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  Chapter 1


   


  IT’S TIME TO GO for the headshot.


  That single phrase dredged up a latent memory from a deep, murky corner of my mind—of a night from many years prior that should have been utterly forgettable.


  I couldn’t begin to give an exact date. It was always the same place. Always the same faces. Always the same rotation of empty chip bags and beer cans littered around the table, along with maybe a single remaining slice of pizza no one was brave enough to claim for themselves. And it wasn’t just the table in a state of disarray: Our more easily intoxicated friends would often pass out right there in Hibiki’s apartment, sprawling themselves out over his bed and sofa with no hesitation whatsoever. He always claimed he didn’t mind this at all, but I knew that, deep down, it had to annoy him at least a little bit.


  On this particular night, I’d been working the late shift at my old part-time izakaya gig, so I didn’t get to Hibiki’s place until well after midnight. It was our preferred hangout spot at the time, where our whole friend group would congregate after work or head to after the bars closed for one last round of drinks.


  The door was unlocked when I got there, so it swung right open—and immediately I was hit by a familiar smell. It wasn’t a fragrance unique to Hibiki’s place in particular, mind you, just a strange mixture of alcohol breath, fabric softener, and junk food—it came to represent “what a college party smells like” in my mind, and was a scent I almost never encountered again after entering the workforce.


  Maybe this was that “dreamy scent” Chizuru mentioned.


  I stepped into the roughly 150-square-foot living area, and I could see Hibiki at his computer desk watching a bootleg video of a live band performance with the volume low. Chizuru was lying on his bed with her limbs splayed out like a rag doll, apparently so plastered she passed out wearing her signature leather jacket. But she was comfortable being vulnerable around him like that—we all knew there was no risk of anything happening between the two of them.


  “Hey, Karin,” said Hibiki. “Drinks are in the fridge. Feel free to grab whatever.”


  “Will do,” I said. “Thanks, man.”


  I headed into the kitchen, took a beer from the refrigerator, and hunkered down on the living room floor to crack it open. Before I even had a chance to ask, Hibiki got up from his chair and threw some leftover pizza in the microwave for me. Then, while waiting for it to reheat, he walked over and laid a blanket over Chizuru’s legs as she rolled around restlessly on his bed.


  “Mai-san and Taiga-san were here until just a little while ago,” he said. “Had to bail early because they’ve both got classes first thing tomorrow. And Chizuru here apparently only got two hours of sleep last night trying to finish some homework assignment, so she tapped out pretty quick, as you can see.”


  He gave me the quick rundown on what had happened that night so far, and I gave him the most amusing highlights from my shift at work in between bites of reheated pizza. Then, once our obligatory daily small talk was over and I was finished with my unhealthy late night snack, we got down to business, booting up some zombie shooter game he’d bought on sale. (I’ve forgotten the name by this point—it wasn’t Resident Evil or anything.) 


  Keeping the volume on the TV as low as possible, we loaded into our ongoing co-op campaign and started blasting our way through a dilapidated building crawling with undead assailants—and peppered, of course, with plenty of devious jump scares that got us every single time. Looking back, it was probably a yelp from one of those that woke Chizuru up.


  “Oh, hey,” said a groggy voice from behind me. “Didn’t know you guys were having a little gamer date tonight. Should I give you two some privacy?”


  I looked back over my shoulder to see Chizuru sitting up on the bed, combing her fingers through her disheveled, dark brown hair.


  “Wow, good one,” I said, quickly turning back to the game. “How long’d it take you to come up with that little zinger?”


  “Yeah, please don’t tell his girlfriend,” Hibiki teased, playing along with the bit. “She’d eat me alive.”


  I ignored this little quip and continued blowing holes through the zombies slowly hobbling toward us.


  “Man, if I were one of those zombies,” said Chizuru, “you guys would never make it past me so easily. I’d eat your brains so fast you wouldn’t know what hit you.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of her joining forces with the horde of zombies who were dropping like flies before us.


  “Too bad I’d blow your head off before you even got close,” I said.


  “Nah, I’d sneak up from behind and bite your neck first.”


  “Wow, rude. And here I was, planning to look you in the eyes while feeling really conflicted for a long, dramatic moment before ultimately pulling the trigger.”


  “Sorry, too late. I’ve already moved on to gouging Hibiki’s eyes out. Better think fast about how to make a cure.”


  Hibiki didn’t even chuckle at Chizuru’s hypothetical. Instead, he simply responded with his own personal take like this was some sort of open debate. “Honestly? If that ever happened to me, I’d probably do my best to keep it a secret from everyone else around me, then slowly pick them off one by one. Meanwhile, I feel like Chizuru would just jump out in front of everybody like a haunted house attraction and immediately get gunned down.”


  His flat, analytical tone did not mesh whatsoever with the sheer absurdity of the subject matter—which was kind of hilarious in its own stupid way.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” interjected Chizuru. “How come you get to stay rational after you turn and pull off a whole conniving scheme, but I’m just some mindless zombie?”


  “It’s not a matter of rationality,” said Hibiki. “More of a personality thing, I’d say.”


  “Oh yeah? Well, good luck with that, because the moment you start acting funny, me and Karin are gonna team up and go for the headshot!”


  “Team up? For a single headshot? What, are you gonna point the gun at me while he pulls the trigger? Can’t you do anything without his help?”


  “…Y’know what?! Just shut up!”


  After chuckling at Chizuru’s childish outburst, I heard my phone buzz on the floor beside me. It was our good friend Hanao, checking in to see if the rest of us were still hanging out. She’d apparently just left a little drinking party with her clubmates.


  We all had another round of drinks after she arrived. It was almost crazy, looking back on it, to think of how much higher my tolerance and stamina were back then compared to now—although, more than anything, it was just that I was brave and brazen enough to sacrifice tomorrow for a good time today. And I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one either: We all seemed to share this fleeting sentiment. We should live it up while we could, because it might be the only chance we got.


  “Man, it sucks to think that, once we all get real jobs and enter the workforce, we won’t be able to hang out until some ungodly hour of the night like this anymore,” I said. “Really gonna miss making bad life choices like this every other day.”


  Straining my eyes as the first beams of morning light began to stream in through the curtains, I found myself trembling internally, fearing a future I knew would surely come to pass but at that moment could hardly begin to fathom. All I knew was everything would eventually change, whether I wanted it to or not.


  Never would I have imagined, back then, that we’d be having a similar conversation a full decade down the line—or that our worst life choices were still ahead of us.


   


  “You ever get a hit of that dreamy scent of nostalgia whenever you think back on our college days, or is it just me?”


  “A ‘dreamy scent of nostalgia,’ huh… That sure sounds romantic. You should work in marketing—I’d totally buy a candle with that on the label.”


  “No, stupid—I’m not talking about a literal smell. It’s more like this weird sort of dopamine rush feeling you get in your brain… Ooh, nice one!”


  After eliminating the final remaining enemy, the battle was officially over. I let Chizuru know I needed to take five for a bathroom break, then muted my mic, set my controller down, and took off my headphones.


  Stepping out of my small-but-well-equipped gaming room, I realized I was still wearing my necktie. I’d gotten home so late that I hadn’t had time to take it off before our plans. I made a quick detour into the bedroom to change clothes, then headed for the bathroom to do my business. I grabbed a beer from the kitchen on my way back to the warfront.


  I put my headphones back on and unmuted myself. Chizuru welcomed me back. We quickly joined the waiting room, got paired with another group of players, and were dropped back into a stunningly gorgeous battlefield that somehow felt even more high-res than real life—the perfect setting for an all-out gunfight.


  By talking via headset, we were able to more effectively communicate about oncoming threats, what cover was safe, what weapons we were carrying, and so on. It also let us grill each other a little bit whenever someone screwed up—though Chizuru could actually take her criticism a bit too far sometimes, at which point I’d actually start getting a little pissed off. But I knew she felt the same way whenever I gave her flak for her own mistakes, so at least it was a level playing field. We both felt very comfortable as online teammates by this point.


  Getting to have full-blown, all-night gaming sessions like this was definitely one of the biggest perks of being in a marriage where both partners went on business trips nearly every other week. I said a silent prayer of commiseration for my wife, who was probably out at some wine-and-dine event with her client. Meanwhile, I was home alone playing video games and cracking open a cold one.


  “Wait, Karin,” said Chizuru. “Are you drinking right now?”


  It seemed she’d heard me taking a few glugs as we dropped in via parachute.


  “Hey, I worked hard today,” I said. “I deserve a little relaxation time.”


  “This is no time to relax, you idiot. We’re at war, remember?”


  We landed on the battlefield and quickly set about our usual recon routine, keeping an eye out for the enemy while gathering up nearby weapons and items.


  After playing two more rounds, it was Chizuru’s turn to call for a brief time-out. I took the opportunity to pull out my phone and idly scroll through the latest stories on a news site I subscribed to, while sipping away at my beer.


  I was alerted to my companion’s return by the sound of a can cracking open coming through my headphones. She informed me that her drink of choice tonight was a lemon sour, apparently, even though I hadn’t asked. 


  We both picked up our controllers again, but before we dropped into our next match, she had one other tiny tidbit of news to share with me.


  “So, I’m getting married, actually,” she said.


  “And you’re telling me this now?!” I exclaimed. “Well, damn, that’s awesome. Congrats.”


  Despite my bewilderment, I reflexively offered the expected felicitations.


  “Yeah, thanks,” she said.


  “Man… So, you’re finally getting hitched, huh…”


  It was kind of a surreal thought to me—but as I let it sink in, I realized I was glad she’d dropped this bomb on me so suddenly, without warning. It at least let me congratulate my good friend on a major life milestone without getting too sidetracked by the multitude of conflicting emotions that would have clawed their way to the surface if I had a chance to think about it. Because now that I’d had time to process it, I couldn’t stop thinking about another friend of ours, who wasn’t here on voice chat with us right now.


  I needed to shake these thoughts from my brain—I’d heard drastic swings of emotion like this could lead to an untimely death. They were always saying so in movies and whatnot, so surely it had to be true. I tried to stay focused on the action happening on-screen, doing my best to maintain composure and make casual conversation.


  “Remind me again—is this your first marriage or your second?” I asked.


  “First, you idiot!” Chizuru shouted. “You can’t even remember that much about me?!”


  “It was a joke, chill. So, who’s the lucky fella?”


  “This guy at work. One rung below me.”


  “Is this like a shotgun wedding, then? Fact you haven’t mentioned him before makes me wonder.”


  “I mean, I don’t generally keep people super up to date on my love life, or feel the need to let everyone know each time I start dating someone new… But no, we’ve been dating for about a year now.”


  “Fair enough. Not like I went out of my way to ask either.”


