting a giggle from her.


  “In classy places like this, you always want to try and impress people by acting like you understand everything.”


  “Always…?”


  “You wouldn’t have known I was clueless if you didn’t say anything,” she pouted as she stepped into the bath.


  This room had an indoor bath and an outdoor, open-air bath. They were just for the people staying in the room. The indoor bath didn’t have any water in it yet, but even so, I could see that it was big enough to swim in.


  “Little too big for just one person,” I muttered.


  “Yeah. But doesn’t it feel luxurious to have such a big space all to yourself?”


  “Kinda. It’s rare to be in a hot spring alone.”


  “Exactly! I’ve always wanted to soak riiight in the middle of a huge tub like this one.”


  That sounded nice. Freeing too.


  I remembered doggy-paddling through emptier public baths when I was a kid. I didn’t have enough brainpower to be considerate toward others back then, but now was different. I thought I’d never get to do that again, but here, I wouldn’t be a nuisance to anyone.


  “Are you thinking of something weird right now?” Ayaka raised an eyebrow.


  I confessed the honest truth. “Yep. I wanna doggy-paddle in there.”


  She looked disgusted with me, her face practically screaming, Are you insane?


  “I didn’t say I was going to.”


  “I dunno… You can be crazy sometimes.”


  “Rude!” Even I wasn’t childish enough to doggy-paddle in a place this expensive. I just felt my childlike wonder coming back, that’s all.


  As I followed Ayaka outside, dazzling sunlight reflected off the open-air bath water.


  She stretched and took a deep breath. “Mm, that feels nice. Now the trip really feels worth it.”


  “We haven’t even done anything yet.”


  “There you go contradicting me again. Play along for once, would you?” She rolled her eyes and added, “You’re gonna have a hard time in life if you keep that up.”


  Being able to align your remarks with other people’s opinions was an important skill in modern society. That was true for students as well. There were a whole lot of scenarios where you were better off going along with something even if you weren’t a huge fan.


  The best way to make friends in life was to carefully choose the right moment to speak. Ayaka was capable of that too. Everyone preferred to be with people who found their interests fun rather than people who would reject them, after all.


  But that only applied up until you became truly close.


  “Does it even matter? We’re so close, after all.”


  “I don’t mind, but… Ugh, it’s fine. Only because we’re alone, though.”


  “There you go.”


  I would speak more considerately if anyone else were around. Heck, I could even be considerate toward Ayaka herself if I really tried.


  But if I couldn’t tell her how I really felt when it was just the two of us, then when would I? In life, you always needed someone who you could share your honest thoughts with. For me, that person had been the same ever since high school.


  “So, you ready to take it easy today?” she asked.


  “Hell yeah.”


  Ayaka smiled gently and went back inside. I gazed at the open-air bath once more and followed her.


  Just before I went in, I felt a soft breeze.


   


  ***


   


  The rustling of branches and leaves in the spring breeze was music to my ears.


  I could hear the click-clacking of geta sandals here and there. The sound of them hitting cobblestone paths made even a young man like me feel the full weight of the history of Japanese culture. Just seeing this stuff in pictures and videos didn’t compare to experiencing it all for yourself.


  The main street was lined with shops bustling with customers. In contrast, the back alleys housed Japanese-style restaurants, each with their own character—though I struggled to discern whether some of them were even open for business.


  Much like the inn itself, this hot spring town had immaculate vibes.


  A little while after our arrival, Ayaka stared at some old-fashioned masks at one storefront and muttered, “I love this atmosphere. There are young people around, but everyone has good manners.”


  “Agreed, one hundred percent.” I couldn’t deny it—it felt good that there weren’t any students here swinging selfie sticks around. It’d be different if this was a hot spot for young people, but they’d be totally out of place in this hot spring town.


  “I get how they’d feel, though. If you posted this place on social media, you’d get tons of reactions,” Ayaka said.


  I had to chuckle—that was exactly what I’d thought at the inn earlier. It seemed Shinohara wasn’t the only one who happened to share my sensibilities sometimes. To be fair, though, I doubted I could get along with someone who had that little in common with me the way I do with Shinohara.


  “What about you? Wanna take some pics?” she asked, rolling up the sleeves of her sweater. The air was cool, but it was March. It got warm when the sun rose.


  “I was thinking the same thing back at the inn, but I stopped myself.”


  “Really? Well, I’m sure it’s fine in our room.”


  “Hmm… Doesn’t it feel like showing off, though?”


  She giggled. “Personally, it feels like I’m living vicariously through them when I see friends going to nice places.”


  “If everyone felt that way, I’d be happy to share my vacations.” I didn’t post pictures often, so I tended to overthink stuff like this. If I posted every single day like Shinohara did, then anyone viewing the posts might accept a hot spring pic at face value.


  But when a less frequent poster like me did share pictures, it made people think about them more, right?


  When I expressed that to Ayaka, she started really laughing. “Ha ha ha! It’s not that deep! It’s so like you to be pessimistic instead of looking at yourself objectively.”


  “Oh, shut up.”


  My rebuttal was basically proof positive that I was sulking, which only embarrassed me more. I had no idea what was so funny about this to her, but she kept chuckling to herself. When she finally stopped, she smacked me lightly on my upper arm.


  “Just take it easy, okay? If you want, you can post a picture of me in our room.”


  “Are you stupid? That’ll drive people insane.”


  Ayaka was so well-known within our side of the school that she was basically a micro-celebrity. If I posted a picture that made it clear we were alone in a hotel room together, it would attract a ton of negative attention.


  And not for me but for her. It wouldn’t be a problem if we were really dating, but we weren’t, so something like this would hurt her reputation. I couldn’t possibly destroy the image she’d so carefully cultivated for herself.


  “What are you going on about? It wouldn’t hurt you. Maybe me, if anyone.”


  “That’s exactly why I said no,” I confessed.


  She blinked a few times in disbelief. When we locked eyes, she cleared her throat.


  “You’re so serious at the weirdest times, y’know? Ah, I know… You just want another key case, don’t you?”


  “I-I do!”


  “You’re not supposed to agree with me…” she said, exasperated. Presumably, she wanted me to respond with something like, That’s not why I said it.


  I regretted my brutal honesty.


  Can you blame me, though? The key case she gave me after we got a gift for Shinohara and ran into Reina at the mall… I’ve basically fallen in love with it by now.


   


  ***


   


  Chilly wind signaled daytime’s end.


  The sky was dim, and the ground was lit with the subdued warm colors of sunset. As we walked through the hot spring town as it was gradually dyed by night, I started to feel eyes on us.


  The reason was obvious: Ayaka was wearing a yukata.


  Even as her friend, I was surprised by how good the white yukata and purple haori jacket looked on her. A kanzashi hairpin sat in her tied-up hair, showing off her pretty neck.


  “I’m glad I changed clothes. Walking through a hot spring town in a yukata just feels so right.” She walked on happily in her geta sandals, unbothered by people’s gazes. “You look good too,” she said as she peeked at me.


  “Thanks,” I replied curtly and looked away. Looking at her head-on would be too much stimulation to handle.


  She was the one who’d suggested walking around town in yukata. Maybe she was inspired by all the people around us doing the same. We hadn’t brought yukata with us, but typically, these types of inns rented them out.


  It was still a hassle to go back and change clothes, but she’d basically dragged me back, so I had no choice in the matter.


  I figured best not to overthink it and just chose a standard dark-blue yukata, but once we were back in town, I started to understand Ayaka’s feelings. Just changing clothes was enough to feel like I’d truly blended into this community.
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  You didn’t get many opportunities to wear geta sandals, either, so I was secretly happy she made me do it.


  “Don’t be shy. It really suits you. I think you picked a good one.”


  “It’s just a normal color, though. Your yukata and kanzashi are really nice, though.”


  “Ah ha ha, thanks. I always get all itchy when you compliment me.” Even her casual laughter seemed so much more refined when she was wearing a yukata. It made my heart beat a little faster, strangely.


  Realizing I’d lose my mind at this rate, I took cover into a souvenir shop.


  “Gonna buy something? Something for me, maybe?” Ayaka asked.


  “Why not both?” I checked out the old-fashioned masks I’d seen earlier. They had different-colored fox masks, so I picked up two of them and handed one to her.


  “What’s this?”


  “A mask.”


  “Well, yes, I can tell. But why?”


  “Because it’s exciting!”


  “Huh?”


  I ignored her confusion and put on my own fox mask. “Come on, your friend’s wearing a mask. You’d better put one on too.” It was embarrassing to be the only one in a pair wearing a mask. Better you both look silly than just one of you.


  “Okay, fine. If I have to…” Though still confused, she reluctantly donned the mask. The pink mask drew a stark contrast with her purple haori.


  We left the shop fox-faced. The glances from before became markedly rarer. There were people wearing masks all over, so we weren’t as conspicuous anymore.


  Maybe she didn’t care, but it meant that I wouldn’t have to watch our surroundings as closely anymore. A real two-birds-one-stone solution for me.


  “The mask’s a little hard to breathe in, but it is exciting. Shame I can’t run around with it on like when I was a kid.” Ayaka was surprisingly pleased. She went off to look around in another souvenir shop.


  Had I killed…three birds, perhaps?


  “Ugh…” Unable to breathe, I took my mask off for a second. I was the one who’d suggested putting them on, so I felt extra pitiful. “Hmm?”


  Suddenly I noticed that everyone around us was looking at something, so I followed their glances. I still couldn’t quite see it, so I walked a little closer.


  And suddenly, I had my answer: Everyone was looking at a girl in a red yukata. She was extremely pretty, and her yukata gave her a sexy aura. No wonder people turned their heads to look.


  But there was a bigger problem here…


  “Huh? Senpai?”


  This very girl was my flirty underclassman.


   


  ***


   


  “What a coincidence!” Shinohara waved and jogged over toward me.


  Passersby smiled at the sight of her. I’d get jealous glares back at university, but mercifully, this was a hot spring city. It was mostly occupied by families and adult couples, so there wasn’t much jealousy to go around.


  But more importantly…


  “A coincidence, you say…” I remembered how she’d charged in with that same look on her face at the Christmas mixer.


  Part of me felt sentimental looking back on that day, but what mattered now was getting her away from here. I could ask what she was doing here later.


  “Come with me.” I grabbed her wrist and dragged her off in the opposite direction of the shop Ayaka had gone into.


  “Ack!”


  I definitely don’t want to be stuck in the middle if these two meet. It’ll get super awkward.


  In under a minute of walking, I’d managed to get her away from the first alleyway and into a less trafficked one. It was even darker here.


  “S-Senpai, why’d you bring me to this deserted alleyway…?” she asked me with a teasing tone.


  “Cut that out. Why are you here?” I ignored her silliness.


  Shinohara puffed up her nostrils. “I told you it was a coincidence!”


  “You were looking at the pamphlet about this town the other day, weren’t you? Is that it?”


  A week ago, she was peeking at the pamphlet over my shoulder. Based on the timing, she had to be here because of it.


  “Well, yes. The hot spring town looked so enticing on the pamphlet!”


  “I knew it. Jeez, if you wanted to come with me, you could’ve said so,” I sighed.


  She looked stunned for a moment. “Oh, no, no,” she shook her head. “That’s not it. Meeting you here really was a coincidence. I came with someone else.”


  “Bwuh?” I made a dumb sound. She didn’t look like she was lying. I took a deep breath to get my head back on straight.


  “Why are you taking such a deep breath?”


  “Leave me alone. I mean, wait a second.”


  I’m just realizing, the pamphlet would only tell her the place. It wouldn’t tell her when I was coming. I didn’t tell her my exact schedule, either, so maybe it really is pure coincidence that she’s here.


  I must sound ridiculous right now.


  So it really was a coincidence? Having reached my conclusion, I apologized, “I lost my cool. Sorry.”


  “I did think it’d be fun if you were here too. But you really are! This must be the red string of fate!”


  “Yes, yes, thank you for the compliment.”


  “Aww, why are you brushing me off?” she grumbled and sulked. I resisted the urge to say that I didn’t want to react, which would only make her cringe at me.


  “So, who’d you come with?” I asked.


  “Ooh, I’m glad you asked. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you didn’t!”


  “Am I in danger right now?”


  “Pssh, no. I can’t hurt you, well maybe socially…”


  “That’s the scariest kind of hurt!” I squealed, causing her to cackle.


  If she could chat with me like this, then her travel partner was probably a friend from her department at university.


  “Bzzzt.” She crossed two pointer fingers in front of her mouth, apparently having read my mind. “The correct answer is…my friend from work!”