  We were, for the record, still trying to focus on winning the round. This conversation was happening in tandem with our usual game-related chat.


  “You gonna have a wedding, then?” I asked.


  “Planning to,” she said. “But we’re only in the engagement phase right now. Probably won’t actually file our registration and have the wedding for another year or so.”


  “Gotcha… Well, as long as you’re happy, then I’m happy for you. I’d ask you to send me an invite, but I know your fiancé probably wants a say in the guest list too, which I get.”


  I was choosing my words very carefully, while also trying my best to sound as casual and nonchalant as possible—which naturally took a toll on my focus. This led to a series of small but fatal missteps that the other team was quick to capitalize on. Ultimately, I didn’t spot an enemy sniper until just before they shot me.


  “Are you kidding? Of course I’m gonna invite you,” said Chizuru, just as I was resolving myself to do better next round. But then: “Although, there is something I wanted to talk to you about, on a semi-related note…”


  I had a very bad feeling about where she was going with this. Something told me she didn’t just want my advice on how to build a wedding budget, or something innocent like that. We’d been friends long enough for me to know her next words were going to be very bad news for me indeed. It felt like I was suddenly staring down the barrel of a gun—and not in-game this time.


  “It’s about Hibiki,” she said.


  I was not, of course, mentally equipped to survive being shot at in two different realities at once. So naturally, I got sniped right off the bat again—at which point I set my controller down. I took another drink of my beer to help calm my nerves, making sure to sip extra loudly so she’d think my delayed response was simply because my mouth was full, not because I was woefully unsure how to respond.


  “Hibiki?” I said after clearing my throat. “What about him?”


  I tried my very, very best to play dumb and hope she didn’t pick up on it. I felt less like a soldier on the front lines now and more like a spy trying to contort my body to weave through an impossible maze of infrared lasers.


  “Well, the thing is, like… Okay, I know you might think this makes me sound kinda crazy, but I’m just gonna come right out and say it. So, basically…” She paused for a moment. I could hear the hesitation in her voice. “…I’m pretty sure he’s in love with me.”


  “Did he say something to make you think that?” I asked.


  “I mean, no… But I can just tell. After all this time? Come on, now.”


  I wasn’t sure if she meant this purely in reference to them having been friends for nearly eleven years now, or if she was implying she’d actually known he had feelings for her that entire time.


  “Like, am I wrong?” she asked.


  It seemed she’d also set her controller down by this point. If she were just kidding around, that would have been one thing—but she seemed to be approaching this subject with a fair bit of sincerity, so I didn’t feel like it was my place to lie to her. I swallowed hard and told her straight.


  “…He’s never come right out and admitted it to me, or anything like that,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure there’s something there, yeah.”


  “Right?”


  I could hear her let out a long breath on the other line—though it wasn’t a sigh of exasperation or anything like that. Chizuru wasn’t that rude.


  “So why did you want to talk to me about that?” I asked.


  “Because I really don’t want him to see me in a wedding gown if that’s the case,” she said.


  This response inspired two very different, conflicting emotions inside of me. Half of me wanted to say she was being totally ridiculous—both of them were supposed to be grown adults, and they were surely mature enough to navigate this situation without being weird about it. Meanwhile, the other half of me wasn’t sure I even wanted to see her get married off to some guy I didn’t know. And to be completely honest, it was the latter emotion I felt more strongly than the former. I had some nerve trying to tell myself I could act more like a thirty-year-old about this than either of them could. It wasn’t like I was some paragon of maturity who could set aside my own emotions and force a smile in a situation like this.


  “But I’m guessing you also feel like you can’t just not invite him, right?” I said.


  “Heck no,” said Chizuru. “If I don’t invite him, then I feel like I can’t invite any of my friends… But I also know my fiancé doesn’t want it to just be a low-key wedding with only us and our families—and I wouldn’t want that either, really—so that’s a no-go.”


  “Well, you never know. Maybe he’d turn the invitation down anyway, and then you wouldn’t have to worry about it.”


  “So, what—you think I should just go up to him and say, ‘Hey, male best friend who’s had a crush on me for years! Wanna come watch me tie the knot with some other guy?’ Yeah, I’m sure that’ll go over great.”


  “Oh, come on. That’s not what I—”


  I started to protest, but then stopped myself. After a few moments of silence, Chizuru followed up with a short but sincere, “Sorry.” Maybe we really were both starting to grow up a little bit after all.


  “Well, what are you going to do, then?” I asked.


  The first idea that came to my mind was for her to book a venue somewhere far away, during a part of the year Hibiki would be swamped with work. It wouldn’t be realistic for him to get time off to travel. But knowing the sort of guy he was, and how much he valued his close friends, I figured he’d probably drop everything and find a way to show up even if it was on the other side of the world. And that still wouldn’t address the main issue of his secret feelings for her. If just picking the right date and location was enough to worm her way out of this situation, she probably wouldn’t be coming to me for advice.


  Chizuru let out a deep sigh, more telling than words could ever be.


  “I’m thinking of finding a way to wring a confession out of him.”


  This sentence would have made sense to me if she were a police investigator interrogating a murder suspect. But in the context of a romantic confession, it felt like a very strange turn of phrase—even if I knew, more or less, what she was trying to say.


  “Sorry, what do you mean by that, exactly?” I couldn’t help but ask anyway—a bit of a bad habit of mine, but I wasn’t a big fan of ambiguity.


  “Basically, I just wanna give us both an out,” she said. “So that neither of us have to go through that whole awkward scenario in the first place. If I can get him to openly admit how he feels about me, that gives me the perfect excuse not to invite him, right? Which is why I wanna find a way to make him confess to me somehow, so that I can turn him down once and for all. But obviously, since he’s maintained his silence for this long already, I feel like it’s going to be pretty hard to force him to make a move… And that’s where you come in, ideally. Think you’d be willing to help me out with this?”


  “What are you, some sort of supervillain? That has to be the most diabolical scheme I’ve ever heard,” I said. “Isn’t there a cleaner way to handle this? One that feels, I don’t know…a bit less evil?”


  “No, you don’t understand—I want it to be evil.”


  I didn’t like throwing around clichéd words like “determination” or “resolve” in contexts like this, a casual conversation between friends. But those were definitely the sorts of emotions I was hearing in her voice.


  “It needs to be a scheme so cruel and heartless that if any of our other friends find out about it, or learn why Hibiki isn’t coming to the wedding, they’ll think I was totally out of line and place 100 percent of the blame on me. And I mean, they’d be right—how messed up is it that I’m trying to force a good friend to admit he has a crush on me just so I can break his heart?”


  It seemed she’d been stressing herself out about this for quite a while now, judging from the shakiness in her voice.


  “Is there no scenario where you could just ask him straight-up? Like, ‘Hey, sorry if this sounds weird, but…you don’t have a thing for me, do you?’ or whatever?”


  “I don’t think that’d work. He’d never admit it if it felt like I was calling him out.”


  “Yeah, probably not, huh…”


  I could already picture him laughing it off with some cynical, self-deprecating joke. He was the type of guy who avoided sincerity like the plague when it came to things like this. It was no wonder Chizuru was pulling her hair out trying to brainstorm a way to make him crack.


  “You’re right,” I said. “If you really want to face him head-on about this, I think the only way he’ll ever be upfront with you is if you let him be the one to broach the subject.” 


  If it were just a matter of thinking of some way to not invite him to the wedding, I could probably come up with a dozen other possible solutions. But part of the reason I couldn’t bring myself to more strongly condemn Chizuru’s idea was because I, too, had known for years there was a difference of emotion between the two of them—and I hadn’t done anything about it either. So, I couldn’t really criticize her for wanting to finally draw the line and settle things so both of them could go on with their lives. Hell, I wanted that for them too—more than anything.


  And I knew that, since he’d been harboring these feelings for so many years, they probably wouldn’t naturally fade away just because she got married either. I didn’t want to have to watch my good friend continue to act like there was nothing there for the rest of his life, while secretly still being obsessed with her as “the one that got away” or whatever. Ideally, I wanted to see them talk things out and find some common ground so Hibiki could move on—eventually, at least. The last thing I wanted was a future in which all of us had to keep pretending we didn’t know how he really felt for as long as we were friends.


  Even so, I still wasn’t sure I wanted to take part in a scheme like this.


  But her next words sealed the deal for me.


  “Yeah, no,” she said. “I’ve made up my mind.”


  “About what?” I asked.


  “It’s time to go for the headshot.”


  There were probably a million gaming sessions between us where someone had said that turn of phrase—but for whatever reason, it was that one particular night that came rushing back to me in vivid detail.


  “Wow,” I said. “Now, that was a deep cut. Good throwback line—ten out of ten.”


  “Sorry? What are you talking about?”


  “Wait, you mean it wasn’t even intentional?! Fine, whatever… Don’t worry about it, then. Just had a random flashback, that’s all. Anyway, we should probably get together and try to hash out a more specific plan of action.”


  “Ugh, thank you so much,” said Chizuru. “I really owe you one.”


  “But you’ve gotta promise you won’t have another breakdown and start crying and spewing profanities at me just because you don’t know what to do.”


  She immediately hung up on me.


  I tried calling her back, but to no avail. Then, a little while later, she sent me a LINE message that read only: “Let me know what dates work for you re: that strategy meeting we discussed.” 


  Wow, way to be an adult about this. Not that I had any room to talk, I guess, after teasing her for being a crybaby when I knew she was self-conscious about it.


   


  There was this famous quote by some author I was taught back in college—people are incapable of exerting any real influence over another human being, or being influenced by other human beings in turn. Now that I had more than thirty years of life experience under my belt, I could look back on those “words of wisdom” and say with certainty that they were a load of bull.


  The three of us had absolutely influenced each other’s lives in the time we’d been friends. Even just speaking in terms of the more superficial stuff, neither Chizuru nor I had been gamers growing up—we’d only gotten into the hobby because of Hibiki. And no, I didn’t give a rat’s ass if some scholar wanted to chime in to argue how that “wasn’t what the author meant” by that quote originally. Who cares, honestly?


  The same could be said for the café we were meeting up at today. Chizuru chose this location, but it was me who had first popularized it as a hangout spot for our friend group (we were all broke and looking for jobs, fresh out of college, and it was cheaper and less busy than any of the other local chains).


  It was Saturday, a week after she’d first requested my assistance. I was on my way to the café in question, and I’d just gotten off the train at a station I almost never stopped at anymore. Walking in the door, I noted it didn’t reek of cigarette smoke like it used to. I went up to the clerk at the front and gave her my name. The short-statured girl—probably a college student working here part time—was polite enough and led me to the private meeting room we’d booked out back.