  “You really read my mind…”


  We’d only known each other for a few months, but we were already pretty close. That was natural. After all, she was constantly at my house when I would normally be alone. Maybe it was the right time for her to be able to guess what I was thinking.


  “You got into contact with your friend, though? That’s great.”


  “Ooh, I’m impressed you knew who I was talking about. Do we have a telepathic connection now?”


  Just the other day, she was all depressed because she didn’t know how to contact that person. It seemed easy enough to make the connection after the fact, but I just agreed with her rather than risk making her mad.


  Satisfied, she nodded back and said, “I ran into her when she was returning her uniform. I’m super lucky these days. I just wish I could share my fortune with you.”


  “Same here. Say, don’t you think you’d better go catch up with her?”


  Ayaka might be looking for me right now. Mercifully, it was getting dark out, so as long as we made it back to the inn, we wouldn’t run into each other. It’d be wisest to skedaddle as soon as possible.


  “Well, you’re the one who brought me all the way out here…” she complained.
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  She’s got me there. I shouldn’t be rushing her off to leave right after I brought her into a back alley.


  “Sorry. Apologize to your friend for me too, please.”


  “Okay. So, is that goodbye?”


  “Bwuh?” I made another dumb noise.


  I’d told her that I was coming on this trip with a group of guys. Because of that, I’d kind of assumed that she would try to barge her way into the group like she did with my basketball circle. She sensed something in the look on my face and grinned wryly.


  “Who do you think I am? I’m not gonna force my way into your group. Unlike your circle, this is a totally private trip.”


  “Wow, you feeling okay?” I muttered.


  She pouted back. “Rude! I’m as normal as ever! I think!”


  “Why are you suddenly unsure?” I couldn’t help but laugh at her sudden course correction. She was an expressive one. How could I ever get bored talking to someone who expressed every little change in her emotions this visibly?


  “I mean, everyone has their own idea of common sense, right? I’m only saying that I can’t be too certain,” she grumbled, apparently remembering how she spent all of her time in my apartment.


  She didn’t need to worry about that. To a student living alone, there was nothing more helpful than someone willing to do all your chores for you.


  “You cook more than enough to make up for it. Don’t worry about it,” I said.


  Her eyes sparkled. “Ooh! If that’s how you feel, then I won’t!”


  You’re not wrong, but you could have at least hesitated a bit more…


  I cracked my shoulder and said, “Anyway, guess that’s goodbye.”


  Shinohara furrowed her brow. “That’s fine, but wait a second, Senpai.”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’ve been waiting for you to say something…” she urged. I stared at her in confusion, prompting her to hit me with her pouch. “My yukata! Jeez, at least react!”


  “Oh!” I was dazzled at first by the combination of her beautiful features and gorgeous yukata, but I’d quickly gotten distracted from that. Finally, I gazed at her.


  “Do you like it?” She looked up at me timidly.


  I averted my eyes and spoke the honest truth. “You’re really pretty.”


  She put a hand to her mouth and laughed. “Ah ha ha! You’re so shy!” I wasn’t especially bad at giving compliments, but when someone was specifically asking me for them, I got a little shy. “Anyway, bye, Senpai!”


  “Yeah.”


  Shinohara smiled at me and then jogged back toward the main street, her sandals clacking as she went. I leaned back against the wall and watched her disappear into the distance. The wall didn’t look dirty, so I wouldn’t stain the yukata or anything.


  Wait a second. I’m wearing a yukata too, but she didn’t say anything.


  “So I’m the only one who has to speak my mind, is that it?”


  I didn’t need to hear her opinion, but it made me mad that I was the only one who had to share. I glared angrily at her in the distance. Just then, I spotted Shinohara’s vermilion yukata-clad figure crossing paths with a certain other person in a fox mask and practically jumped out of my skin.


  “Yikes, that was close.”


  Shinohara didn’t see beyond the mask—she just disappeared. The masked one seemed drawn to her for a moment, but the mask made it impossible to see her expression.


  Finally, Ayaka approached me and said, “Is your luck awful, or what?”


  When she took the mask off, she looked resigned.


  “Sure is,” I laughed.


  Shinohara was trying to share her good luck with me. I just needed to wait for it to kick in.


  Ayaka and I donned our masks once more and began the walk to our inn. Through my narrow field of vision, I could see the lights of paper lanterns.


   


  ***


   


  A little bit after we got back, Ayaka crumpled up her empty tea cake bag and said, “Okay, time for a bath.”


  “Enjoy,” I replied as I reached for my third tea cake.


  Eating tea cakes while you drink hot tea is one of a hot spring inn’s many blissful moments.


  Ayaka saw me chewing and shrugged. “You won’t have room for dinner if you keep that up.”


  “Who cares? I’ll burn the calories off by sweating in the bath anyway. Besides, you ate plenty yourself.” I knew dinner would be brought to our room soon, but this place’s tea cakes were top tier. I couldn’t stop myself from eating.


  “For my health. I need food in my stomach before I go into the hot spring.”


  “Huh? I thought you weren’t supposed to eat right before going in?” I thought I’d heard something like that from a health program. I guess it’s normal to take in knowledge without remembering where or when you learned it.


  Ayaka shook her head at my vague question. “Only if you’re full. Even one tea cake can raise your blood sugar and help keep you safe in the bath.”


  “Keep you safe? We’re still young, you know.”


  “You don’t know? These days, deaths in the bath are more common than fatal traffic accidents.”


  “Suddenly, I don’t feel like taking a bath.” I didn’t want to imagine that there was so much risk involved in the one part of my daily routine that I never, ever missed. And we were on a hot spring trip, making that all the more terrifying. “Okay, I guess I’ll eat more tea cakes.”


  “Wait, I just said you were eating too much. One is enough!” Ayaka snatched the cake out of my hand. Her yukata sleeve brushed against my nose.


  “Hey! I need that to stay healthy!”


  “I told you, one is enough. If you’re that worried, I’ll keep an eye on you in the bath.”


  “What the hell—” I tried to blurt out a rebuttal, but I stopped myself.


  Seriously, what does she think she’s saying?


  As I struggled to reply, she sighed. “I was joking, stupid.”


  “Don’t scare me like that!”


  “You’re the weird one for taking it seriously.”


  “Guh…”


  Yeah… She’s got a point. Maybe the joy of visiting this classy hot spring inn was what caused my lapse. I chuckled wryly at the joke, despite how much it had shocked me.


  “Yeah… Thinking rationally, it’s obvious. Anyway, have fun down there.”


  “I was planning to,” she replied with a smile before going downstairs.


  I put my head in one hand and listened to her leave.


  The first floor had an indoor bath and an open-air bath, both exclusively for us, and there was a wall dividing those baths.


  To be honest…


  The intrusive thoughts common to all men had hit me: I could just go with her and hop into a different bath, couldn’t I? It wouldn’t technically be bathing together. We were here on this trip together, so maybe that’d be fine, right?


  Just then, I forced myself to gulp down the rest of my tea all at once. It was steaming hot, so it burned my throat as it went, but it managed to scorch away my evil thoughts as well.


  If I were a normal man who didn’t know Ayaka as well, then I’d consider the fact that we came together—even if we weren’t dating—enough evidence that it could be okay to do something like that. After all, some couples didn’t start dating until after they made plans for a trip and spent a night together.


  But we were no couple, and we weren’t about to start dating. At least as far as I was aware.


  I had a lot of friends who asked about our relationship. Toudou was one of them. That was proof that people didn’t understand our relationship—they couldn’t ever tell if we were dating or not.


  Countless times now, I’d felt uncomfortable under the curious gazes of others. But no matter what others thought, I liked our relationship as it was, and I liked it a lot. I definitely didn’t want to ruin it. That was how I felt, and I figured that was probably how she felt too.


  “This is…” Words slipped from my lips.


  This was the first time we’d ever gone on a trip together, just the two of us. I didn’t know what was going through her mind when she invited me. Looking back now, I’d accepted her casual invitation without much thought.


  Maybe I should’ve thought about it a little more.


  I appreciated that she trusted me enough to invite me, but she’d made a mistake. We were best friends—that much was certain. But no matter how good your friendship was…


  I remembered seeing her in the yukata earlier.


  That elegant outfit, and the sensual vibe I got from her exposed neck… How could I not feel something. It’d be unreasonable to expect me not to have feelings when faced with someone just as beautiful as Shinohara.


  I didn’t know if these thoughts effectively constituted a betrayal of her trust. That was up to her, and my feelings had nothing to do with it.


  How would she feel if she knew I felt this way right now? I wouldn’t know until that time came.


  In the end, maybe feelings began and ended within the imagination.


  I poured more hot tea into my cup, hoping to clear up my hazy heart. The tea stalk was forced beneath the surface by the deluge of liquid falling onto it. I watched it and recalled Mino Ayaka from high school—the spring day when we met.


  Chapter 8:
Mino Ayaka


   


  SHE LEANED OUT THE WINDOW WITH A MELANCHOLIC look.


  It was our second year of high school. Classroom 2-C, after class. A lone figure stood in the empty classroom, barely lit by the sunset.


  I didn’t know what she was looking for, but I called out to her, “Forget something?”


  She jumped slightly. Then, she turned around. Her sharp gaze stopped me in my tracks.


  “What?” That one word made it all too clear that she wanted me to stay away.


  I shrugged my shoulders and sat at the desk next to her. “We’ve been in the same class since last year. You don’t have to be rude.”


  “Having been classmates last year doesn’t really mean much this early in the year. Besides, I don’t remember us talking at all last year.” Because I stayed away, or perhaps because she remembered my face, she let her guard down a little and resumed gazing out the window.


  Mino Ayaka. The most beautiful girl in all the school.


  When viewed from behind, she exuded an unapproachable aura.


  “I thought it’d be normal if we were friends, since we’ve been in the same class more than once,” I said as I took the new phone my parents had bought me out of my bag. We weren’t allowed to use them in school buildings, but no teacher could see me right now.


  “Do you need something in this classroom, or what?” she asked, making it clear that she wanted me gone. I almost laughed.


  Mino Ayaka was pretty and popular, but at the same time, she had a reputation for being a little harsh.


  “I’m on duty today, so I need to lock the classroom door when I’m done. I can’t leave until you do.” That was half-truth and half-lie.


  It was true that I was on duty and needed to lock the classroom door, but nobody would’ve had a problem if I asked her to do it when she was done with whatever she was up to. I could give her the key now and go back to my club without issue, if I wanted.


  But I didn’t do that—because I wanted to talk to her. There were usually people around, so this was my first time ever being alone with her.


  “Oh. Sorry to trouble you, then,” she said.


  “Not gonna leave, huh?” I laughed, moved two desks together, and lay down on them. Mino Ayaka narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t worry. This is a friend’s desk.”


  “Fine…”


  I didn’t reply. I just started installing new apps onto my phone one after another. She likewise lost interest in me and rested her elbow on the windowsill.


  Mino Ayaka’s kinda…difficult.


  How long had it been since I first heard that rumor? It might’ve been a few months after I first heard that there was a new girl at the school and that she was beautiful. Now that I was talking to her, I definitely noticed a difference between her nice looks and her not-so-nice words.


  But she wasn’t particularly unpleasant. I could tell that she was being genuine from the start, and that only meant I didn’t need to be extra considerate. I didn’t know how the rumors started, but if people started spreading those rumors just because you were pretty, then maybe being pretty isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.


  “Would you say you’re hard to get along with, Mino-san?” I asked bluntly.


  Without turning around, she answered, “Decide for yourself.”


  “Fair…”


  At that moment, I decided to forget about all the rumors surrounding her. Only what I saw and sensed for myself mattered. Otherwise, I knew I’d never get another chance to talk to the real Mino Ayaka again.


  We continued to pass the better part of an hour in silence. Basketball club practice had long ended, but it was outdoor practice today anyway. I didn’t feel guilty—I was glad that I had the opportunity to skip practice and take a break from the drills. Instead, I played a puzzle game on my phone.


  “Hasegawa-kun, right?”


  “Hmm?” I sat up straight when she suddenly said my surname.


  Mino Ayaka looked at me as she closed the curtain. After a pause, she said, “Someone confessed to me today.”


  “Wow. That’s not rare for you, though, right?”


  Everyone knew she was the most popular girl in school right now. On the last day of her first year, three guy friends of hers had all confessed to her at the same time. During opening ceremonies this year, people joked about how she’d rejected them all at once.


  There were a lot of rumors about that story—of varying veracity, of course.


  “You’re not gonna tease me?” she asked.


  “Of course not. We’re not even friends, according to you.”


  “Wow, hold grudges much? We’ve been in the same class for two years, or whatever.”


  “You don’t get to say that!” I shot back.