  After a light knock on the door, the clerk swung it open without even waiting for a response. I was greeted by the sight of the back of Chizuru’s head. She was sitting in the chair right by the door, talking by herself while facing the cream-colored wall in front of her. She turned around, and we greeted each other with a little wave before I took my seat in the empty chair opposite her. I set my bag down by my side and perused the menu set out before me.


  “Yeah, I get it,” she said. “Trust me, it’s a lot easier if you go into it with a mindset where you understand a lot of stuff won’t feel intuitive and you’re open to change. And I have complete faith in your ability to adapt, Kuraya—you’re one of the fastest learners I know. Obviously, you’re bound to make some mistakes starting out—but hey, we’ve all been there, right?”


  The corners of her lips curled into a little grin. It sounded like she was offering words of encouragement to whoever it was she was talking to on the phone.


  I noticed there was already a drink in front of her on the table, so I took this opportunity to quietly excuse myself from the room, flagging down a young male waiter passing by to order a coffee float for myself. By the time I reentered the room, Chizuru was already off the phone and stowing her wireless earbuds away in their little carrying case. It was only then that I realized I hadn’t seen her wearing a business suit like this since we were still in our mid-twenties.


  “Whoa, she’s not wearing a leather jacket!” I exclaimed, half teasing, half genuinely taken aback. “Who are you, and what have you done with Chizuru?!”


  She flashed me an amused smirk.


  “I did tell you I had a client meeting before this, didn’t I?” she asked.


  “Wow. This, from the woman who once told me she was gonna wear a leather jacket to her own funeral. Now I don’t know what to believe anymore.”


  “I’m wearing one in spirit, don’t worry.”


  “Heck, weren’t you wearing one the last time I saw you? One of those double rider jackets, wasn’t it?”


  “Yeah, and you were rocking that weird new beard of yours.” Chizuru grimaced. “Was kinda hoping you’d have grown out of that phase in the last six months, but here we are.”


  I stroked it between my fingers—my new pride and joy, kept carefully groomed since I first started growing it about a year ago.


  “You wouldn’t believe what a difference one of these babies makes when you work in sales and marketing,” I said. “Suddenly, everyone seems to remember who I am now. They keep calling me ‘That Guy with the Beard.’ It’s great.”


  “Wow, and it’s even inflated your ego too.” Chizuru’s grimace deepened. “Double yikes.”


  “Okay, now you’re just being rude.”


  We hadn’t seen each other in half a year, and yet our rapport hadn’t changed one bit since college. And although we were good enough friends who could always pick up where we left off, we did make sure to schedule at least one online gaming session every month, if not more. Sometimes, Hibiki would play with us too—other times, I’d be the one who had to sit out. And still other times, it would just be us guys.


  “My beard’s not that bad, is it?” I asked.


  “Wait, did I actually hurt your feelings?! Ha!” Chizuru said smugly. “Nah, it’s not that bad. But you are a bit on the burlier side already, so when you add a beard I feel like some people might find you a little too rugged and intimidating. But if they’re teasing you about it by giving you little nicknames and stuff, it’s probably fine. I mean, you’ve already got a wife—who cares if other women find it kinda unattractive?”


  As I received this brutally honest take from my friend, there was a knock on the door, and the male waiter came in to deliver my coffee float. He set it down on the table along with a spoon, a straw, and some napkins.


  “Wow, look at you, trying to act cute with your cute little drink,” mocked Chizuru, much to my chagrin. “Sorry. Not gonna raise your score with me, bub.”


  I wanted to protest that I was doing nothing of the sort while the waiter was still around, so he’d know this was an utterly baseless accusation. But I also didn’t want him to feel like he’d gotten dragged into an argument by some annoying old geezer. I kept my mouth shut and waited for him to leave the room.


  “Come on, you know I’ve always had a sweet tooth,” I finally said. “Just like you’ve always had a thing for that weird guaraná drink.”


  “Hey, I’ve gotta order it when I have the chance.” Chizuru shrugged. “Not many places sell it around here—unless I want to go to a freaking churrascaria, I guess.”


  “I remember Hibiki used to give you shit for liking that stuff.”


  “Yeah, he’d always say it tastes like cough syrup with a little sweetener.”


  She furrowed her brow and took a sip of her guaraná through the straw. It was plain to see that bringing up Hibiki had caused an instant change in her mood. I went ahead and scooped up a spoonful of ice cream from my own drink.


  “So, have you seen that guy at all recently?” I asked. “He and I went out for drinks a while back, but that was probably close to two months ago now.”


  “Yeah, I spent the night at his house a couple weeks ago.”


  This answer was so beyond the pale I couldn’t even bring myself to act shocked.


  “Dude,” I said. “Come on.”


  “Look, I know what you’re about to say, all right?” Chizuru asserted.


  Why the hell had she sounded so distraught over the phone, then? Why had I been so worried about her that I dropped everything to come out here and talk about this today? Was now really the time to be pulling stunts like this? I gave her the most disapproving glare I could possibly muster, and she vehemently shook her head.


  “I know it sounds bad!” she admitted. “But at least give me a chance to explain. And just to be perfectly clear, nothing happened, okay?”


  “Yeah, no shit,” I said. “If you told me you cheated on the fiancé I found out about a week ago, I think this conversation would have already been over by now. So, what happened—did you two go to some late-night concert together or something?”


  The two of them had been in a band together during our college days, after all, and they talked about going to concerts together ever since. Meanwhile, I couldn’t play any instruments, and I wasn’t interested in seeing a band live, even if I liked a few of their songs. I’d never really tagged along with them outside of a couple big music festivals.


  “No, I was out drinking with some coworkers in his neighborhood. I got pretty wasted and missed the last train,” she explained. “So I decided to shoot him a text, and he said I could crash at his place if I wanted to. I mean, he’s got plenty of space.”


  “You are literally the worst person I know,” I said. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to imagine what kinds of thoughts would be running through Hibiki’s head after getting a text from her like that. “You’re gonna lead him on and then come crying to me about how he’s in love with you and you’re not sure what to do? Give me a break.”


  Chizuru’s face immediately flushed beet-red at this very reasonable callout. Then, like a grade schooler throwing a tantrum, she grabbed her crinkled straw wrapper and tried to throw it at me—but she didn’t ball it up first, so it just twirled pathetically back onto the tabletop like a sad paper airplane. 


  However, to her credit, she did follow this up with a frank admission of guilt, so maybe she’d grown up more than I gave her credit for.


  “Sorry. I know it’s bad,” she admitted. “But! But hear me out!”


  “That was one too many ‘but’s,” I said.


  “Oh, come on. Don’t act like my mom.”


  “Well, clearly you need some parental guidance—you thought it was okay to get plastered drunk and pass out at the house of a guy who likes you.”


  “Aw, shut up! Ugh… And what really sucks about it is that if he had taken that opportunity to make a move on me, I could’ve just settled this right then and there, but nooo… He just had to be such a gentleman, making sure I drank plenty of water, giving me a disposable toothbrush, setting up a nice comfy bed for me on the sofa…”


  “I mean, I would hope so. If he were the type of guy who’d try something while you were totally intoxicated, then hell, I’d cut all ties with him myself.”


  “God, he even made me breakfast the next morning.”


  “Well… At least we know he doesn’t mind you staying the night at his place, I guess. Might be something we could incorporate into the plan, if need be.”


  Even if it probably wasn’t all that necessary, I pulled out my phone and opened my Memos app to make a note of this—on my personal device, not my company phone, obviously. If my employer were to find out about this ridiculous scheme of ours, they’d probably start to question my sanity. After all, trying to force a confession out of your good friend just so you can break his heart was not something a mentally sound adult would do.


  “Speaking of which,” I said, “I had another thought, after mulling it over a bit for the past week or so.”


  “Mhm?” hummed Chizuru, actively participating in the conversation even when she had a straw in her mouth.


  “Do adults even ‘confess’ their feelings to each other in the first place? I kinda feel like that’s something only teenagers do.”


  Her eyes went wide as she quickly gulped down her sip of guaraná.


  “What?!” she exclaimed, dumbfounded. “But then, how do people even start dating?!”


  She sounded like a character straight out of some educational PSA for kids.


  “Don’t ask me,” I said. “I’ve been together with my wife for more than a decade now, so hell if I know. But I definitely feel like I haven’t heard anyone talk about ‘confessing’ to someone else since we were still in school.”


  “You’re kidding!” said Chizuru. “How does everyone do it, then?!”


  Chizuru definitely still had a much more childish side to her than I did—though I didn’t mean that in an entirely bad way. She definitely let her emotions get the better of her and would break down and cry sometimes. And she had trouble filtering her language when she really got into it with someone. But at the same time, she also didn’t seem remotely fazed by the idea of confessing love to someone—a concept that felt so cloyingly youthful to me at this point that I couldn’t help but cringe a little bit at the mere notion.


  “Well, how did you and your fiancé start dating, then?” I asked.


  “Huh?” she said. “He just confessed to me like normal. Said he had a crush on me and asked me to be his girlfriend. Then a little while back, he took me out to this really fancy restaurant, got down on one knee, and proposed.”


  “Oh my god… That would totally work on you, wouldn’t it?”


  “Why do I feel like you’re being condescending right now?!”


  “Nah, I just know what makes you tick, that’s all.”


  It was definitely a little basic, admittedly, but I had to give props to her fiancé where they were due; understanding your partner’s love language and putting in the effort to give them what they need in that regard was definitely important in a relationship.


  “Well, maybe you two are an exception to the rule, then,” I said. “But I think that ordinary people—and I really don’t like using the word ‘ordinary’ in this context, but—”


  “Appreciate the disclaimer,” Chizuru chimed in. “Always good to be accepting of diversity.”


  “It’s not about that… But anyway, I think if you polled a totally random selection of couples our age, you’d probably find that most of them just kind of naturally started spending time with one another. No pomp and circumstance. And then, after a while, they’d decided to call themselves a couple. I sincerely doubt many people went out of their way to formally confess their feelings and say, ‘Hey, will you go out with me?’ I think most people wait until their relationship’s naturally progressed to a certain point before they feel the need to address those feelings out loud.”


  “And you don’t think Hibiki feels like we’re at that point yet?”


  “No, that’s not what I mean. You two aren’t, like…intimate, you know?”


  As I sat there struggling to figure out how to convey what I was trying to say, I casually intertwined my fingers in front of me—but Chizuru apparently took this gesture to mean something far more suggestive than I intended.


  “Ew, gross!” she shouted. “I think I’d rather die!”


  I hadn’t been referring to sexual intimacy, but whatever. That could certainly fall under the umbrella of the sort of relationship I was trying to describe, so it was fine.


  “Look, my point is that most people our age in romantic relationships probably just let things progress to that point naturally, without feeling the need to put a title on it right away, or professing their love to one another, you know? That’s all.”


  “And what makes you the authority on that, huh?” asked Chizuru. “I mean, you’ve only been with one woman for the vast majority of your adult life.”


  “Trust me, people love to talk to me about their significant others. And I’m pretty sure it’s because I’ve been in a stable relationship for so long. So I’d say I have a pretty good frame of reference, actually.”


  Chizuru responded to this with an exaggerated snap of her fingers. Back in our college days, she also came to me to gush about every new boyfriend she got—I had a feeling she of all people would know I wasn’t bluffing here.


  “Dang, so people really don’t confess to each other anymore?” she asked. “Man, that feels so crazy to me.”


  “Sorry, but I’m afraid you’re the crazy one here,” I said with a teasing chuckle. “How’d you even get the idea in your head for this whole ‘confession’ strategy, anyhow?”


  “Hey, I’m dead serious about this!”


  “I know. But you also did know how Hibiki felt about you for a long time and just let him wallow in it anyway. What changed?”


  “I mean, it’s true—I did just kinda let this happen. I definitely take the blame for that; I know I’m the bad guy here. As for what changed, well… Obviously, my engagement was the real kicker, but I’d say there were a few other straws that broke the camel’s back.”


  The buttons on the cuffs of her jacket clacked softly against the tabletop.


  “For one thing, there’s the fact that he hasn’t shown any real interest in dating anyone for the past several years now, which I feel bad about. And for another—you know that graduation concert we put on back when he and I were still in a band together? Pretty sure you came to that one too, but maybe you don’t remember… Anyway, there was this song we played called ‘Honey Moon Song’ by a flood of circle—you know that one?”


  Well, that came out of left field.


  I figured maybe she was about to launch into some long anecdote about how the two of them almost became a thing back then, but apparently not.


  “‘Honey Moon Song’…?” I racked my brain, trying to conjure up any surviving memories of them up there on that tiny little stage with their other two bandmates. For some reason, I always envisioned Chizuru in her old leather jacket in recollections like this, even when I knew it was the middle of summer at the time, so she definitely wouldn’t have been wearing it. “No, I don’t think so. I remember a flood of circle, though.”


  She’d even forced me to accompany her to one of their concerts back in college.


  “Don’t think anyone who was friends with you in college could forget how much you gushed about them back then,” I said. “But yeah, can’t say I remember the song.”


  “It’s like, ‘This right heeere is our Honey Moooon Song, shout it aaall the waaay to the moooon’!”


  Even when she was keeping her voice down, her singing chops were still pretty damn good. Which made sense, since she still did vocals for the small-time hobby band she and her music friends had put together.


  “Okay, yeah,” I said. “I think I’ve heard that one before.”


  “Well, the next lyric after that is: ‘Just you wait—I’ll come steal you away, from the one shackling you.’”


  This time, she just stated the lyrics. And yet, I could vividly picture her singing them, guitar in hand. Or maybe that was a totally different song, who knows.


  “So the other day, my fiancé and I were talking about what songs we want to have on the playlist at our reception,” she said. “It’s a little soon for that, I know, but you know how couples love doing that sort of thing. And he actually suggested that song, believe it or not. So of course, I couldn’t help but think back to our graduation concert—and for some reason, I started feeling a little weird and uncomfortable about it all of a sudden. Then, later that night, I went and listened to that song again, alone in my room, and it was like the chorus sounded completely different all of a sudden. Even though I’ve probably listened to it hundreds, even thousands of times over the years.”


  She looked me straight in the eyes.


  “I’d always heard it as this super liberating song about how someone was going to come and set me free from some horrible life or toxic relationship or something… But now, I want to be that liberator—and set Hibiki free from me, you know?”


  “I am so glad we booked a private room for this,” I said. “Wouldn’t want the other customers thinking it was me who was making you tear up like this right now…”


  “Enough with the crybaby jokes already! Ugh… I swear, you guys haven’t changed one bit since we were in college…”


  She reached into her bag and pulled out a handkerchief, then dabbed the corners of her eyes while being careful not to smear her makeup. Back in college, she hadn’t paid much mind to those sorts of things. I’d seen her with long black streaks of eyeliner running down her cheeks more times than I could count.


  “Man,” I said. “At this rate, I feel like you’re probably going to be the one crying at the ceremony and reception, not your father.”


  “Nah, I’ll be fine,” Chizuru said dismissively. “I don’t let myself cry around my parents or my significant other. I just force my­self not to.”


  “Wait, really? Huh… First I’m hearing of this.”


  While I still had no intention to stop teasing her, knowing I was one of the few people she allowed herself to cry in front of did make me feel pretty special. Though I’d never say that to her face.


  “Anyway, yeah,” continued Chizuru. “I guess my thought process was that, by giving Hibiki a chance to put his feelings out in the open, we’d both finally be able to move on.”


  “And I’m guessing you probably wouldn’t wanna go the opposite route, where you’re just super cold to him until he eventually loses interest, right?”


  “Yeah, no. I’m pretty sure all that would do is cause a ton of drama and headaches for our mutual friends. Plus—and again, I know this might make me sound crazy—I’m pretty sure there’s probably nothing I can realistically do to make him stop liking me at this point. Heck, even if this little plan of ours succeeds, I’m pretty sure he still won’t hate me—he’ll probably just give me some space, is all.”


  I nodded in agreement. Her assertion really didn’t sound crazy to me.


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I agreed. “Once that guy decides he likes you, I feel like you’d probably have to burn down his house or murder his whole family or something to make him change his mind.”


  This was a joke, obviously—but I didn’t think it was that much of an exaggeration. This tendency of his didn’t only apply to Chizuru either: Hibiki was just as much of a diehard neutralist when it came to interacting with other people. I was pretty sure I’d never seen him harbor or express a negative feeling toward anyone he personally knew. 


  I still remembered the time in college when our friend group somehow got on the topic of “Who’s the person you’ve hated most in your entire life?” Everyone else was bickering and laughing as they shared horror stories about terrible classmates or co­workers from their respective pasts… And then when it came to be Hibiki’s turn, he mulled the question over for a good, long while…before giving the name of some famous serial killer. Naturally, we all gave him a ton of shit for this ridiculous answer—but he just laughed it off and said, “What can I say? I’m a pacifist! Sorry.”


  “Granted, I do know there is a chance he might hate me after this,” said Chizuru.


  “Yeah, I mean, I sure would if it were me in his shoes.”


  “Appreciate the honesty,” she said with a nod. 


  I’d been about 33 percent joshing there, but it seemed that hadn’t gotten across.


  “And that’s part of the reason I’m planning to actually talk things out with him afterward,” she explained. “It’s just getting him to admit it in the first place that’s going to be a real pain in the ass no matter what—hence why I’m asking for your help.”


  “It’s a pretty big ask,” I said. “But I mean, it shouldn’t be that hard, right? Even if he doesn’t come right out and say ‘Hey, I’m love with you,’ you could still kinda goad him into asking you out. Then just turn him down and let him know you’re getting married. Boom—Operation Heartbreak accomplished.”


  “Okay, don’t call it that. You’re having way too much fun.”


  Chizuru picked up her bottle of guaraná to refill her now empty glass, but before she did, she tilted the bottle toward me with a suggestive grin—an offer I politely refused. I really wasn’t the biggest fan of sweetened cough syrup, myself.


  “Well, I guess for starters we could create a situation where he’d actually feel comfortable opening up about his feelings. Like, say it was you—when would you feel safe confessing to someone?”


  “Uh…” said Chizuru. “When they do something that makes me realize, ‘Wow, I really like them’?”


  Half-performatively, I flicked a balled-up straw wrapper at her in a show of disapproval. With furrowed brow, I glared at my friend sitting across the table from me—someone who apparently learned everything she knew about love from shojo manga.


  “I should have expected no less from the mastermind of Operation Heartbreak,” I said in a disgruntled voice.


  “Why do I feel like you’re poking fun at me?” said Chizuru. “Like, am I wrong?”


  “I’m talking about specific situations here, all right? Like, in what sort of scenario would you think, ‘If I confess my feelings right here and now, it’ll work for sure’?”


  “Oh, I see—that’s what you mean.”


  It did not escape my notice that Chizuru’s cheeks were growing more and more flushed red, and she attempted to play it cool by sipping away at her drink. We didn’t have infinite time here, so I decided to ignore it.


  “I feel like the only times in my life when I’ve been the one doing the confessing, I went into it with a pretty do-or-die attitude,” she said. “I’d call ’em out somewhere, tell ’em how I felt, and if it didn’t work out, that was that. Didn’t stress too hard about it.”


  “What, like you’d tell them to meet you behind the gym after school or whatever? Pretty clichéd trope in this day and age, but I’ve always been a fan.”


  “Okay, I feel like that was another subtle dig at me, but I’ll let it slide and instead throw the same question back at you: What’s your ideal confession-giving scenario, big guy?”


  “Honestly, I don’t have much experience with that sort of thing either… I mean, I was the one who popped the question, but it was my wife who asked me out to begin with, and who suggested we move in together.”


  “Dang. Maybe we’re not cut out for a plot like this after all.”


  Regardless of whether we were cut out for it or not, I was confident we were both more than capable of improvising a solution here. Even if we weren’t the most mature grown-ups in the world, we had made it this far into adulthood as successful cogs in the corporate machine; adapting was what we did best.


  To kick things off, we tried spitballing as many ideas as we could about how to create the most optimal atmosphere for a confession between two long-term friends. I couldn’t help but feel like this was probably the exact same sort of thing romance manga artists did with their editors when trying to come up with a new series—whether shojo or shonen. 


  “How ’bout at a swimming pool at night?” I asked. “Not that I’ve ever been.”


  “Maybe a dark, members-only bar with really good mood lighting?” suggested Chizuru. “Not that I’d know what that’s like.”


  All jokes aside—just from looking at the situation pragmatically, the two of us quickly arrived at the same conclusion.


  “We’re not gonna be able to pull this off, are we?” I muttered, just as Chizuru finished writing “Ferris wheel” in her notepad.


  “Agreed,” she said, putting her pencil down. “I feel like Hibiki would instantly be able to clock anything we came up with. The jig would be up immediately. There’s just no way he and I would ever end up in any of these scenarios organically.”


  “Maybe we need to bring in a third party. Though I guess you probably want to limit how many people know you’re getting married for the time being.”


  “Yeah, no. We were kinda planning to let everyone know at the same time, so my fiancé’s been keeping mum on the subject too. And there’s no way to be sure the news won’t reach Hibiki’s ears once word gets out. Not that I don’t trust our friends, obviously.”


  It was extremely like her to tack on a little disclaimer like that. She probably felt super bad for implying any of our friends might let it slip, even though none of them were around to hear her say it.