  Mino Ayaka giggled after a moment. “Yeah. I like you, Hasegawa-kun.” The sunset light barely seeped through the curtains, illuminating her from behind. She patted my back and added, “Good to finally meet you.”


  It was a normal greeting that you’d hear anywhere. An all-too-common set of words that always helps when developing friendships. That was why I realized so clearly…that her voice was sad. 


  I didn’t know what had happened to her. Since we didn’t get many chances to talk, I couldn’t ask. But as I watched her leave the classroom, I had a simple thought—one that had nothing to do with her popularity or appearance.


  I wanted to get to know Mino Ayaka. It didn’t matter if I had a reason or not. All that mattered was how I felt. In that moment, I became interested in her. That’s all there was to it.


  Spurred on by the shouts of the basketball club outside, I ran out of the classroom.


   


  ***


   


  Mino Ayaka and I had become friends.


  When others asked how we met, I could only say that it was a casual conversation after school. It wasn’t the result of any singular, dramatic event.


  Days passed, and people began to see me as the basketball club member who was friends with Mino Ayaka. People only saw me as a “basketball guy” before, so that was progress, I guessed.


  It felt strange for people to know about me even when I’d never spoken to them. I’d be proud if it was because of my skill at basketball or something, but no, all I’d done was make friends with a popular girl. I didn’t know if I should be happy about it, but I guess it wasn’t a bad thing.


  “Someone confessed to me,” Mino reported to me during lunch break on one summer day. For some reason, she always looked gloomy when she told me stuff like this.


  “Wow, impressive,” I replied, not thinking much.


  She sighed. “It’s not. How would you feel if a friend said they were into you?”


  I closed my eyes in thought. Girls from the basketball club came to mind. Imagining them confessing to me excited me a little, actually.


  “Guess I’d be pretty happy about it.”


  “Oh, wow. Stupid.”


  “Why is that stupid?!” Indignant, I put my tamagoyaki back into my lunch box.


  Mino ate a spring roll, apparently not caring.


  The two of us had started eating together on a bench in the courtyard during lunch break. Her friends would join in most of the time, be they boys or girls, but we sometimes ended up alone.


  She only told me about confessions when it was just the two of us. That one time after school might’ve been the cause, in a roundabout way. Regardless, I appreciated that she trusted me.


  She acted the same toward everyone, and her friends trusted her too. No matter what random strangers said about her, she always stayed true to her views. The fact that she didn’t let her beauty go to her head was definitely one of the reasons people liked her so much.


  The frequency of people confessing to her reflected that…though I couldn’t deny that some guys were motivated by her looks alone.


  “By the way, where’s Sakakishita?”


  Sakakishita was an excitable guy who often ate with us. We’d been in the same class for two years now, and he was popular and excited to join in on events across campus. I had an easy time chatting with the guy too.


  It was rare to not see him at lunch, so I got curious.


  After silently finishing her spring rolls, she put her lid on her lunch box. “I dunno. I don’t think he’ll come around anymore.”


  “Huh?” I was confused. I thought the two of them were really close. They were both in the so-called going-home club, and I’d seen them walking home together more than once.


  Why wouldn’t he come see her at lunch anymore?


  My confusion was apparently evident. When she looked into my eyes, she chuckled to herself. “Why the funny face?”


  “I’m not making a funny face. Don’t be mean.”


  “Ah ha ha! Sorry, sorry.” She let out a dry laugh and looked up. The green leaves of the big trees in this courtyard hid us from the sun’s rays. It was still a little too bright for her, so she held a hand above her eyes. “He’s the one who confessed to me. I turned him down, so I don’t think he’s coming back.”


  I didn’t know what to say.


  Unable to find the right words, I just looked up like her. A sudden gust of wind blew, shaking leaves off of the tree branches.


  The leaves danced in the wind and quietly fell into the pond.


  “That’s all. Anyway, don’t worry about it,” she said with a smile.


  Her tone of voice was the same as when we met in the classroom after school. That confession, the three at the same time from last year…


  Were those all negative experiences for her?


  How did she feel when she rejected Sakakishita?


  My thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of her usual entourage. “Aya-chaaan!”


  “Oh, Yuki. You’re late! I’m almost done eating.”


  Another group lunch began. People would probably ask about Sakakishita’s absence again. What face would Mino make when they did?


  I wondered if other confessions led to absences like this over time. Looking back, there were a few students who’d stopped coming to lunch with us one by one. I just hadn’t paid them much mind until now, since I wasn’t especially close to them.


  Someone once said…


  Mino Ayaka always has a big group of people around her—it’s just that the people in it rarely stuck around for long.


   


  ***


   


  The school festival had ended, and wintry winds were beginning to blow.


  After I’d run thirty laps outside during practice, Mino asked me, “Hey, Hasegawa. What do you think of me?”


  “I’m kind of tired right now…”


  The slope between the school building and schoolyard was the finish line at the end of our thirty laps. As I lay on my back to catch my breath, I felt myself starting to sweat.


  I wanted to wipe it away before I got chilly, but unfortunately, my towel was in my bag in front of the gymnasium. I couldn’t even move right now, let alone get up to retrieve it.


  While my sluggish brain tried to figure out the point of her question, a towel fell on me from above.


  “Blurf!”


  “Good running. Borrow this towel.”


  “Thanks. Is this yours?”


  A raspberry scent tickled my nose. I really appreciated its soft texture.


  I glanced sideways at Mino. She was wearing a coat over her uniform, making her look extra mature for a second-year student.


  “Yep. You’ll catch a cold if you don’t wipe your sweat away.” Mino smiled a little. The wind blew, forcing her to hold her hair down.


  Boys had stopped approaching her as often lately.


  One of the reasons for the rumors was because she would always turn down any guy who confessed to her. And though she’d definitely be unhappy to hear those rumors, not many students really believed them.


  Rumors aside, the other reason people stopped confessing to her was that many students had become really serious about studying for university entrance exams starting around the winter of their second year in high school. That meant less time for romance.


  A logic emerged that spending time with her would lead to catching feelings, therefore, since you knew it would only end in heartbreak, it was best to avoid Mino entirely. All the better that big club tournaments and entrance exams were approaching, as a handy excuse.


  When I heard that excuse from one guy who’d stopped hanging around her, my anger was muddied by a slight sense of empathy. I hated myself for it.


  The boys all stopped hanging around her in order to protect themselves. They didn’t want to be rejected. They didn’t want to be hurt. It’s easier to just stay away in the first place.


  Unfortunately, that calculation didn’t include Mino’s own feelings.


  The one who’d offered those thoughts was Sakakishita, the guy she’d rejected in the summer. For better or for worse, his monologuing had been influential. A lot of guys shared his feelings and even began to secretly view her as an enemy.


  Why did everyone agree with him? I didn’t exactly ask, but it was probably because it was easiest to come to that conclusion.


  It was human to want to run away from hard truths. Everyone liked the easy way out.
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  That included me too.


  Pushing all the blame onto her like he had was, in my opinion, a shameless way of ignoring both her feelings and his own. But I couldn’t very well argue with him on the spot. If I did, people might have talked badly about me behind my back, and that could cause problems in my school life.


  So I subconsciously put a lid on my swirling emotions and pretended to agree.


  “Hasegawa, I was asking you a question. You wanna answer yet?”


  I thought as I wiped myself with the towel. With the passage of time, maybe I’d end up falling for her too.


  The only reason I didn’t feel that way yet was because I knew she wouldn’t reciprocate. That was how guys worked—if you befriended a pretty girl, you were likely to fall in love with her.


  If I did…I still wanted to be her friend.


  I didn’t need to confess to her. Just being her friend would be enough to make me happy.


  “You’re my friend. Don’t make me say it—it’s embarrassing.”


  For now, at least.


  As I chatted with her, club members began to trickle in from the school yard. Mino greeted the members she knew. The guys didn’t mind this kind of attention—that was how we were, after all.


  “Let’s go.” I returned her towel and began trudging toward the gymnasium. Today’s practice ended with thirty laps, which meant we could call it quits on our own when we were done.


  Mino put the towel in her bag and followed. “Friends? Really?”


  “Why would I lie to you right now?”


  “To get closer to me.”


  “Are you dumb, or what?” I could tell what she was feeling for here—she wanted to know if I liked her that way.


  If she knew that I didn’t, then we could comfortably talk like we always had. If she thought I had caught feelings, then she would put distance between us.


  Had she always worked like this, trying to gauge the distance between herself and others?


  The real answer was: probably not.


  Anyone would get sad when people they liked chose to leave them. But if you didn’t want to get hurt, then you could be the one to put distance between yourself and them. Ironically, she was doing the same thing they were.


  “Why do you reject everyone who likes you?” I asked.


  Hell, if she had a boyfriend, she wouldn’t have to deal with nearly as many confessions. That would mean fewer guys abandoning her.


  It was a simple plan. Why not just get a boyfriend?


  She furrowed her brow at me. “What do you mean?”


  “I dunno why you don’t just try dating someone to see how it goes. There must be at least one guy you’d be willing to date among all the ones who like you.”


  It was a sheer numbers problem. With that many boys into her, wouldn’t you think that at least one of them was decent?


  Mino openly frowned. “Why should I have to go out with someone I don’t like?”


  I didn’t have a response for that. It seemed like she had romance all figured out in her mind.


  Nothing I could say would have any effect, but shutting up just felt wrong, so I forced some words out of my throat.


  “You’re right about that, yeah, but I just think maybe sometimes love doesn’t happen until you start going out.”


  “I want to be with someone I’m already sure of from the start.”


  “You didn’t like the guys you were friends with?”


  “It’s a different kind of like.” You must know that, I could imagine her saying. Realizing that this was getting us nowhere, Mino put her foot down. “What are you trying to say here?” 


  Doubt swirled in her eyes. Lies wouldn’t work on her when she was this way. I’d spent enough time with her to know that much.


  So I gave up and spoke honestly, “I don’t like this…”


  “Like what?”


  “This whole thing where strangers spread rumors about someone I care about.”


  She blinked for a moment. Then, she smiled. “Sorry. I’m making things hard on you.”


  “You shouldn’t have to apologize. That’s what really makes me mad. It pisses me off, both at the situation and at myself.”


  Wasn’t she the one suffering the most? I should’ve known that for a long time now, but I was so busy trying to figure out my own feelings that I’d ended up prioritizing myself.


  “I think you’re a really good friend, Mino, but I keep putting myself first. Like before…” I didn’t argue with Sakakishita. I stopped myself from saying that. Even if she’d already heard his gossip, me reminding her of it would just put even more of a burden on her.


  Why should I put all that on her? I got mad at my own inadequacy as a friend again and bit my lip hard.


  It tasted like metal.


  “Stupid…” Mino sighed and reached toward my mouth. Red blood got onto her slender fingers. Without hesitation, she wiped it up with a handkerchief. “You really don’t need to worry about it.”


  “But you’re my friend.”


  “Yeah. I appreciate you saying that.” She smiled. It was the most gentle smile I’d ever seen from her. She spoke slowly, both soothingly and admonishingly, “But it’s okay to prioritize yourself too. It’s natural—people basically do it without thinking. It’d be more unfair if you were the only one worrying over every little thing, right?”


  Mino brushed her hair back. Then, she held the handkerchief up to my mouth this time and grinned wryly.


  “I’m prioritizing myself too. Always have. Maybe that’s how things turned out this way, but I earned it—it has nothing to do with you.” Her eyes turned blank for a moment, as if she was looking into the distance. What did her eyes see in that moment? The past? The future? “I really did earn it,” she muttered, folding up her handkerchief. “But I’m not going to change. This is me.”


  Her words hit me square in the heart. The more skilled you were at day-to-day life, the easier it was to change the way you were. Spun kindly, that was adaptability; put less generously, it was being spineless.


  It became a necessary ability as you grew up. School could be seen as a place to cultivate it.


  There were plenty of people out there in the world who could never bend but still manage to blend into society and build their own place in the world. I knew I couldn’t be that kind of person—I’d given up on it entirely.


  That made me want all the more for Ayaka, someone who had something I didn’t, to stay true to herself. Hiding your individuality was such a sad thing, after all.


  “Keep being you, Mino. I like you just the way you are, that’s for sure.”


  Obviously, that was a selfish thing to say. What if being herself led to disaster somehow? I couldn’t fix that.


  Besides, she’d surely heard any words I could come up with a thousand times from other guys. Why should they have any special meaning to her? Just because they came out of my mouth?


  I still had to say it though, even if for no other reason than to satisfy myself.


  Mino was stunned for a moment by my selfish words. Then, she suddenly punched me in the shoulder. “Don’t get carried away, stupid.”


  “Ow, what the heck?” I rubbed my shoulder and laughed. I didn’t mind her hitting me. I considered it proof that she could really be herself around me.


  Our eyes met. She opened her mouth to speak, but then, she swallowed it back down as if she couldn’t find the right words. Then, she slammed her head onto my shoulder and left it there.


  “Hey.” In only a few seconds, my shoulder felt hot. I remained silent, unsure of what to do.


  “Thanks,” she finally said. Then, she pulled away and left, never letting me see her face.


  I was right to speak after all. If I could make her feel even a little bit better, then my decision was the right one.


  “Hey, Hasegawa! Club activities are over. Get outta here already.” A buddy from the basketball club stood next to me, wiping sweat off of his face.


  “Yeah. Good practice today,” I replied and ran over to get my things. I almost felt as if a tailwind was pushing me forward.


  I was right to speak after all.


  Despite that, I had the strange feeling that something was wrong.


  “Damn it…” I clicked my tongue, trying to ignore the worry in my heart.


  The sun ended up covered by clouds, closing off the light.


  That foreboding feeling was only amplified by the impending rain shower.


   


  ***


   


  Something felt off as soon as I stepped into the gymnasium the next day. The members who’d already started practicing on their own always loudly greeted people who walked in.


  As usual, I called out, “Hey, guys!” as I entered.


  But today, I only heard a few “hey”s in response, and they were quiet enough to be drowned out by the sound of the basketball hitting the hardwood.


  The vibe was clearly off today. Even when I changed clothes and headed to court, things still felt wrong. I grabbed the ball, but I couldn’t concentrate.


  My hand was numb from the cold. This would naturally impair my handling, but even that didn’t excuse the sorry way I played that day.


  When nearly an hour had passed, the captain called me in and said, “Hasegawa, I think you should go home.”


  “Sorry. I couldn’t concentrate.”


  Though he was the captain, he was still a second-year student and therefore my peer. He wouldn’t have said something like that unless things were bad.


  My lack of concentration today was mostly due to external factors. People looked away from me when they passed the ball. Their smiles were awkward as we chatted. I wasn’t particularly sensitive to others’ emotions, but when it was obviously about me, it was a different story—especially when more than one person was acting that way.


  After struggling over what to say, I decided to ask directly, “Captain, things are weird today. Did I do something wrong?”


  Our captain was a model student on track to go to a prestigious university. I knew he wouldn’t say anything out of line.


  He furrowed his brow and sighed deeply. “If you know already, then it’ll be easier for me to tell you.”


  That alone helped me understand. I didn’t really want my hunch to be right at a time like this, but things were never that easy.


  He frowned apologetically. “There’s a rumor going around that you and Mino are dating. I don’t know if it’s true, but come on. A lot of club members confessed to her, you know? They’ve been saying some pretty bad stuff about the two of you.” Before I could speak, he waved a hand and said, “I shut them up, though. Someone else called them pathetic and said they were just complaining because they got rejected. So, uh, basically, things got a little heated while you were gone.”


  I chuckled a little.


  They must’ve seen us talking yesterday. If they ended up fighting before I arrived, then no wonder the mood was so weird. It’d be better for the captain if I wasn’t around so that everyone would have time to cool their heads.


  “They avoid her all this time, and now that she’s going out with someone, they get mad?” I complained.


  “Huh? Are you two actually dating, then?”


  “No, we’re not. Was just talking hypothetically.” I threw my ball into the ball cage. When it fell in, it knocked a few others out. “All right, see ya.”


  With a wry grin, he replied, “Sorry, man. Thanks for understanding the situation. It’s just for today, I promise.”


  I left the gymnasium without another word.


  Aren’t you ashamed to have your day ruined by stupid rumors when you’re this old? As I remembered the younger students being quiet and polite during practice, I found myself even angrier than I was about being kicked out.


  “So stupid…”


  It really was stupid. Even as a high schooler, I was acting pretty pathetically. After venting angrily in my mind, I sighed again.


  I didn’t think being kicked out of my club for a day would hurt my feelings this much. For a moment, I almost wished I’d never befriended Mino, and I hated myself even more for thinking that.


  I didn’t want to regret being her friend—that much was true. It just happened to be me who got close to her. Sooner or later, another guy might’ve ended up in the same boat. Though it was for the best that it was me. That was how I genuinely felt.


  But what if someone else was in my position? Like, what if it had been Sakakishita?


  It was a meaningless question since I hadn’t seen them talk once since his rejection, but I couldn’t help but think about it. If I was more respected like him, then things wouldn’t have turned out this way. The circle captain wouldn’t have chased me out of practice. People wouldn’t have fought about me to begin with.


  Even if they still misunderstood, they might’ve even been happy for me.


  In short, this was my fault. I’d formed such fragile relationships that people instantly ostracized me because of a silly rumor.


  As I changed into my uniform and went into the hallway, Mino was standing there.


  “Oh, Hasegawa? Don’t you have practice today?” Her bag was slung over her shoulder, and her phone was in her hand.


  “Not today.”


  “But there’s a tournament soon, right?”


  “Rest is an important part of practice, isn’t it?”


  Spending all your time training really could lead to you getting hurt. I wasn’t lying about that, at least.


  Mino didn’t doubt me. “Oh,” she said simply, “wanna walk home together?”


  Inviting me right now, after all that?


  If people saw me walking home with a girl right after I was kicked out of practice, things could get dicey. Especially with this particular girl. The optimal choice was clear: I needed to conjure up a reason to turn her down.


  “Well…”


  “You don’t want to?”


  My chest tightened. Mino had done nothing wrong. Hell, neither had I.


  Yesterday, she’d said that it was natural for me to prioritize myself.


  “Let me stop by the staff room first.”


  “What? Did you forget to turn in another assignment?”


  “Something like that. Anyway, see you.”


  “Oh, okay. Bye.”


  I started walking toward the staff room despite having no business there.


  Mino didn’t follow.


  The drafty air blowing through the hallway stung my neck.


   


  ***


   


  “Are you and Mino going out, or what?” someone asked me during the rest period later in the day, his voice a little prickly. How many times had I been asked that this month?


  “No, we’re not.”


  “Really? She says that too, but c’mon…”


  I resisted the urge to get mad at him for asking her too.


  Would you give her a break, already?


  Mino had stopped coming to the courtyard during lunch. I didn’t know where she ate now, but it was clear that she wasn’t eating with our class. Even the silly rumors about her personality were starting to get a foothold among the other students these days.


  Maybe a few of her former friends had backed them up. Otherwise, such a low-level rumor wouldn’t have lasted so long.


  “You know what they say: Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. But if you both say so, all right, I won’t bother you anymore.”


  Then don’t ask to begin with, jerk, I thought as he walked away.


  Whenever I talked to Mino around the school, the feeling that people were watching made the atmosphere stifling. It didn’t help that so many people asked me questions like that. I was scared that I’d start to get stressed out just by talking with her because of all this.


  By the time I started to think that way, she’d stopped approaching me altogether.


  “Hasegawa!”


  I stopped in place, halfway through changing from my uniform into my gym clothes.


  Sakakishita was the one who’d called for me. He was a popular guy.


  “What’s up?”


  I’d built up a decent relationship with him since our second year here. Being part of his inner circle meant I wasn’t isolated among our classmates, even amid the rumors about me and Mino.


  It was his words that caused guys to avoid her, but I still availed myself of his inner circle’s social protection.


  I felt guilty about that, of course, but it was natural to prioritize yourself. Mino’s own words echoed in my head.


  “You’re the sports committee rep today, aren’t you? If you don’t get going quick, the teacher will get mad.”


  “Oh, right. Yamashita didn’t come in today.”


  When the sports committee chair was out, the assigned rep had to lead the class with the P.E. teacher. That meant doing exercise in front of everyone too, so you had to take time to prepare first. I was so busy thinking about Mino that all that had slipped my mind.


  “Don’t space out so much. Mino won’t like that,” someone teased. The other guys changing around us chuckled at me. These days, I got teased a lot for being the only guy “brave” enough to go near the girl that everyone else avoided.


  They were treating her like a pariah. It was just boys being boys, and nobody actually said anything mean to her. Nobody expected the girls to play along with it, either. I could tell from the fact that other girls still happily chatted with her like usual.


  But it was clearly going too far, even if they felt they were just acting in self-defense. Given the shared stress of studying for exams, maybe they just needed an outlet. Of course, you’d think they’d rather be hanging out with friends, playing sports, gaming, or doing something you enjoy.


  This was just…vulgar.


  There had to be other students who felt this way too, but nobody spoke up—including myself—because they didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire.


  Maybe some would criticize this behavior in secret, but that didn’t accomplish anything. The only way to change the status quo as accepted by the majority was for someone popular to speak up against it, or for someone else to make their point clear in front of everyone.


  There were only a few popular classmates that came to mind. Therefore, option B felt like the better bet.


  If you failed, though, you risked being ostracized. No boy in our class had the guts to put their reputation on the line for something like this.


  Sakakishita could change everything if he wanted to, but I doubted he would. After all, he himself had been rejected by Mino. Even if he didn’t take part in this kind of behavior, he wouldn’t stop it.


  “Okay. I’ll go.” I ignored the crappy comment and left the room.


  I went through the hall and then downstairs. As I reached the landing, I heaved a big sigh. This place was a hundred times comfier than back there.


  “Big sigh,” said a familiar voice.


  I looked down. Mino was here alone. The girls’ changing room was on the floor below the boys’.


  We hadn’t talked in a while.


  She went down the stairs without waiting for me, so I rushed after her and walked by her side.


  “Sure you wanna do that?” she asked.


  “Do what?” I asked back.


  She smiled. “Nothing. Been a while, huh?”


  “Yeah, I guess we haven’t talked much lately.”


  Even saying it myself, it still stung my heart a little. I pretended not to notice the metaphorical blood dripping from it.


  “Yep. Anyway, if you want to, let’s go to the arcade today,” she suggested as she took a few quick steps away. “Maybe you can’t, though, since you have your club activities all the time. Anyway, the girls have the gym today. I’m glad things are working out well for you.”


  Unable to figure out what she meant at the end there, I just responded with an awkward smile. After she left, Sakakishita came down the stairs to meet me.


  “You’re still here? You’re screwed, man.”


  “Nah… It hasn’t been that long.”


  What kind of look is on my face right now?


  The question only made me tense up more.


   


  ***


   


  Today’s gym class had us doing fifty-meter sprints. Everyone in sports clubs chatted while they waited. They were evidently looking forward to it.


  The teacher didn’t especially mind their chatter, saying that today was a free day. They normally didn’t tolerate us gabbing away, so everyone got even more excited by this leniency and talked loudly until their turn.


  Sakakishita was next to me. To an outsider, it might’ve looked like we were enjoying a friendly conversation.


  “So, when’d you meet Mino?”


  I put on my best fake smile and answered, “First year of high school. Though we didn’t become friends until second year.”


  “Oh, yeah. We were in the same class in our first year, after all.” Sakakishita was popular with girls since he was good-looking. His sociable nature made guys like him too. By May of our first year, he was already the most popular guy in our class. “I was friends with her in our first year, so it’s been a while. It’s December now, so almost two years, I guess,” he said with a little pride as he tied his shoes.


  I didn’t really understand that. Sakakishita and Mino hadn’t talked recently as far as I knew.


  “Have you talked since she rejected you?” I knew full well this question might make him mad.


  Surprisingly, he chuckled. “Of course. Sure, she turned me down once, but I think I’ve got a good chance now. We’ve been LINE messaging each other every day now.”


  “Wow, really?”


  “Yeah. She’s a cool girl, y’know? And she’s funny.”


  I knew she only sent daily LINE messages to people she was close to. If that was true, then their friendship had recovered.


  “Ha ha…” I laughed a little. Finally, a ray of hope. For the first time in a while, I felt genuine joy. “How about you tell everyone? Guys have been avoiding her. You might not know it, but you’re kind of the reason.”


  He wasn’t ostracizing her himself, sure, but he was the one who’d influenced other guys to do it. After all, he was the one who’d said to avoid her during exams because you’d fall for her if you got close.


  This meant he had the most power to stop this behavior if he said something. Besides, he was popular—the other boys would surely listen to what he had to say. It’d just be a matter of time until Mino could talk normally with them again.


  Was there ever any reason for me to worry to begin with? They fixed their friendship without me even knowing. Everything should be fine soon.


  My shoulders relaxed from the relief.


  “Nah. I’m not gonna say anything.”


  “What?” I reflexively demanded.


  He must’ve realized by now that he was the cause of this, so I was certain that he’d happily accept the opportunity to help his friend out. But his instant and outright refusal left me confused.