  “Well, I’m glad you have enough faith in me, at least,” I said.


  “It’s not that,” she responded immediately. “I just decided that if it was you he heard it from, I wouldn’t mind so much.”


  For someone who was normally so quick to blush up a storm over even the most innocuous of sappy sentiments, it was amazing she was able to say that with a straight face. But such was the duality of Chizuru, I supposed—for better or worse.


  She just had this way of speaking that felt so viscerally believable in the moment, you couldn’t help but take her at her word. Her blunt phrasing, the intensity in her voice, her use of slang, the sudden emotional outbursts… It all came together to give her this uncanny ability to win people over with her words. And yet she’d readily admitted to me—on several occasions—that most of the time she was just talking completely out of her ass, and that she completely forgets what she’d been saying not even five minutes later. She was extremely upfront with people, and always stayed true to herself—but in a stupid sort of way. I guess you could argue it was a form of charisma.


  Whenever I asked myself what it was about Chizuru that had struck such a chord with Hibiki, I always suspected that it was this aspect of her personality that had an awful lot to do with it. Why? Because it was exactly the sort of earnest ingenuity he lacked, as the more cynical type who was always careful and calculating with his words. Ideally, this was the sort of thing we’d want to exploit as part of Operation Heartbreak. Unfortunately, since it wasn’t something Chizuru did intentionally—and indeed, that unintentionality was a big part of its charm—it might be pretty difficult to effectively weaponize.


  “Well, I think we should still get the others on board, even if you want to keep quiet about the wedding stuff for now,” I proposed. “But we should start by figuring out a schedule and itinerary that works for all of us. I’ll get in touch with Hibiki, and you and I can hash out the details based on his availability.”


  “Thanks, you’re a lifesaver,” Chizuru said, relieved. “Guess we probably won’t see each other in person again until we actually put Operation Heartbreak into effect, huh?”


  I assumed she must have already started feeling pretty nervous about this whole thing, or she probably wouldn’t be using the joke name I’d come up with for it unironically.


  “Should be perfect weather for that double rider jacket, y’know,” I mused.


  “I bet all the girls at your company talk shit about your beard behind your back,” she retorted. 


  And just like that, we were back to bullying each other like children.


  On the way back to the station, we decided to swing by a nearby izakaya for some more casual catching up over a couple of drinks. The place was a bit plain and ordinary for my liking—and yes, I truly didn’t like describing things as “ordinary,” but that was really the only word I could think of to describe it.


  We sipped away at our ordinary drinks in our ordinary glasses while Chizuru regaled me with an endless slew of reasons why she felt her new fiancé was such a great catch. And while I’d obviously never met the guy, I did my best to use these anecdotes to construct a positive impression of him in my head. The last thing I wanted was to meet him on their wedding day and think, Damn, she picked this guy over Hibiki?


  As I listened to her go on and on about all his good traits, I had an idle realization: For as many times as she’d come to me to gush about some new guy she met over the years, I’d never once heard her talk about having her own heart broken.


  Chapter 2


   


  IT WAS THE MORNING of the day we were finally going to put Operation Heartbreak into effect, with only about five months left before we were planning to announce the wedding. And since the universe apparently had a sick sense of humor, I’d had a dream about Hibiki the night before—one in which I’d been crying my eyes out in front of him, no less. And while this was indeed something that had happened in real life on several occasions, I still found myself feeling very bitter at my brain for doing this to me.


  While packing up my things after eating a simple breakfast, I finally managed to stop second-guessing myself about whether or not I should wear a leather jacket today. The whole point of this operation was to create a different enough vibe from the status quo that Hibiki might do something he’d never considered before. It stood to reason a change in my usual wardrobe might help facilitate that. Although, wait a minute—what if he associates the jacket with my identity as the girl he originally fell in love with, and ditching it would be losing out on all those nostalgia points? In the end, I decided to pack one of my lighter jackets, just to be safe.


  As I scanned the room, trying to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything, I suddenly felt nauseous and hurried to the bathroom. After a couple minutes of dry heaving with nothing coming up, I knew I wasn’t going to actually vomit, so I rinsed the taste of bile from the back of my throat with some mouthwash.


  I felt so pathetic. I wanted to cry, just like I had in my dream last night. I wasn’t ready to go through with this at all, even after I’d come up with this whole plan and enlisted Karin’s help and everything. The mere thought of tricking my best friend into confessing to me just to knock him down made me want to puke. My fiancé had been staying here with me for some time, but I’d thankfully sent him home a couple of days ago; I wouldn’t have wanted him to see me like this. But I was even more grateful to have gotten the willies out of my system when my phone lit up a few moments later. It was a call from the last person I wanted to hear me anxious.


  “Hey, what’s up?” I asked.


  “Sorry, did you say you’re coming to the meetup spot by train?”


  Neither Hibiki nor I bothered with a proper greeting.


  “Yeah, I’ll be heading out in just a few,” I said.


  “Well, I had to swing by the office real quick, so I’ll be heading there by cab. If you want, I can pick you up on the way.”


  I couldn’t help but feel a bit apprehensive at this sudden unexpected development. I answered as quickly as I could to not raise any suspicion.


  “Ooh, that’d be great,” I said. “You know my address?”


  “How many times do you think I’ve had to call a cab for your drunk ass before?”


  “Right, sorry. Stupid question.”


  I told him I’d be waiting outside my building, then hung up the phone. This considerate gesture on his part made me feel sick to my stomach all over again. And I knew for a fact it had nothing to do with his hidden feelings for me either; he was literally just that good-natured.


  I broke a tab off a bar of bitter dark chocolate and sucked on it to psych myself up. After grabbing my overnight bag and heading down to the main entrance of the building, I saw a black taxi pull up in almost no time at all. I waved to the hazy silhouette of the passenger in the backseat—but then they suddenly disappeared from view.


  “Wait, why are you getting out?!” I asked.


  “Figured you might need help with your luggage,” he said. “But it looks like you packed pretty light.”


  “Well, yeah. We’re only staying one night.”


  “Guess in my head I was still picturing it like one of our old band trips. Well, I’m out now, so you might as well go ahead and climb in first—seat of honor’s all yours.”


  I took my friend up on his chivalrous gesture and got in the vehicle.


  “Morning!” I said to the taxi driver. Then I turned to my fellow passenger. “Thanks for the lift, Hibiki.”


  “No, I should be thanking you,” he replied. “Pretty sure Karin would’ve given me a ton of shit if I were the only one who showed up by cab.”


  Just as I expected, he refused to accept my thanks for his kind gesture, instead turning it into a joke.


  “Yeah, true,” I agreed. “He’d probably be like, ‘Wow, Sensei! Look at you, rolling up to the event in style!’ or something.”


  Ever since Hibiki had started working as a certified public accountant for a major auditing firm, the rest of us took every opportunity we could to tease him for it, calling him “Sensei” or “Officer” or “Mr. Moneybags” or what have you.


  “Must’ve built up some good karma,” Hibiki mumbled after a brief pause once the car set off down the road. I was already feeling pretty on edge, so this cryptically vague comment made me do a double take.


  “Sorry? Where’d that come from?”


  “The fact that all six of us friends from college can still get together like this for an overnight trip… I feel like you can’t just chalk that up to good timing, or our schedules happening to line up or whatever. Feels more like fate or karma, y’know? Like all our hard work is finally paying off, in a way.”


  “Oh, I getcha… Well, I’d say it’s thanks to Mai’s hard work, more than anything.”


  “Fair.”


  Mai had been a friend of ours since college as well, and was the first unwitting collaborator Karin had roped in to our plan. While we’d originally presented this group vacation as Karin’s idea, it was Mai who’d actually drawn up the schedule and made the reservations. It pained me greatly to involve her in this, knowing full well she’d volunteer to handle those kinds of things, because we hadn’t clued her in on the real purpose for this trip. Though when I called to thank her profusely for it, she sounded genuinely ecstatic for the chance to bust out her itinerary-planning chops, which did help ease my guilt a bit. Having such a powerful coordinator on our side for Operation Heartbreak would definitely be an advantage.


  “Come to think of it,” said Hibiki, turning to face me, “I’m a little surprised. No leather jacket today?”


  “Don’t worry,” I reassured him. “I’m wearing one in spirit.”


  “Wow, listen to you. Talk about a badass mindset.”


  His sardonic smirk matched his sense of humor well. And yet, despite his sarcasm, his jokes were never all that mean-spirited. It always felt like he was laughing with you, not at you, something Karin claimed had a lot to do with his (relative) popularity with women. Me, I’d always thought it was just his above-average facial features and center-parted hairstyle, which happened to be in vogue right now.


  I sent Karin a quick update, just to say Hibiki had picked me up by taxi and that we were headed to the meetup spot. He almost immediately responded with “Roger.” He knew Hibiki’s office was only two stations from my place, so I figured he was smart enough to guess what had happened without me spelling it out. Incidentally, my own workplace was three stations from Hibiki’s apartment—that was purely coincidence, but my place being close to his work was because I thought it might be nice to live somewhere with friends nearby. I was sure Karin would probably yell at me if I admitted that to him now.


  “Hey, not like you’ve ever updated your wardrobe either,” I said.


  “What, since college?” questioned Hibiki. “Sure I have. I wear way nicer brands nowadays.”


  “Riiight… Whatever you say, Sensei.”


  I casually rubbed the elbow of the jacket he was wearing. I had to admit, it did feel high quality, in terms of texture and thickness.


  About twenty minutes later, my teasing came back to bite me in an unintended way: He paid the cab fare in full, because “I’m the sensei here, after all.” I knew he was the type who wouldn’t let me pay my half no matter how much I protested. I let it slide on the condition that he let me pay next time—though I was pretty sure I already had several outstanding debts to him like this.


  When we got out of the cab, I felt a far more drastic change in temperature than when I’d first stepped out of the house. We walked into the parking lot, waving at the large minivan parked in its center and the man leaning against the side of it. Karin lifted his free hand to wave back, then took a swig of the canned coffee occupying his other. We approached the car and were about to exchange the expected morning greetings, when the van’s door suddenly slid open and a fourth person popped their head out from the back seat.


  “Morning, Chizuru!” greeted the disembodied head. “Morning, Hibiki-kun!”


  “Hey, Mai!” I replied. “Thanks so much again for all your help today.”


  “Why is it you always have that smug, triumphant grin plastered across your face whenever you enter the scene?” Hibiki quipped.


  “What can I say?” Mai said smugly, pushing her yellow-framed glasses up with her middle finger. “Just part of being a presenter. Kinda comes with the territory.”


  “You chose quite the meetup spot too, I have to say. I’m getting chills already.”


  “I know, pretty romantic, right? You can admit it, it’s okay.”