  “I mean, it’d be embarrassing.”


  That made sense. From his perspective, it wasn’t surprising to feel that way. He was in constant contact with someone who’d rejected him—any second-year high school student would be a little bit embarrassed.


  Still, this was the only thing I could do for Mino.


  “Please… I’m serious. If you’re talking, you must know that she’s having a hard time. She won’t say it outright, but…”


  Mino never complained. That showed her strength, but being unable to rely on others was a weakness as well.


  But Sakakishita was a reliable person. Maybe she could bring herself to rely on him.


  “I wouldn’t know. She never talks to me about serious stuff like that.” His tone had just the slightest hint of venom. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Maybe you know since you two talk all the time, but like I said, I wouldn’t know.” He smiled coldly and added, “I thought I’d be able to talk to her more closely if I set this all up, but she never lets that wall down.”


  If he set this all up? Did I hear that right?


  My eyelid twitch. “What the hell are you saying?” I spoke tensely, desperately stifling the rage inside me.


  “Listen, just between you and me… I trust you, so I’ll tell you this—I’m the one who isolated her in the first place.”


  I knew that much. I’d outright said that he was the indirect cause.


  But I was wrong about one thing.


  “I thought you didn’t know.”


  That was why he didn’t actively join in ostracizing her, even if he didn’t stop it. At least, that was my impression.


  “Didn’t know? Of course I knew. I planned the whole thing.”


  “Planned?” I repeated, dumbstruck.


  “Yeah! If all your friends suddenly stopped talking to you, you’d be hurt, right? She rejected me, so I thought if I wanted to try again, setting up a situation where I was the only guy who was nice to her would be the most effective way.”


  So that’s it? This is the reason she looked at me like that?


  He continued, “It worked a lot better than I could have ever expected, honestly. Maybe because she rejected so many other guys already. I never imagined everyone would be so happy to spread rumors about her behind her back.”


  Mino never showed vulnerability, but just once, on that rainy day, she rested her head on my shoulder.


  Thanks, she’d said. It was a cry for help.


  She didn’t turn back toward me that day. She didn’t let me see her face. Looking back now…


  “So then, I sent her a message for the first time in a while, and she was so excited. That was when I knew I’d won.”


  That was the final straw.


  “You piece of shit!” I lunged at him and put all of my weight behind a punch. It connected with his jaw, and when he fell onto his back, I got on top of him and raised my fist again.


  The gym teacher noticed something was wrong and screamed. Sakakishita looked surprised too, but his face changed to rage in an instant.


  “You little—” He twisted his body and landed a powerful body blow, trying to escape from under me. The strength left my arm.


  So what, though? This pain is nothing compared to hers.


  This time, I pinned his head in place with both hands and then headbutted him straight on. His resistance weakened, and I threw another punch. Then another.


  When I raised my fist for a third, I felt a strong impact on my side, and I was launched sideways.


  Someone from Sakakishita’s inner circle had tackled me.


  “What are you doing?! Cool it!” they roared.


  Why are you interrupting, idiot? You don’t know anything.


  Even my enraged brain could settle on an answer quickly: It was because Sakakishita was more popular than me. Maybe to others, it had looked like I’d swung at him out of nowhere for no reason.


  I jumped back up and reached out to seize him once more. This time, someone pulled me back and locked me in a tight nelson hold.


  The teacher finally stepped between us. It was over.


  I couldn’t do anything for Mino.


  Memories of summer—a time that had been genuinely fun—flashed through my mind. The courtyard bench, our escape from the scorching sun.


  Mino was smiling then. Everyone was, even me and Sakakishita.


  I didn’t know what I should’ve, could’ve done.


  How could I have protected those good times? The question would stay in my mind for a long time to come. But there was one thing I did know: I had run away from Mino too. We didn’t talk much, and I didn’t approached her. When she tried to talk to me, I always subconsciously cut it short.


  I did it to protect myself, because I was worried what others would think. I was just like these jerks, every single one of them.


  Heat welled up in the corners of my eyes, and I gritted my teeth.


   


  ***


   


  A day had passed since the fight.


  I was given a one-day suspension, which was mercifully kept off of my permanent record. I spent most of the evening lying face-down in bed. Some teachers believed I deserved something more official, along with a mark on my record, but the gym teacher managed to stop them.


  My homeroom teacher had kindly added that they wouldn’t have even found out if it hadn’t happened at school.


  Everyone around me probably thought I’d just attacked him out of nowhere. I was the one who’d started the fight, after all, so I couldn’t disagree with my punishment.


  “Just be glad you didn’t get it on your permanent record. And just a one-day suspension too!” Mino set some coffee by my bedside.


  “Thanks.”


  “No problem. It’s my commiseration gift.”


  “Pretty cheap commiseration.” 


  “I don’t see you complaining.” She giggled and sat down at my desk. I could imagine why Mino had come to my house after school even though I wasn’t sick. “Hey, Hasegawa.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hitting him didn’t really change anything, did it?”


  She probably didn’t know why I punched him. I mean, even the guys there didn’t really know. When everyone bombarded him with whys, he just responded with, “Stuff happened.”


  I even heard that he’d gone to the teacher and said that he provoked me. That must have been why I got off with such a light punishment.


  He could have pushed all of the responsibility onto me, but maybe the last shred of his conscience stopped him.


  Mino must’ve been told about the fight later on. Still, the fact that she came here must have meant that she’d figured everything out on her own.


  Her tone was already apologetic. I couldn’t let her say sorry, though. She hadn’t done anything wrong.


  “You’re too nice,” she said.


  “You’re wrong.”


  “What are you, then?”


  “Stubborn.”


  “Oh, don’t be weird.” She furrowed her brow but smiled in resignation. It was my first time seeing that look on her face. “Well, thank you.”


  “That’s better. I can accept that.”


  “Good. I didn’t raise you to deny every thank-you.”


  “What, are you my mom now?”


  “Ha ha ha!” she laughed. How long had it been since we last talked like this? It was even funnier to think that we were talking about this during my suspension. “Don’t make me laugh like that. Jeez, you never change.”


  “I’m just too good at tugging at your heartstrings, I guess.”


  “Yeah, yeah, you got lucky. Don’t get too cocky,” she groaned before taking a can of juice out of her bag.


  I watched her sip for a moment and then stood up out of bed.


  “Hey, Mino.”


  “Hmm?”


  “I should be the one apologizing. You’re the nice one, not me.”


  Even if it wasn’t for a long time, I’d still abandoned her. I knew how she felt every time she lost someone close to her.


  Even beating up Sakakishita was just the result of me giving into my own impulses. Hitting him didn’t solve anything.


  Despite that, Mino did more than just come to speak to me. She even tried to apologize, because she didn’t want me to feel bad.


  “I hear you and him were talking on LINE?”


  “Huh?”


  “LINE. He said you talk every day.”


  If that was the result of them mending their relationship, then that was good for me too. Maybe Sakakishita would think that things were back to normal now.


  But I doubted she felt that way too.


  “Yeah. We still do,” she admitted.


  “Is that for my sake?”


  It would embarrass me if I sounded overly self-important by asking this, but if it was for my sake, then I owed her a whole lot more than I could ever repay.


  Mino blinked a few times, apparently confused. “Well, no,” she said. “It was for me. You’ve figured this out already, but I’m not exactly being genuine with him.”


  “And that helped me out, in the end…” I’d stayed close to her longer than anyone else, and that made him jealous. His tone of voice back in the gym made that all too clear.


  So how was I able to stay in his inner circle all this time?


  I thought about that all afternoon while I was home from school. During our fight, he was looking at me like he hated me more than anyone else. Of course, we were fighting, so it was natural that he’d look pretty pissed.


  But to me, it seemed like something he’d held in for a long time was finally spilling out.


  He’d hated me the whole time I was in his circle. But he didn’t ostracize me. It would have been easy for him to make me into an outcast. The conclusion I came to was that he was afraid. He was trying to build a relationship with Mino, and he worried that he’d destroy it by doing that.


  His way of thinking and his methods were all twisted, but his feelings for Mino were real. It was inevitable for him to do all he could to maintain the relationship he was trying to create.


  Her existence had protected me.


  “I feel bad…” Mino said.


  “For what?”


  “Being so stubborn, like, ‘this is who I am.’ In the end, it blew up in both of our faces.” She looked down at the floor and sighed. When she looked up again, determination shone in her eyes. “I’ll learn to change. I don’t really know how I’ll change yet, but if I’m going to cause you trouble, I’d rather give up ‘who I am.’”


  Was her friendliness toward Sakakishita part of this?


  It sounds like she really is doing it for my sake, after all.


  She said she’d give up who she was.


  Before, I didn’t want her to let others dictate her personality. I had the selfish wish that she would keep on being herself, fearlessly wearing her emotions on her sleeve and keeping up her same attitude toward everyone. Being the kind of person I couldn’t be.


  But this was something she decided for herself. She’d thought things through and decided it was time for a change.


  I didn’t know how the exterior of Mino Ayaka would change from now on. But even if she did change, I knew the reason for her decision, and the way she’d come to that decision was so thoroughly Mino that it was funny.


  No matter how she changed, she was still fundamentally the same Mino Ayaka at her core.


  I found it beautiful how she still did things her way.


  “But if I mess things up again and we find ourselves here again, then you should really just give up on me. Like I said, it’s natural to prioritize yourself.”


  Her way of living wouldn’t change fundamentally. As long as that was true, my course of action was clear.


  “What is a friend, if not someone you put before yourself?”


  We wouldn’t mess things up this time. I would stay by her side no matter what, as long as our paths allowed.


  Mino looked confused for a moment. She was turning my words over in her head.


  “To put it more simply…” I took a deep breath. Then, I spoke forcefully, hoping for my words to truly reach her heart. “If things come back to this, I’m not abandoning you. I’m going to help you, because we’re friends.”


  Her eyes went wide. “Is that what friends do?”


  “Of course.”


  “So would you help anyone else if they were in my situation?”


  “Frankly, no.”


  “Then it’s specifically me?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I want to be closer to you. To be a step further than just friends.” I wanted us to see what lay just beyond the boundary of regular friendship. If you needed an in to forge a deeper bond, then that feeling alone must have been it.


  “Hmm. You mean like, best friends?”


  “Maybe. The label doesn’t matter much to me.” I wasn’t about to go around telling people we were best friends, or whatever. Unlike romantic partners, it was hard to tell at a glance whether people were “best” friends. That meant that we didn’t need anything but our own agreement to prove that our relationship was deeper.


  Mino stayed quiet for a moment before smiling. That sight was so refreshing. “You’re right. Okay… Here, take this.” She took something small out of her pocket and handed it over.


  “What’s this?”


  “A keychain. It’s, like, my way of thanking you.”


  Its design was a snow leopard, but in the style of a local mascot character.


  “It’s cute,” I said.


  She smiled. “So yeah, all that sounds good to me. If I have any problems, I’ll get you involved right away.”


  “Whoa, now. You’re starting to scare me.”


  “Don’t be silly. We’re more than friends now, aren’t we?” With that, she jumped out of the chair and tossed her bag over her shoulder. “Anyway, I’m off. See you tomorrow.”


  “Yeah. See you, Mino,” I replied.


  She reached for the doorknob, but she stopped herself. “Just Ayaka is fine.”


  “Huh?”


  “When it’s just us, call me Ayaka. But at school, when people are around, you should use my surname.” Her cheeks were a little pink when she turned to me. “I guess either way is fine, though… Okay, bye. Don’t sit around reading manga all the time. Also, make sure you study hard to make up for missing class!”


  “You’re playing mom again?!” I rebutted once more. She laughed and left. “Should I call her Ayaka next time I see her?” I muttered to myself.


  The thought made me a little nervous. What would our relationship be like by the time I got used to using her given name? It’d be different from how it was now, that’s for sure.


  I dove right into bed, thinking of our future friendship.


  Chapter 9:
Our Relationship


   


  WHEN I OPENED MY EYES, THERE WAS A CUP full of tea right in front of me. The steam rising from it just moments ago was all gone. I was no diviner, but the position of the tea stalk didn’t seem particularly auspicious.


  In my hazy state of mind, I sluggishly sipped it to try to wake myself up. I didn’t know when I’d fallen asleep, but it felt like I’d been dreaming for a long time. It was a vivid dream—maybe because I’d spent so long reminiscing about high school just before passing out.


  That’s right… She and I are best friends.


  If I wanted to define our relationship, I would say that she and I maintained a clear and neat distance. Was our status as best friends just one of many developments along the road of our relationship? Or was it an endpoint?


  After all, our relationship hadn’t changed in a long time now.


  “What’s wrong with that?” I asked myself.


  An unchanging relationship could be a good thing. We were a great example of that.


  Plenty of men tried to change their relationships, and I saw how they turned out. I knew all too well now that it took a whole lot to repair a dam once it’d been broken.


  I sighed and gulped down the rest of my tea. It was room temperature now. I grimaced at the feeling of the tea stalk sticking to the inside of my mouth.


  “Wrong with what?”


  “Bfffft!” The tea stalk flew out onto my table.


  As for the person who’d just whispered in my ear, she now sounded surprised. “Hey! Don’t spit!”


  “I-it’s your fault, Mino! Don’t talk to me when I just woke up!”


  Anyone would be startled by someone appearing out of nowhere. That went double for when you were barely awake, and triple for when they whispered in your ear.


  Could you blame me for the spit-take?


  “What’s gotten into you?”


  Confused, I answered her question with my own. “Huh? Why?”


  “You haven’t called me by my surname in a while.”


  “Oh… Sorry, force of habit.”


  “Not sure where you picked that habit up.” Ayaka relaxed and giggled to herself. That occasional, gentle look on her face hadn’t changed since high school. Oddly, the dream felt so vivid in my mind, even now that I was awake.


  The Mino Ayaka back then, the Mino Ayaka of today…


  My friends from high school thought that she’d changed a lot since then. Until recently, I hadn’t really thought about how she’d changed and in what ways. Even if she had, the way she acted around me hadn’t, so I didn’t have much reason to give it any mind.


  But now that my memories were more vivid, the answer seemed obvious.


  Once upon a time, I asked how she could get along so well with everyone. It was weird to see her playing nice with people she didn’t like.


  I’d never ask that question to high school Ayaka.


  In other words, the fact that this question left my mouth in the first place was proof that she’d changed.


  Always being conscious of others, making her way through life as smoothly as possible. That was what had changed about her.


  Back at the drinking party held by her circle, I could tell that she’d put a lot of effort into it. That was all proof of her change. Her strong will from back then made her into the person she was today.


  “No, I think there’s something else that’s changed,” I said to myself.


  “Okay, now what are you going on about?” She furrowed her brow and smiled a little.


  “You’ve gotten prettier.”


  “Excuse me?!”


  She was definitely more attractive now than she was in high school. She was already pretty back then, but her looks now surpassed even that. I didn’t know if it was maturity, the fact that she smiled more, or just her figure developing, but she was almost dazzlingly beautiful now.


  “Wh-what is your deal today? Are you flirting with me?”


  I promptly shook my head. “No, stupid. Of course not.”


  There was an invisible boundary that existed between all people. That was true even between a child and their parents. The ability to find and respect that boundary was a necessary one for building relationships.


  The boundary drawn between us hasn’t changed since high school: It couldn’t change.


  But even still…


  “Ugh. You know, your instant refusal is pretty annoying.”


  Every time she sulked like that, I had to think to myself that it was almost miraculous that I hadn’t caught feelings yet.


   


  ***


   


  Being alone in the hot spring was truly heavenly.


  I worried that going into such a big bath alone would be a little depressing, but I was proven wrong in no time. I didn’t even need to worry about anyone overhearing my soul leaving my body with a deep, guttural sigh.


  After putting my towel in the cypress pail floating in the water, I gazed up at the stars for a while. Who knew being in the bath with no time constraints could be so pleasant?


  My bath at home had a controller that always displayed the time on it. It was convenient to know what time it was, sure, but it was nice to just relax and not care once in a while.


  But this dreamy paradise could not last forever.


  “I’m getting lightheaded…”


  Alas, after fifteen minutes, I was overheating. In the end, I only got to enjoy the hot spring for about thirty minutes—painful proof that I needed much more training.


  The dressing room was heated, so I didn’t feel like I was freezing to death as I put my clothes on. These inns thought of everything.


  As I went back upstairs to the bedroom, I spotted Ayaka doing core exercises.


  “Whatcha doing?”


  “Ugh… Did you have to come back…now?!” Before she could finish her sentence, she collapsed out of her plank position. She breathed heavily. Apparently, she’d been maintaining it for some time.


  I looked down at her and saw that her yukata was open a little.


  “If you’re going to work up a sweat, do it before you go into the hot spring. So much for being clean.”


  Sweat ran down her neck and into her bare cleavage. Unable to bear the erotic sight, I looked away.


  Ayaka sat up, hands trembling, and let out a big, long sigh. “So tired… Why did you come back so soon, anyway?”


  “Why were you exercising? Got a sports meet with your circle, or something?”


  Big circles like hers often rented out fields for sports meets. It wouldn’t be surprising at all if the outdoorsman’s circle did that too.


  But she shook her head. “No. This is just my routine,” she said as she slowly stood up. Finally noticing her open yukata, she blushed and fixed it back in place. “You could’ve said something, perv.”


  “Hey, I’m no perv. You wouldn’t tell someone they had a nose hair sticking out, would you?”


  “What kind of example is that? You want me to punch you?” Her brow furrowed, and her fists trembled. The evil smile plastered onto her face could have struck fear into the heart of a hardened criminal.


  “Hey, c’mon, it’s just a turn of phrase. You know what I Mino?”


  Ayaka’s brow twitched at my shockingly terrible joke, but she did not respond.


  Of the many ways she could’ve responded to that, she chose the most painful: silence.


  “So, you didn’t elaborate, but you said you do core exercise as your routine? What for?” I changed the subject, unable to bear the silence anymore.


  She stopped midway through pouring tea into her cup. “What? Are you that interested?”


  Well, if pressed to say whether I was genuinely interested in why she trained her core…


  “Not really, I guess.”


  “Then I’m not answering, stupid.”


  “Sorry. I’m honestly fascinated.”


  “That’s even worse…” she replied, exasperated, and took a sip of tea. I had to wonder if hot tea would taste good after a workout. Indeed, as expected, she put it right back on the table after one small sip. “When you look at my figure, what do you think?”


  “I think, ‘nice,’” I joked.


  She nodded back. I wanted to express surprise at her reaction, but that would just take us further off-topic, so I held it in.


  Being honest, I really did think she was attractive.


  “If you think the average woman maintains a figure like this without any effort, you’re dead wrong. All of us train like this, even if we don’t make a big deal of it.”


  “What happens if you don’t?”


  Ayaka went silent for a moment. Then, she finally answered, “You sag.”


  That answer was far from what I’d expected.


  “What would?” I urged.


  Her silence was even longer this time.


  “You really want me to say it?”


  “Yeah. I’m drunk.”


  “You’re obviously sober. So stupid… But whatever, it’s fine.”


  I didn’t know why she’d forgiven me that easily, but it definitely worked in my favor. Maybe the feeling of freedom from being alone in a big, open-air bath was still lingering in her, because she spoke more freely than usual.


  She explained, “If you train your pectoral muscles, your boobs won’t sag. Bigger boobs are heavier, so gravity works against them more.”


  “What are you going on about?”


  She blushed and yelled at me, “Y-you’re the one who asked!”


  Now that we were sleeping under the same roof for the first time, I was beginning to see a whole new side of her. I was really happy that, despite how long we’d been friends, there was still so much for me to learn about Ayaka.


  That must be why we were talking about trivial things that we wouldn’t normally bring up, either. But if my feelings were one-sided, that would kill the mood for sure.


  I cast a glance at the clock expectantly.


  “People who exercise and people who don’t turn out totally different,” she continued.


  “Oh, really?” It was 7:00 p.m. Perfect. “Think dinner will come soon?”


  Instantly after the words left my lips, the sliding screen opened, and a voice said, “Pardon me.” Right on time, the hostess had brought our dinner.


  “Wow, is it that time already?” Ayaka cleared her tea off the table to make space for the hostess to put the platter down.


  We’d requested to eat dinner in our room ahead of time because she preferred a place where we could eat on our own. I readily agreed with her request simply because it’d be less awkward if we weren’t eating around strangers.


  When the plates were all set on the table, it made for an incredible view.


  Jumbo shrimp, sashimi, hot pot… The luxury of the meal was obvious. Ayaka and I were practically drooling over it, and when the hostess left the room, we immediately filled our cups.


  Though they were technically still sake cups, they were essentially glasses instead of the traditional style, so anyone would be happy to drink from them.


  I held out my cup toward Ayaka and raised it slightly. She smiled and waited for me to speak.


  “Boy, am I beat. Good day, huh?”


  The tiredness you felt during a trip was different from the usual kind—it was pleasant. But I’d still mentioned it out of simple habit. Ever since becoming a university student, I’d found myself being tired a lot more often.


  The fact that even students went around saying it all the time is probably proof that Japanese people were, as a whole, way too tired.


  “Yeah, for sure,” Ayaka replied with a nod and drank her sake. Her reply was much shorter than the toast at the drinking party. To anyone else, it might have looked like she wasn’t even paying me any mind. “Heh heh, that’s good stuff.”


  But those people wouldn’t see that ecstatic look on her face.


  A cool and smooth flavor spread through my mouth.


  “Sure is. It’s the best.”


  “Aww, yeah.”


  We toasted again and took another sip together.


  That action alone seemed to make this sip of sake even more delicious than the last.


   


  ***


   


  “Wow… We’ve been friends a long time, huh?” Ayaka said, piling the last of the sashimi onto my plate.


  I graciously accepted and bit into the delicious salmon. No matter how old you were, salmon never stopped tasting good. I hoped I’d get to eat it for the rest of my life.


  “Are you even listening?” she asked.


  “I am. Just calculating how many years it’s been.” We’d met in our first year of high school, and we’d actually become friends the year after. It was the spring break before our third year of university, which meant we’d known each other for four or five years now. “When do you consider our friendship having started? First or second year of high school?”


  She put a finger to her flushed cheek in apparent thought. “Hmm… First year? We didn’t talk much, but part of why we started being friends was because we were in the same class that year, so…”


  I remembered the spring day I’d first spoken to her.


  “True. If not for that fact, I wouldn’t have been able to approach you.”


  Ayaka grinned wryly at me. “Why not? You can always talk to me.”


  “Absolutely not. I wasn’t that brave.”


  “Ha ha ha! True. Looking back, the timing was just right for us, wasn’t it?”


  I could still see her gazing out the window with that melancholy look on her face. If she looked happy back then, I probably wouldn’t have said anything to her. That made me realize that our relationship now was basically fate.


  “Either way, soon, we won’t be able to count the years on one hand.”


  It felt like a long time, but also like no time at all given our level of closeness. Feeling sentimental, I poured more sake into her empty cup.


  “Yeah. The years went by in no time,” she said. She noticed that my glass was less than half full, too, so she filled it to about four-fifths full.


  “Thanks.”


  “Yep. I probably wouldn’t have done something like this in high school.”


  “You think?”


  “I do. You remember how I was.”


  More than that—I was literally just reminiscing about it moments ago, so it was still front of mind.


  In high school, she always prioritized being true to herself—being attentive to others was secondary. That led to everyone admiring her, which in turn warped into social ostracization.


  “I guess I’ve changed,” she murmured softly.


  Ayaka, you really are incredible.


  She hid her Mino Ayaka core with an exterior that adapted more readily to society. How many people could actually change like she had if they really wanted to?


  An unchanged core, but a newly formed exterior… Her unreserved attitude around her closest friends was one of the charms that truly made her Ayaka.


  “You’ve changed, but you’re also exactly the same.”


  “What? Which is it, then?”


  “I’m saying it’s both. Like… You’re totally grown-up now.”


  Compromise was important in modern life. It was sad when people compromised so much that they whittled away at the core of their identity, but in life, there were always going to be walls that you couldn’t overcome unless you were flexible.


  Behaving in a way that conformed to societal standards was effective, but it was also hard to do in practice.


  “It’s not that tough if you have guts.”


  “Why do you sound like a kid at a sports meet?”


  “Ha ha ha! Okay, true.” She laughed heartily and gulped down the rest of her drink. Then, she stood straight up. “Let’s get that test started.”


  “Huh?” I made a silly noise.


  Ayaka came closer, kneeled down next to me, and put a hand on my thigh. “May I verify?”


  “V-verify what?”


  Her aura was a lot more seductive than usual. I reflexively pulled away. When I did, she wrapped an arm around my neck to stop me.


  “So, are you in love with me?”


  “What?!” I shouted out loud, even though she was so close to me.


  It wasn’t an inappropriate question or anything, but my heart was pounding. I’d normally brush off a question like this and promptly forget about it.


  I could banter back like I usually did, and that would be that. But this situation didn’t exactly allow for such a dexterous evasion.


  Normally, there were other people around.


  Normally, we wouldn’t be sleeping under the same roof.