  Hey, romantic is perfect for our purposes, I thought to myself, nodding firmly in agreement.


  We were standing in a paid parking lot on the very college campus we all used to call home—though that was more than seven years ago at this point. Since we didn’t want to force someone to wake up early to drive around picking up everyone else, Mai had suggested we meet up here, on our old turf. As our group’s primary organizer since back in the day, her talents weren’t limited to simply making reservations and drafting itineraries—she even incorporated details like this meetup point, just for the sake of giving us all a little extra hit of nostalgia. 


  By day, she worked in the product planning department for a major sweets manufacturer. I remembered, back when she first applied for that job, thinking that any treat she came up with would probably give you a full-on emotional journey with every bite—though, as her friend, I was probably a little biased.


  Incidentally, the reason Hibiki referred to her as “Mai-san” was because they went to the same high school, where she’d been his senpai, one year his senior.


  After Karin and I exchanged a typically candid greeting, we threw our luggage in the trunk and started thinking about seating arrangements. During our planning sessions, Karin and I had decided not to do anything that might seem too forced, in terms of me being obviously and deliberately too close or too distant from Hibiki. 


  I gave the most natural excuse I could think of: “Well, why don’t Hibiki and I sit in the back seat, so nobody has to move to let the others in later?”


  Hibiki was on board with this idea, and so we slid forward the empty seat in the middle row to climb into the back. Apparently, the van Karin had rented could be converted into a four-row vehicle, so there was still plenty of room for luggage behind us.


  “Dang, I can’t even backseat drive from back here,” Hibiki joked beside me.


  “Yeah—no changing seats on the way back either,” Karin said from the driver’s seat, laughing despite his ulterior motives.


  I’d always felt like there was something about sitting in the back seat of a car or bus with someone that felt strangely intimate. The van wasn’t even full yet, and already it felt like Hibiki and I were in our own little private world apart from the other two. Hopefully, Hibiki felt the same way and was pleased as punch to be alone in the back seat with his crush.


  Not that he and I hadn’t been alone together in plenty of arguably intimate scenarios in the past. But now that there was a degree of intentionality behind it on my part, I could feel myself beginning to get carsick before we’d even started moving. This was despite Karin and I agreeing in advance that it was best to forget about the plan, and to just try my best to interact with Hibiki like I normally would.


  Luckily, that nauseated feeling was quickly sent flying out the window, thanks to Mai chiming in with a rather unexpected comment. 


  “You two just can’t get enough of each other, can you?”


  Where the hell did that come from?! It caught me so off guard that I breathed in way more than I needed to and nearly hacked up a lung. Karin was no longer in the driver’s seat to offer his reaction—he was likely off throwing away his empty can.


  Hey, Mai-tan—is that really the sort of thing you should say to two friends you haven’t seen in ages? I shot her an interrogative glance. “Mai-tan” was, incidentally, a pet name one of her college boyfriends had called her, which the rest of us had later adopted to tease her.


  My seatmate instantly picked up on my bewilderment, and his lips stretched into his usual smirk as he leaned with his elbow on the windowsill. I felt so seen—as if he’d already sussed out how this whole trip was a pretext to make him confess to me so I could turn him down. And for the umpteenth time, I felt aghast at how horrible I was for actually going through with this.


  “More like I can’t get away from her,” said Hibiki. “You should’ve heard the way she was pleading with me over the phone the other night when she got drunk out of her mind. This girl literally still thinks my place is some free internet café for her to crash at.”


  “Chizuru!” said Mai, turning to look back at me in shock. “How have you not grown out of this?! That’s college student behavior, for crying out loud!”


  I frantically shook my head, but this was purely a guilt-driven reflex. It was true I’d called him up for a favor the other night—and also true that I’d been crashing at his place ever since we were in college.


  Hibiki cracked a wry smirk.


  “College?” he said. “Try grade school. She barges in the door and starts barking demands at me like a needy little kid. ‘Bring me water! I wanna play a game!’ And when I tell her, ‘Keep your voice down, it’s the middle of the night,’ she just breaks down and starts bawling until I go get her a glass of water. And by the time I get back from the kitchen, she’s thrown her jacket on the floor and passed out on the sofa.”


  “Wait, that happened?!” I exclaimed.


  Mai gave me a disapproving look, clearly at a loss for words.


  I genuinely had no memory of this. In my recollection, all I’d done was ask if I could lie down on the couch for a bit, because I was feeling a little tipsy, and then thanked him for letting me stay there when I left the next morning.


  “I don’t remember that at all,” I said. “You sure you’re not embellishing a bit?”


  “I should install a security camera in my living room so I can get it on tape next time,” he said teasingly, then turned to look at Mai for agreement. “I’ll be sure to send you a copy if it happens again, Mai-san.”


  “Okay, if that happened, I’m really sorry,” I apologized. “That wasn’t cool of me.”


  “Consider yourself lucky, Chizuru,” said Mai. “Imagine if he had a girlfriend stop by that night. You would’ve been a dead woman.”


  “Well, right now, that wouldn’t be an issue,” said Hibiki, casting a glance at me. “But she’s right that you lucked out in that regard.”


  Just what did this little punk think he was saying? Teasing me like this, as if I didn’t know exactly why he hadn’t been dating recently?


  “Psh. Like I’d ever lose in a cat fight,” I said dismissively. “But again, I’m really sorry.”


  And yet, I knew he was just peacocking here. He’d happily let me do the exact same thing to him all over again. Alas, if only that tolerance could stem from being in love with me, this operation would be all too easy—but no, he was this kind to everybody. One could even say I must be pretty special to make someone so good-natured fall for me! …But that was neither here nor there. Point being, I was fairly certain that if Mai or Karin were to get drunk and miss the last train, Hibiki would happily let them crash at his place too—though I didn’t think either of them would end up in that scenario to begin with.


  Still, despite him treating all his friends equally, I knew Hibiki saw me in a different, more special light. I could smell it on him—almost like a sharp, pear-scented cologne he wore now that he’d never worn back then. The profound gap between the way he presented himself as “just a chilled-out, snarky friend” compared to the truth of the matter made me feel weirdly uncomfortable, like I had a bit of dust in my eye I just couldn’t rub out no matter how hard I tried.


  Eventually, Karin returned to the vehicle, clearly oblivious that I’d been fighting for my life here while he’d been gone. Apparently, the two remaining members of our party had gotten confused and gone to a different parking lot, so he’d left to collect them. After everyone got in the car and we’d all basked in our little group reunion for a moment, we buckled our seat belts and Karin put the car in drive.


  The moment I leaned back and settled into my seat, I had the sudden realization that this might very well be the last trip I ever went on with friends. This, combined with the nostalgic campus scenery passing by the window, was almost enough to make me cry.


  After leaving the college behind, we got on the highway at the nearest interchange. We spent the first long leg of the drive just talking among ourselves—about how long it had been since we’d all seen each other and what we’d been up to lately. By the time we pulled over for lunch at a rest stop, we still hadn’t run out of things to talk about even for a second. It had been Mai, of course, who’d decided where to stop for lunch. Since we’d be having a fancy, traditional, multi-course Japanese dinner at our hotel, it seemed like the right call to save our appetites with a small, cheap lunch.


  After securing a table in the crowded food court, we all took turns getting up to go buy whatever it was we felt like eating. I picked out a set meal with fish dumpling soup and a rice ball. Hibiki, who sat across from me, got a ginger fried pork plate. This seating arrangement was not intentional, for the record, and happened purely by chance. Hibiki didn’t seem to think anything of it either.


  After the six of us had taken our seats, we clapped our hands together in unison and dug in. Between bites, we excitedly resumed our conversation from the car.


  “The girls are so obsessed with their dad right now, I swear. They probably don’t even miss me—I promise you, they’re too busy watching YouTube videos.”


  Kao’s eyes creased with a strange brand of parental affection as she took a bite of her big, unhealthy cheeseburger—something she claimed she only bought because she hardly ever got to eat junk food when the kids were around. She’d moved away from Tokyo after college and was currently working as a professional illustrator while raising two daughters. Her work was selling like crazy right now too—this was the first time I’d seen her in person in over two years. Though it didn’t feel like that long, to be fair, since we still had online drinking parties from time to time.


  “Y’know, I was all but certain you would’ve popped out a little boy of your own by now, Chizu-nee,” she said. This was a nickname she’d given me back in college. Being called that by a mother of two who’d accumulated way more life experience than me was definitely enough to make me feel embarrassed. Especially when I was still spending my time devising childish schemes like the one Karin and I were attempting right now.


  “Well, I don’t have a husband, for one,” I said. “Also, why a boy, specifically?”


  “I dunno—I can just picture you dressing him up in a little leather jacket, y’know? …Wait. You’re not wearing a leather jacket today?!”


  “Heh-heh… I’m wearing one in spirit, don’t worry.”


  “Dang, I associate that style with you so hard, it’s like I didn’t even notice until now. Like my brain just superimposed one onto you of its own volition.”


  Everyone nodded at this casual, offhand remark from Kao as she reached for another french fry. She’d always been effortlessly eloquent—great with words, ever since we were in college. Her appraisal of my predilection for leather jackets was far more flattering to me than a certain bearded gentleman’s. I cast a sidelong glance at Karin, sitting diagonally across the table from me, and he just sort of shrugged. Yeah, that’s what I thought, buddy. Thanks for driving today.


  “You really do all seem so much more grown-up now, though—looks included.”


  This comment came from the third and final male member of our party—the lovable, merry, suntanned fellow we called Taiga-san. Most people in our graduating class referred to him with honorifics, myself included, because he was three years our senior. He’d been attending another college but dropped out partway through to switch majors and start over at our school. As such, he always had a bit of that “older kid who’s been held back a few grades” reputation among our friend group, though perhaps that was a slightly rude way of putting it. Maybe “nonconformist trailblazer” was a bit more apt—he was working at a tech startup right now, after all.


  “Oh, yeah,” said Hibiki. “You weren’t here earlier when we were discussing Chizuru’s childish temper tantrum the other night.”


  “Hibiki, cut it out,” I demanded, immediately flustered. “I told you, I don’t remember that.”


  Unfortunately, there was pretty much nothing I could say to stop him at this point. Now that he’d aired my dirty laundry once more to the latecomers, I was hit by a second wave of (mostly deserved) laughter and condemnation from Kao and Taiga-san for my outrageously irreverent behavior.


  “You sure you two aren’t secretly living together?” asked Taiga-san.


  “Hell no, thank god,” said Hibiki.


  Hearing this abject denial, Kao glanced over and shot me a meaningful look.


  “Oh yeah?” she said. “I see…”


  It seemed she had more to say, but she swallowed her words along with another big bite of her cheeseburger. Something told me I was going to be ruthlessly teased about this little episode later by the other girls. Karin, too, shot me a blatantly judgmental look, but I quickly averted my gaze.


  There was no room for me to argue. I knew I was the one in the wrong. And yet, despite my current intentions with this operation, I couldn’t help but feel like, as my friend, it was a pretty dickish thing for Hibiki to keep embarrassing me in front of everyone like this. I went ahead and gave him a little kick in the toes under the table. I figured I had every right—and besides, his fancy-pants boots would surely protect him. He gave me a nonchalant look and flashed his usual grin.


  Once we were all done eating, we took a little while to explore the rest stop, with everyone taking the opportunity to use the bathroom, have a smoke break, or peruse the junk food aisle for something we could snack on later. I wasn’t a smoker myself, so after a quick trip to the ladies’ room, I spent the rest of the time just wandering around the building. Eventually, I found Hibiki loitering in the bakery section.


  “You gonna get a melon bun?” I asked.


  “Nah, just lookin’ at ’em,” he said. “I know these ones are pretty famous.”


  “I actually love melon buns. Think I’m a bit too full to eat a whole one, though.”


  Realizing this sounded a bit unintentionally overt, and not wanting him to think I was acting any differently than usual, I decided to give up on the melon buns and was about to move on to the next section of the building. But Hibiki picked up a tray and a pair of tongs, then walked up to the counter.


  “I’ll eat half, then,” he proposed.


  “What? No, no—it’s fine,” I replied. “You don’t have to do that just for me. Didn’t seem like you wanted one that badly anyhow.”


  “I kinda did, actually… But I didn’t wanna seem like a hypocrite, calling you childish while being the only one stuffing my face with a melon bun.”


  “You are so unbelievable.”


  He was about to take his tray to the register, so I grabbed him by the arm to stop him. He was lying. I knew him better than this. He probably just felt guilty about teasing me and was trying to paper over things. Although, on second thought, maybe it would be cuter and girlier for me to just let him win this one and buy it for me, rather than dig in my heels over a simple melon bun. Maybe that was in the operation’s best interest. But why should I have to be cute and girly all of a sudden when we’re supposed to just be friends?!


  The voices debating inside of me could not reach a consensus.


  “Well, then why don’t we just buy a whole box and share with everyone?” I suggested, fleeing into a third, more cowardly option. I grabbed a prepackaged box of five and forced him to let me buy it because he’d paid for the cab. I was glad they accepted my Suica card—and not just because I found it amusing that “suika” meant “watermelon” in Japanese, which matched the melon motif of the transaction. If I’d paid with cash, I knew Hibiki would have insisted on contributing at least half.


  With the yellow-green box in hand, we regrouped with the two other girls in our party who were lined up at the Starbucks counter. They both burst out laughing when I told them what Hibiki had said in the bakery section. Eventually, the two other men came back from their smoke break, and we all returned to the car together. Everyone took the same seats as before, with Karin resuming his post as our designated driver.


  I offered everyone melon buns once we hit the road, but other than Taiga-san, everyone said they were too stuffed. So, after splitting one in half and giving the other half to Hibiki, I set the mostly full box in my lap for the remainder of the journey. I really did feel a bit like a little kid with how much I loved melon buns. Not so much that I’d devour the rest of them all by myself, mind you, but god, did that first bite taste heavenly.


  “By the way, Karin-chan,” I heard Kao say from the passenger seat, “I know I already told you this on LINE, but I finally got to pay a visit to your company office for the first time the other day.”


  “Believe me, I’m aware,” Karin replied. “Now my coworkers won’t stop calling me ‘Karin-chan,’ so thanks a lot for that.”


  “Sounds like you present yourself as quite the manly man at work, eh?”


  “Just what exactly did you do while you were there, anyway? They keep coming up to ask, ‘Hey, how’s Hanao-sensei doing?’ before gushing about what a fun person you are.”


  Incidentally, Kao was her real name, but the kanji for it could also be read as “Hanao.” This led to the guys giving her that as a nickname in college, and why she now used it as her professional pen name. 


  “Oh, nothing out of the ordinary,” dismissed Kao, chuckling. “All I did was enjoy a few tasty drinks they bought for me with your company’s hard-earned money.”


  “That’s standard procedure for authors and artists. You’re not special.”


  The six of us had originally met through pure happenstance: We’d been put in a group together in one of our general education classes, back in the second semester of our freshman year. We’d stuck together ever since—though some of us were closer to certain members of the group than others. For example, Hibiki, Karin, and I were the three big gamers of the group, whereas Hibiki and Taiga-san had been study buddies who’d pursued the same major. There was a brief period where Mai and I both worked part time at the same Italian restaurant, and Mai and Kao both served on the college’s special events board, et cetera, et cetera.


  For the most part, these connections all stemmed back to our college days, but there’d also been a few interesting overlaps between us after entering the workforce. For example, Kao and Karin now had a creator-client relationship. Apparently, as soon as Karin’s publishing firm found out he was good friends with a famous illustrator like Kao, they’d put a lot of pressure on him in hopes that he could get her to prioritize doing work for them over her other clients. I was told this had been a real headache for him, especially given what a scrupulous person Kao was: She’d never do anything that could be interpreted as favoritism.


  Though, to be fair, I didn’t have much room to talk when it came to our group dynamic getting a bit messy and awkward after graduation. As I nibbled on the corner of my halved melon bun, I glanced to my side. Hibiki was busy talking to the pair in the middle seat about how his job had actually been fairly chill and laid-back recently.


  In my heart of hearts, I couldn’t help but lament how things hadn’t just stayed chill and laid-back between the two of us as well, but I let that wish go unsaid—swept away down the highway behind us at sixty-five miles per hour.


   


  We’d hit a bit of traffic not long after leaving the rest stop, so it took about another hour and a half to reach our seaside destination. Even so, we were still slightly too early to check in to our hotel. We decided to head to the beach and take in some of the local vibes in the meantime. According to Mai, we’d actually arrived much sooner than she’d anticipated—something she attributed to Karin’s “great driving skills.”


  “Damn,” said Karin. “And here I was aiming to get us there exactly at check-in time. Guess I’m not getting the S-Rank on that mission.”


  “You gamers, I swear…” said Kao, shaking her head.


  I would have thought there wouldn’t be many people at the beach now that it was late autumn. After we parked the car and headed down to the shore, I was surprised to see several surfers out on the water. I’d always had a fairly low impression of the hobby after one freeloading surfer sleazeball tried to hit on me at my job back in college, but it seemed they were a hardier bunch than I gave them credit for.


  Since we obviously hadn’t brought any surfboards or swimsuits of our own, there wasn’t really much to do here other than walk down the coast and bask in the smell of seawater. After listening to Taiga-san regale us with a story of his brief surfer bro phase while attending his first college, we all promptly headed back to the car. For perhaps the first time, I felt the distinct lameness of us being a bunch of boring adults in our thirties with no actual reason for going to the beach anymore.


  After we checked in, we decided to go take a peek at a ­museum Mai had recommended. It felt so warm outside you’d think someone had left the heat on—thank goodness we came here by rental car and not via bullet train. I expressed this sentiment to Mai. 


  She shot back with some finger guns and said, “Right? I’m the best, aren’t I?” 


  Another win for our group planner. Why couldn’t Karin be this cute?


  After driving up into the foothills for a little while, a modernist building appeared through the trees like a giant white box. None of us had been here before, so we were all quite mesmerized by the extremely long elevator ride, the shimmering lightshow on the ceiling, and the view of the ocean from the top.


  As we walked through the exhibit floor, admiring the art on display, I left Hibiki with Taiga-san for a bit to walk over to Karin. He was examining a painting all by himself.


  “Thanks for driving today, friend-o,” I said.


  “…What are you doing? Go be with him, you moron,” Karin muttered at a museum-appropriate volume, after scanning the vicinity to make sure he wasn’t around.


  “Wouldn’t it be more suspicious for me to be around him at all times, though? Plus, I figured it’ll be harder for us to check in with each other once we’re at the hotel.”


  “Fair point. So, how’s it going so far?”


  “Oh, we’ve been chumming it up all morning, don’t worry.” He turned to look at me; his furrowed brow suggested that he was not amused. “Okay, I guess I did get kinda ticked off at him when he was teasing me about that night I blacked out earlier, to be fair.”


  “That’s not what I meant. But whatever, I guess—no point in changing your behavior. We don’t want him to get suspicious when we’re trying to manipulate him.”


  “Hate that you worded it like that, but it’s kinda true, yeah.”


  I cast a quick glance diagonally across the room to where Hibiki was standing. He and Taiga-san were discussing something or other in earnest as they pointed at different parts of the painting in front of them. A little ways away, Mai was examining a different painting while Kao was looking at her phone.


  “Well, ulterior motives aside…” I said.


  “Yeah?” said Karin.


  “I’m really glad we were able to make this trip happen.”


  “Me too. Almost makes me want to plan another group outing like this, once all this messy business is behind us.”


  “Thanks for all your help, really. And for driving.”


  Eventually, Kao started walking over to us, still staring down at her phone. Out of an abundance of caution, we cut off our conversation there.


  “Looks like we got rain clouds on the way, Mr. Driver,” she said.


  Though our conversation had been brief, Karin’s words had definitely given me a renewed sense of determination about this whole thing. It was true I needed to be resolved enough to potentially destroy my current relationship with Hibiki. But I was also 100 percent sure I wanted to build back our friendship anew after this was all over, even if it wasn’t going to be a simple walk in the park.


  As we looked around the museum waiting for the rain to let up, we killed just enough time for the skies to clear. 


  When we arrived back at the old-fashioned, ryokan-style inn we’d booked, a woman in a kimono greeted us politely. While not the latest and greatest of hotels, it was considered quite the hidden gem for its food and hot springs, according to Mai. The atmosphere was on point, and it was blissfully free of the boisterous commotion you might expect from a more popular tourist spot—though I couldn’t, for the life of me, tell you why they had multiple tiny seesaws set up in the entryway.


  After checking in, we were split up by gender and followed our designated attendants into cramped elevators as they guided us to our respective third-floor rooms. We passed right by the men’s room and around the corner to our own room. It was about the most stereotypical ryokan room one could imagine: a living area about ten tatami mats in size, and a spacious veranda sitting area facing the outside. After a quick overview of the room’s amenities, our attendant let us know we didn’t have neighbors in the room next door, so we wouldn’t have to worry too much about keeping our voices down. She asked if we had any further questions.


  After a bit of thought, Kao held up two fingers—then added a third.


  “Could we get two beers, and three glasses, please?” she asked.


  “Of course,” said the attendant. “Any preference in terms of brand?”


  “If you’ve got Yebisu, that would be great.”