  I started to imagine what would happen next, but the thought slipped out of my mind before it could take form.


  As the chaos took over my brain, Ayaka continued, “I’ve never been closer to a guy than I am with you. Sometimes, it’s hard to measure the distance between us.”


  Her chest was exposed again, probably from all the movement.


  Don’t look. Absolutely not. Not right now.


  No matter how hard I tried, she’d definitely notice me peeking from this close up.


  I wrenched my eyes up toward the ceiling, stifling my desire.


  “You can look, you know.”


  “Wh-what does that mean?”


  “Exactly what I said. I don’t mind if you look at me.”


  My throat tensed up so much that a groan came out.


  What’s gotten into her?


  The boundary between us had become a blur. I’d always denied the thought of crossing this line outright. It simply wasn’t a possibility.


  If I did, everything would crumble. That one, constant thought had caused me to see her as a cherished friend and not as the woman that she, in this moment, very, very clearly was.


  So here we were, on a trip to a hot spring together. It was clear the boundary, which hung by the thin thread of my willpower, was in grave danger here.


  When a beautiful woman in a yukata kneeled before me, no matter how good our friendship was…it would be impossible for me to feel nothing.


  Ayaka stayed silent. Was she really waiting for me to look?


  I slowly lowered my gaze.


  I didn’t have it in me to look at her face, so I closed my eyes right before it entered my field of vision. When I thought I was down to her neck, I opened them. If I looked down further, our relationship would probably change.


  Would it be for the better? For the worse? I didn’t know.


  Her innocent smile suddenly passed through my mind. It was then, for the first time, that I questioned my train of thought.


  How long have I taken our relationship so lightly? So lightly that I’d leave something like this up to luck?


  I bit my lip and looked back up a little. In her pupils, I saw myself reflected.


  “Why didn’t you look?” Her eyes went wide. I’d seen that look on her face only once before. “Oh… Dummy. You’re not ever getting another chance like this, you know,” she said, closing up her yukata again.


  “Maybe not.”


  But I also doubted I’d never get the chance to weigh our relationship on the scales of justice again, either. I wanted to put our current relationship first, so my answer was decided from the start.


  She stared at me for a while and then smiled. “Okay, test done. You did great,” she said as she gently stroked my hair. The motherly act left me paralyzed for a moment. “You were probably wondering what got into me, right?”


  Ayaka backed off and went back to her seat. Her warmth still remained on me for a moment.


  “I was, but if you know, why’d you—”


  “Like I said, I wanted to verify whether you were in love with me.”


  “But why now?” I urged her.


  She looked like she was at a loss for words for a moment, but she eventually replied, “You got cheated on, you know?”


  “Well, yes. What of it?” The unexpected angle of attack made me frown at her.


  But her next words shocked me even more.


  “I wondered…if it was my fault.”


  “Huh? How?”


  “I thought of it at the Valentine’s party. Reina and I never met, but she still knew way too much about me.”


  Looking back, something was off about Reina at the party. That wasn’t how you looked at someone you’d only met twice.


  “But if you aren’t in love with me, then all is well.” With that, she started gathering up the plates scattered on the table—trying to make things easier for the hostess, presumably. “If you got cheated on because of me, then I thought I’d owe you a big apology.”


  “Is that why you brought me here today?” I asked.


  Ayaka glanced up at me for a moment. “Of course not, silly. I really did just want to hang out with you.” She put her hands on her hips and stretched. “As you know, I’m no softie, even if everyone else thinks otherwise.”


  “That would be the result of your hard work,” I teased her.


  She grinned back mischievously. “True. Still, I wouldn’t go on a trip like this with anyone I didn’t want to hang out with. Basically, yeah… That’s who you are to me.”


  “Whoa, are you flirting with me right now?”


  “Ha ha ha! That did sound like flirting, didn’t it?” She laughed and rested her chin in one hand. “But you know, that test… I probably would’ve been fine however things ended.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Heh heh, stupid. I said probably.”


  Before I could respond, the hostess opened the sliding door and greeted us. This signaled the end of the night’s feast. We laughed together at nothing as we watched her take our dishes.


  The hostess giggled along and mused, “You two get along so well,” before leaving.


  “We’re not even a couple.”


  “I bet people think we are.”


  Most people might think our relationship odd, if not outright wrong. But there was no such thing as a “wrong” relationship. There were as many different kinds of relationships as there were people. That was basic logic.


  What need was there to force yourself to fit into a specific mold? As long as both people were happy and they didn’t bother others, what was the big deal?


  “I’m going back for another bath,” Ayaka announced. “I got a bit sweaty.”


  “That’s what happens when you exercise. I’m sure it’ll feel even better to bathe after a workout, though.”


  “Right? That’s what I figured too. Two birds with one stone, easy.”


  With that, she went downstairs to return to the bath. Despite how much she’d drank, her footsteps were impressively steady.


  Once she was gone, I let out a big sigh.


  Had I really said and done the right thing there? I wouldn’t know until years down the line. Futile thoughts ran through my mind, and before long, drunkenness followed them.


  “Is she really okay to be taking a bath?”


  Now that I thought about it, we’d drank quite a bit. I didn’t feel tipsy while I was sitting, but once I lay down, things started spinning.


  Bathing right after you’d gotten drunk was dangerous. She was the one who’d said that bath accidents were on the rise too. There was no guarantee that she wouldn’t be the next victim.


  I sluggishly got onto my feet, intending to warn her to be careful.


  With a bit of difficulty, I reached the bottom of the stairs and called out from the dressing room door, “Hey, Ayaka!”


  “Huh? What’s up?” she immediately replied. It sounded muffled since we were talking through a door, but her tone was the same as ever.


  “You c’n really ’old your booze, huh…?” I hiccupped.


  “You sound a little inarticulate. Are you drunk?”


  “’Course I am. We drank a lot.”


  But she was clearly doing just as fine as she was when she was sober, despite us drinking the same amount.


  “Why’d you come down here?”


  “Well, you said bath accidents are on the rise… You’d had a few, so I wanted to tell you to be careful not to stay in too long.”


  Long baths lowered your blood pressure and put strain on your body. Even young people needed to be careful.


  “Oh… Okay. Yeah, that’s true. All right, I’ll make sure to get out soon. Thanks.” I heard something fall behind the door, so I turned to go back up the stairs.


  But my drunk body swayed and tottered backward. As I reached my hands out to catch myself, one caught the doorknob, opening the door as I fell into it.


  “Whoa. Are you okay?!” she shouted, startled. I turned my head toward the voice. “Don’t look at me, you drunk!” Just before I could see anything, a bath towel slapped me in the face.


  Relief and disappointment intersected, and a pitiful cry came out from the pit of my stomach. My brain begged for sleep but was soon awoken by Ayaka’s exasperated voice.


  “Your biggest flaw is that you don’t know how much alcohol you can handle.”


  “It’s okay. Don’t mind me, I’ll just black out now,” I muttered.


  She slapped me on the cheek. “You don’t even know what you’re saying! Let me get dressed—don’t move.” I sensed her moving around busily and tried to hold off my sleepiness. Once she was finally dressed, she pulled the towel off of my face and said angrily, “Come on. Stand up, lazy!”


  As I sluggishly got up, she held me up by one shoulder. That was the closest we’d been all day, but unfortunately, now wasn’t the time for us to feel any kind of way about it.


  As a woman, supporting someone as they climbed upstairs must have been exhausting. I used the rails to keep myself from falling as I slowly went up.


  “Ugh… I’m never…traveling with you again…!” she groaned resentfully with each step.


  Apologetically, I replied, “I’m glad I came…”


  “I had…fun too, you dumb idiot!” She pushed me onto the futon from behind, sending me into a head-first dive.


  As my head spun, I resolved to cut back on drinking for a while.


  Chapter 10:
At Vacation’s End


   


  THE DAY AFTER WE GOT BACK, SHINOHARA CAME to my house and made her dissatisfaction emphatically clear.


  “And I never saw you again after that!”


  I’d never expected us to meet in the middle of that trip, but indeed, that one time we met in the crowd was the last time we saw each other at that hot spring town.


  “Frankly, it was an incredible coincidence that we ran into each other at all. Meeting again would be an outright miracle,” I replied, scrolling on my phone.


  She puffed out her cheeks. I poked at them with my finger and heard air escape from her lips.


  “Not at all! I even sent you a LINE message!”


  “Did you?”


  “Yes, I did… But I was talking with my work friend about this manga I’m into, so I didn’t take the time to call you or anything.”


  “That’s fine. It’s impolite to call other people when you’re on a trip.”


  Travel wasn’t the same as everyday fun. On top of taking up your entire day, a trip costed real money. You only traveled with people that you were close to—that was why I was so happy that Ayaka had invited me, because it seemed like proof that we were more than just friends.


  I put my key, with its snow leopard keychain, into the key case that she’d given me.


  Is it just me, or does the snow leopard look a little happier than usual? Must be seeing things…


  “But you could have at least answered my message, right?” Shinohara complained.


  “Mm, I guess.”


  “Hey! You’re not even paying attention to me!”


  “No, no. I’m just checking the message now,” I replied, opening LINE again.


  The chat screen read, Senpai, 10 p.m.! 10 p.m.!


  “I’m not sure what you were trying to communicate here.”


  “That won’t work on me. I know that you understand exactly what I was trying to say!”


  “Can you at least write in complete sentences…?”


  Besides, I wasn’t exactly ignoring her—I couldn’t have gone even if I wanted to. It’d be dangerous to walk outside, drunk as I was.


  I mean, I was already fast asleep by 10 p.m. anyway. I was sleeping so soundly, in fact, that Ayaka threw a pillow at me and yelled, “You snore too loud!”


  “Maybe next time, though,” I added.


  “I know your wallet isn’t blessed enough to go on another trip soon, and it wouldn’t be right for me to pay your expenses.”


  I raised my hands in surrender, for she was absolutely correct. “My baaaad.”


  “So spineless… What happened to you these past two days?” Shinohara looked at me in shock. Her overreaction made me laugh a little bit. “Hmph. Why are you laughing?!”


  “Ha ha ha, no reason. Just, our relationship isn’t very normal, is it?”


  A man and a woman, both single, sleeping under the same roof… Common sense dictates that this wasn’t exactly a standard relationship.


  But Shinohara cocked her head in confusion at that. “Well, I guess not, but does it really matter what anyone thinks?” My eyes widened. Not noticing my reaction, she continued, “Isn’t it fine as long as the people involved are happy? If you start worrying about the opinions of randos, you’ll get too stressed to live your life.”


  While she laughed, I was stunned.


  What she’d said was essentially the exact answer I’d arrived at back at the hot spring inn. It took me so much effort to get there, but she came up with it right off the cuff. It was starting to seem like her age wasn’t really relevant, because she had a much more philosophical outlook on life than me.


  As I struggled over my own inadequacy, the phone in my pocket vibrated.


  It was Reina.


  Let’s meet up next week. Just you and me.


  Does she want to talk about the stuff from the Valentine’s party again?


  Ayaka’s intervention had cut that conversation short. Two opposing feelings battled it out: the desire to hear her out and get closure, and the urge to run from the emotional labor that would come with that task.


  I turned away from my phone for a moment.


  Shinohara’s face was inches from me. “What’s wrong? You went quiet out of nowhere.” She looked just a little bit smug.


  She probably thought I’d jump away in surprise like last time.


  Normally, I might. But unfortunately, Reina’s message was shocking enough to cancel it out.


  Man… How did this girl get so pretty?


  I didn’t get many opportunities to stare at a girl’s face so close up. Her fair, smooth skin must have been the envy of millions of women out there. And it seemed that looking at her face had a healing effect, because Reina’s message gradually disappeared from my mind. I could feel my disheveled mind calming down.


  “Nothing. Just enjoying the view.”


  “Hwuh?” She gasped, blinked a few times, and blushed. “S-Senpai, how can you say that so directly?”


  “I wonder…”


  I’d been friends with Mino Ayaka for more than four years, so I considered myself more inoculated against drop-dead beauties than the average guy. But even my immunization couldn’t protect me from the occasional flutter of the heart. That was what made this underclassman truly terrifying.


  “I’m unhappy. Unhappy, I say! It’s like you’re totally unfazed by me… But if I push even harder, well, a normal person would think I’m being annoying. It’s a real conundrum.” Shinohara looked down at the floor.


  She scared me because, sometimes, she showed me this rare side of herself. That disheartened look on her face made me realize that, as a man, I really did need to say something. Still, I couldn’t completely rule out the possibility that she was intentionally making me feel this way.


  So I gave a half-hearted answer. “How could I think you’re annoying when you always cook for me?”


  As expected, she was underwhelmed. “Eighty points.”


  I’d probably provoke her wrath if I protested my eighty-point score, so I held it in. It was true that I was grateful, so I wanted to avoid giving her the idea I took her for granted.


  “You can do better. Come on, one more try! Aim higher!” She crossed her arms and huffed.


  While annoyed that I was being forced to do this, I straightened up and said, “You are my home.”


  “Eww, cringe!”


  “Shut up!” I grabbed a pillow to hit her with, and she jumped away from me.


  She must’ve found my reaction really funny. On her way to the kitchen, she laughed hard enough that her shoulders bounced. No matter what, I couldn’t throw a pillow toward the kitchen. She was safe now—after all, disturbing her cooking would hurt me too.


  I looked over at the clock. It was 7:00 p.m.


  Indeed, it was about time for dinner.


  “It’s that time again! I’ll make dinner.”


  “Thanks, as usual…”


  “Ha ha, don’t sound so sad about it!” Shinohara grinned happily and washed her hands. That was the signal that she was about to start cooking.


  I left it to her as usual and collapsed into my bed. Being in an environment where you get home-cooked meals with no effort on your part is a true luxury.


  “By the way, did you quit smoking?”


  Her abrupt question startled a gasp out of me. “Huh?” After all, I’d never smoked in front of her. Not once.


  I’d need to ask her permission at minimum if I wanted to, and that alone was enough of a pain that I didn’t even bother telling her I smoked. I also kept the room thoroughly ventilated and sprayed my clothes with deodorizing spray every day.


  “Ha ha! I basically take care of you, so of course I know. I take out the trash too, remember?”


  “Oh, I see. The trash can, my fatal flaw…”


  “I would have liked to see you doing it once, I think.” She put two fingers to her lips, imitating someone smoking. It was so incongruent with her personality that I had to laugh. “You’re mean!” she pouted.


  “Ha ha, sorry, sorry,” I apologized, prompting a giggle from her.


  “I wonder how you look when you’re smoking.”


  “Doesn’t suit me, according to a friend of mine.”


  “But that’s okay though! I bet it’s actually cute how hard you try to look grown-up!” She happily tied an apron around her waist. That apron, which she donned with such practiced motions, was apparently her favorite.


  How long ago had she started bringing her own personal apron to my place? My apartment had changed a lot since she started coming too. When I lived alone, I didn’t ever have a set time for dinner. When I lived alone, my room was dirtier.


  I looked around, and indeed, it looked totally different from how it was a few months ago. It was totally under her control now. Even the cooking utensils in the kitchen had been rearranged to her convenience.


  Change had come to my home, and in a good way.


  Of course, there was one change in particular I’d really taken a liking to.


  “Oh, Senpai, by the way…” Shinohara turned around, holding a ladle. “Welcome home!” she giggled again.


  Her joy was infectious. It surprised me how nice it was to have someone welcoming me home.


  As I gazed at her, I started to wonder. Now that it was so normal for her to be in my home, maybe that cringy line I’d said before was truer than I realized.
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  Epilogue


   


  RIDICULOUS. I SIGHED INWARDLY.


  Who the heck decides it’s a good idea for three people to confess their love at once?


  Two of you have to get turned down, and that’s at a minimum. Could you really expect that you’d be the winner? And even if you did win, what do you do with the losers?


  The fact that this was what I was thinking only proved that their confessions had fallen on deaf ears.


  No matter how “resolved” they were, no matter how many pretty words they used, I already knew my answer.


  “I’m sorry. Sorry to all three of you.”


  I wasn’t interested in high school relationships. If I wanted to let my hair down a little, I could do that at university.


  Trapped in a miniature garden full of nasty, baseless rumors—that was the situation I, Mino Ayaka, found myself in during the third term of my first year of high school.


  If I dated anyone now, they would attract a lot of attention—in both good and bad ways. I definitely wasn’t interested in people eavesdropping on us talking.


  If I did end up in a relationship in the future, it would be after I created an environment where we could be alone together comfortably. But even when I rejected people, those rumors continued to follow me around.


  Difficult personality? What does that even mean?


  I knew I wasn’t the sweetest girl out there, but I was a whole lot better than the jerks who started those rumors.


  The reason I continued to feign ignorance about those rumors was a kind of stubbornness on my part. If I could outlast the rumors by being myself, then I won. If I gave up, then it’d be their victory.


  But as I looked up at the faces of the boys I’d just turned down, I realized for the first time that I might be losing.


  Until now, when I turned people down, they at least tried to act considerate. “Sorry to bother you,” they’d say. Or “Oh, okay. Sorry for bringing that up out of nowhere.”


  These three didn’t say a word, but their dissatisfaction was clear. As if they wanted to say, “Why? We were friends.” Their faces betrayed their ruse—a plan to pretend to be my friend purely for the sake of asking me out.


  As they left, I thought to myself, What even is a friend?


  If a relationship could fall apart this easily, could it really be called friendship?


  I’d spent my breaks with those guys for the past six months, but they’d probably never speak to me again now.


  “Why…?”


  I was good looking. I could be certain of that based on my experience so far. Not that I had a problem with that—I’d benefited from it more than once. But apparently, my looks and my personality didn’t quite match. That was especially noticeable now in high school, and the proof of that was the stupid rumors that ruled my life now.


  Back in middle school… I started to reminisce, but I stopped myself.


  Whining about wanting to go back would stunt my growth.


  A month passed after I turned those three boys down. As expected, the rumors kept swirling.


  A friend told me as much. Sakakishita was a good-looking guy in the going-home club just like me, and he was the person I spent the most time with. He was also one of the boys still in the same class as me in our second year.


  Did friends normally tell friends that there were rumors about them going around? After all, wasn’t it obvious that you wouldn’t exactly want to know that there were bad rumors about you swirling?


  I wouldn’t, at least. But even though he’d known me for a year now, he didn’t understand. I wasn’t selfish enough to try to get people to understand me, but couldn’t he at least try not to make me unhappy?


  “Maybe that’s arrogant too,” I muttered to myself as I looked out the window to the schoolyard.


  Come on. You’re not a child.


  Looking out this window seemed to calm my agitated mind, so I leaned forward a bit. I wanted to just take in the scenery and mentally reset.


  I looked down at a group of people running and repeating, “One, two! One, two!”


  From their height, I could tell at a glance it was the boys’ basketball team.


  “One, two…” I murmured along with them before rolling my eyes.


  What am I even doing?


  I remembered that there was another boy who’d ended up in the same class as me again this year. Wasn’t he in the basketball club? I didn’t know much else about him other than that, but it did strike me that he seemed a little more…emotionally mature than the other boys.


  What was his name, again?


  I was good at remembering people’s names. After all, I’d made a special effort of it ever since I started high school. But I wasn’t good enough yet, so I couldn’t remember his.


  “Forget something?” someone said.


  I jumped a little. I didn’t think anyone would talk to me here after school. Heck, I wouldn’t have been muttering to myself if I knew someone was there.


  Wondering if he’d heard me, I glared in his direction.


  “What?”


  Even I was surprised by how cold I sounded.


  Maybe I really do have some personality problems, being that mean just because someone talked to me, I admonished myself.


  The boy shrugged at my response and sat down at a desk next to me.


  “We’ve been in the same class since last year. You don’t have to be rude.” He smiled. I finally remembered his name: Hasegawa Yuuta. This was the other boy who had been put in the same class as me both years.


  “Having been classmates last year doesn’t really mean much this early in the year. Besides, I don’t remember us talking at all last year.” I really was extra mean today.


  Why is it so hard to control myself? Am I becoming the kind of person I hate the most? I wish someone, anyone, would stop me from being so mean—


  “Would you say you’re hard to get along with, Mino-san?”


  I almost burst out laughing at how direct he was. Who goes and asks the subject of a rumor if it’s true? I’d never seen it before, at least.


  Peace returned to my mind. It came so easily that it almost made me mad.


  “Decide for yourself.”


  I couldn’t let him see me stifling laughter after my mean-girl act, so I answered without turning to him.


  He hesitated for a moment before finally saying, “Fair…”


  I turned around. He had me fixed in his stare, like there was something interesting about me that he was trying to work through.


  So many people only approached me because they had ulterior motives or something to gain, so he seemed especially pure.


  Hasegawa Yuuta-kun… For the first time in a long time, I wanted to be friends with someone.


  Bonus Story:
My Junior’s Kabedon


   


  “SENPAI, DON’T YOU THINK YOUR SOCIAL CIRCLE is a little too small?”


  Shinohara’s sudden question made me double-take.


  I stopped washing dishes and turned to face her. She was currently lying in my bed.


  “Do you know the word ‘rude’?”


  “Yes, I do, but I’m aware that you don’t mind it at all.”


  “Yeah… I guess I don’t.”


  One great thing about university was that you could determine the size of your social circle, but it could be scary too. I’d joined a school circle because I knew I was the kind of guy who would just stay at home all the time if I didn’t have something to do.


  “But it’s gotten bigger lately,” I added. After I got to know Shinohara, I also got acquainted with a few people in Ayaka’s circle.


  But really, just gaining one extra-close friend like Shinohara was enough to change my life entirely. It was just like how my life changed after I met Ayaka in high school.


  While I thought about that, Shinohara’s voice came through loud and clear. “You mean me! Me, right? Because you got to know me!”


  “Huh?” I was startled. “I guess that does mean you.”


  Shinohara sat up in bed and smiled at me. “Heh heh. You don’t need to be shy about it!”


  “I mean, it’s not like I said it was a bad thing…”


  “I just mean in general!” She stood up and ran over to me. I backed away fearfully, but I was literally against a wall. Alas, a university student’s room could only be so big. “Senpai!”


  Her slender arm grazed the tip of my ear. It was now stretched out by the side of my face.


  She had my back to the wall with no means of escape. In other words, this was a kabedon.


  “Why the kabedon?”


  “Your cool and collected act is the problem. You should be more…” Shinohara put her hand on my chest. “Wait, why are you acting normal? This is the part where you’re supposed to get all nervous!”


  “My mind can’t keep up with what’s going on!”


  If my emotions had more time to build up, then my heart might have been pounding, but going from dishwashing to being pinned against a wall? Confusion was the obvious result.


  Of course, the biggest factor was that I was far too used to being alone with Shinohara by now.


  “I don’t like that. Get nervous right now!” she demanded.


  “Now you’re just being unreasonable!” I slipped under her tiny arm and reached my hand out from behind her.


  “Eep!”


  “See? It’s just awkward when someone does it to you out of nowhere, right?” This was my first time doing it, but surely she’d understand my… “Shinohara?” I asked my unresponsive underclassman.


  When I took my hand off the wall, she looked at me again and stammered, “Ah, umm…” Since we were so close, her facial expression was hidden by her hair.


  “What do you think?” I asked nervously.


  “I-it…wasn’t bad.”


  “Why do you sound like you liked it?”


  I had no idea what made this girl tick anymore.


  But still… I was happy to finally take that little demon down a peg.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR PICKING UP THIS book. My name is Omiya Yuu.


  I’m so happy to talk to you again, dear readers. Despite the Flirty Underclassman branding of this volume, this one’s actually focused on Mino Ayaka.


  While I was thinking of parts concerning each of the heroines—Shinohara Mayu, Mino Ayaka, and Aisaka Reina—I ended up incorporating some of Ayaka’s first. That’s not it for her story, though, so don’t worry!


  Reactions to the first volume showed that Ayaka’s popularity was neck-and-neck with our title underclassman. I think that’s what really urged me to delve deeper into her backstory in this volume. Thank you, everyone, for your thoughts.


  There are a lot more stories I want to get into if I can’t publish a sequel, but if I can, then I plan to explore Aisaka Reina’s story more. And Shinohara will play a bigger role than in this volume too! I want this work to convey not just the girls’ charms, but the relationships between our protagonist and each girl.


  Now, it’s time I express my gratitude.


  To my editor K, I’m truly grateful to you for always letting me write freely. Thank you so much. It’s because of you that I can have so much fun writing!


  To my illustrator Ale-sensei, your work is as amazing as ever. Every time I look at your art, my motivation to write skyrockets. Your fashion sense is just wonderful too, based on the outfits you’ve given the girls. I really love Reina’s in this one!


  To my proofreader, I’ve incorporated your kind suggestions. Thank you for all your help with this volume, too.


  Finally, to my readers, I mentioned all of your responses to Volume 1. The release of Volume 2 is all thanks to you too.


  I look forward to your input on this one as well!


  Some retailers here in Japan will be offering limited quantities of special purchase bonuses, so go check them out.


  Anyway, I should get going.


  I think my second afterword turned out nicely!


  —OMIYA YUU


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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