  The attendant confirmed her order, then bowed and left us.


  “Isn’t it a little early for that?” I asked.


  “Honestly, I was planning to start pregaming before we even got here,” said Kao. “But I figured I’d better not, since I was sitting in the passenger seat, and all. Totally would have if I’d been sitting in the back, though.”


  The beers arrived before we even had time to change into our yukatas. Mai and I joined Kao for this inaugural drink, and each of us downed a full glass as we sat across from each other at the low table. Then, almost immediately, Kao poured each of us a second.


  “Um, I was planning to go take a dip in the hot springs right after this…” I said.


  “Oh, come on,” chided Kao. “Splitting two beers among three people makes it basically nonalcoholic.”


  I had no clue where the logic was in that, and yet at the same time, it felt like a weirdly compelling argument.


  “So tell us, Chizu-nee…” she went on.


  “Yeah?” I replied.


  “You and Hibiki must have banged at least once, right?”


  “I beg your pardon?! That is a highly inappropriate question!”


  Here I was, reacting like a scandalized mother to a woman who actually had children. Where in the heck was this coming from?! Beside us, Mai was kicking her feet and laughing.


  “Nah, get real,” she said. “I mean, if something had happened between them, I’m pretty sure Hibiki-kun wouldn’t still be teasing her about getting drunk and coming over to his place. He doesn’t seem like the type to kiss and tell in that regard.”


  I was not enjoying this conversation one bit.


  “No, I think that’s just camouflage,” said Kao, shaking her head. “I can totally see him trying to throw us off the scent like that.”


  This explained the knowing glance Kao shot in my direction back at the rest stop, and the quip about us secretly living together. Poor Hibiki. Haven’t even been at the hotel for thirty minutes, and already they’re spreading nasty rumors about you. Incidentally, the box with the other melon buns had been absconded with to the men’s room.


  “Of course not,” I said. “We’re just friends. Period.”


  It was the truth—and yet, saying it did kind of hurt, given the situation.


  “Friendship, love, desire, and action don’t always have to happen in that order,” said Kao. “Heck, in the right circumstances, you don’t even need half of ’em to do the do with somebody. And it’s not like you’re married or anything either, Chizu-nee.”


  “What does that matter? You do realize people can’t just go back to being casual friends once they’ve had sex with each other, right? Also, why are we even having this conversation?! I haven’t seen you in two years, and this is your icebreaker?!”


  The timing was eerie too. Had she somehow picked up on me and Karin’s scheme with her incredible perception skills? She had walked over to us right when we were talking about it at the museum, after all.


  “Hey, two years is a long time,” she said. “More than long enough for something to happen between good friends.”


  “I-I’m telling you, there’s nothing there.”


  “Also, I disagree that it’s a friendship-ender. Doesn’t have to be.”


  Kao had always loved this sort of thing, ever since we were in college—not asking about people’s sex lives, mind you, but just trying to suss out how they felt about other people and what kinds of relationships they had. Sometimes this would even help us discover things about ourselves we wouldn’t have considered otherwise. In a way, that was true here too. She was right: A friendship could bounce back from just about anything if both parties wanted it to. And that was a very, very heartening thought to me, in my current position.


  “Oh yeah?” I asked. “And why didn’t you bring up this little ‘theory’ of yours when we were drinking together on that call the other night?”


  Granted, she now had the additional context of that embarrassing night I spent at Hibiki’s place recently, but that wasn’t outside our status quo.


  “Some things you can only pick up on in person,” she said. “Watching you two together right now, I feel like there’s just a different vibe in the way you look at each other. There’s like, this aura of seduction almost.”


  “He literally points and laughs at me like I’m a little kid. You call that seduction?”


  This was so ridiculous, I couldn’t help but laugh on the inside—and yet, my throat was trembling. She was way too perceptive. While I still wouldn’t call what Hibiki was doing “seduction” by any means, it was clear that she’d picked up on the same waves of warm emotion I felt emanating from Hibiki in no time flat—along with my own reservations and misgivings about what I was trying to do here.


  “Chizu-nee…” she intoned. “Sometimes being able to act like kids around each other is exactly what makes sparks fly. And sometimes it’s the things that feel like mistakes at first that feel so right in the end. Anyway, let’s go hit the hot springs.”


  “Oh, come on! You can’t just drop a line like that and then instantly move on!” I shouted, exasperated.


  “Yeah, I would’ve given that one at least five seconds to marinate at least,” Mai agreed.


  As she and I laughed at Kao’s bizarre proclivities, I couldn’t help but feel myself crack a grin at how effortlessly we fell right back into our old rapport. For four years our conversations had felt exactly like this. I still remembered the time back in our third year of college when Kao randomly said she wanted to go to Hokkaido in the dead of winter. Mai immediately started looking stuff up, and then not even five days later, the three of us were standing together in a winter wonderland. Those were good memories, for sure. I still remembered the faux-fur-lined leather jacket I’d worn on that trip.


  After changing into our yukatas and putting our slippers on, we stepped out into the hallway. The window had been left open for ventilation, and the cold air blowing in chilled my ankles. When we walked past the men’s room, we didn’t hear any voices inside, so I assumed they’d already headed for the baths themselves. The only plans we’d made with them at this point was to meet up right before dinnertime.


  Once we’d navigated the building’s convoluted twists and turns, we eventually arrived at a large but modest bathing area. Only one other group of guests was currently making use of it: an older woman with a young girl. Both had gotten out and left in the time it took for us to wash ourselves before getting in.


  For an open-air bath, it was extremely cozy. Even sitting in a circle around the perimeter with our backs against the rocks, the tips of our toes still touched in the middle. But the clear skies overhead and the warm water up to my shoulders felt rejuvenating enough to make me not mind the snugness one bit.


  “Okay, I’m just gonna be honest with you, Chizuru,” said Mai. Her expression turned serious mere moments after we all let out a collective sigh of relaxation.


  “Hm? What’s up?”


  “About the whole thing with you and Hibiki-kun—and I’m sorry in advance if you’ve still got a surprise announcement for us up your sleeve in that regard, but…”


  A surprise announcement? Like what? That I’m planning to force Hibiki into confessing his love for me? Even a careless idiot like me would know better than to announce something like that to the whole group.


  “Okay, judging from your expression, it seems like you don’t,” continued Mai. “Yeah, okay. I’m gonna take that as a no, so I’ll just come right out and say it: I was honestly pretty convinced this whole trip was just an excuse to get us all together so you and Hibiki-kun could announce you just got engaged.”


  This caught me so off guard, I recoiled and hit the back of my head against the rocks behind me. Thank goodness I had my hair tied up in a bun in the back to soften the blow or I might have died. But in any event: I beg your fucking pardon?!


  Before giving Mai a piece of my mind, though, I scanned the vicinity.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “The men’s bath is completely disconnected from this one. I made sure to check the building layout online before we came here. Also, they sell cup ramen at the little hotel store. Can you believe that?”


  That’s our trip organizer—always thinking of everything. Good to know that even if the guys don’t get enough to eat at dinner, they’ve still got options… Wait, why am I getting sidetracked here?!


  “Jeez, you too, Mai?” I complained. “Where the heck are these allegations coming from?”


  “Look, I’m just being honest here, all right?” she said. “Figured maybe you told Karin-kun before the rest of us, and it was his idea. But after seeing you two interact today, and hearing about that little incident at his place the other day, I can see that your relationship just isn’t stable enough yet to be thinking about marriage.”


  What was with the sudden barrage these two had been hitting me with ever since we’d gotten to our room?! If this were an FPS, I’d be accusing them of friendly fire right now. Did they think anything was fair game now that it was just us girls around?!


  “Our relationship is perfectly stable,” I said. “We’re friends. It’s been that way for over ten years now, and it’s not gonna change.”


  “Look, I’m just saying it wouldn’t surprise me to hear that you’ve finally come to terms with how you really feel about him after all these years, all right?”


  “Huh?”


  Now this was just getting ridiculous. I was trying to get Hibiki to confess his feelings for me—yet Mai apparently thought it was me who had a crush on Hibiki.


  “I think you’re a little off base here,” I said bluntly, trying my best to stay cool.


  “What—are you saying my love radar’s malfunctioning?!” Mai asked defensively, looking genuinely taken aback. Love ­radar? That was almost as cheesy as Operation Heartbreak. Didn’t any of us know we were supposed to be in our thirties?


  “All right, Mai,” I said calmly. “I’ll bite: Just what exactly about the way me and Hibiki act around each other led you to that conclusion?”


  “I think Hanao-sensei put it pretty well earlier. Seeing you acting like a little brat around him definitely makes it seem like you’ve got a big ol’ crush on him.”


  “You bet yer sweet bippy!” exclaimed Kao.


  “That’s not even what she said,” I replied. “And Kao? Drop the fake accent. You only lived in Kansai until you were three years old, you poseur.”


  But her upbringing was neither here nor there—the more important thing right now was clearing up this dangerous misunderstanding.


  “Please tell me the whole group isn’t convinced I’m secretly in love with him,” I whined. “Especially not Hibiki himself. I think I’d literally die of embarrassment.”


  Not to mention, it would make what I was trying to do right now even crueler.


  I could feel myself starting to get dizzy, even though I’d only been bathing for about five minutes. I got up out of the water and sat on the rock I’d hit my head against.


  “I don’t know about the whole group,” said Mai. “I think it’s just wishful thinking on my part, probably.”


  “Wishful thinking how?!” I was getting exasperated.


  “I mean, I’ve told you before that I think you two would be really great together, haven’t I? And now we hear this story about you getting drunk and barging into his place? Even taking Hibiki-kun’s good nature into account, I think it speaks volumes that he was the first person you thought to call, even when you were so plastered drunk you couldn’t remember it the next day. Sure it wasn’t just because you’ve got feelings for him?”


  “Of course not! I mean, I get that it probably doesn’t sound very convincing coming from the same girl who doesn’t remember anything about that night, but I mean it!”


  No—what was I even saying? It didn’t matter whether I remembered it or not; I knew exactly how I felt about him and why he would be the first person I would reach out to in that situation. But when I tried verbalizing it in my head, the words I came up with sent a chill down my spine before I could even say them. I quickly got back in the hot spring, submerging myself up to my shoulders as I laid my feet on top of theirs.


  “It’s not that I have feelings for him,” I said. “It’s just that he’s the person I feel safest around, is all.”


  For me, this was a simple statement of fact. And yet, thinking about it from his perspective, it must have felt pretty goddamn terrible to be treated this way by a girl he knew would probably never look his way. Thinking about it seriously like this was enough to make me feel ice cold on the inside, despite the warm bath and my flushed skin.


  Again, I’m so sorry about all of this, Hibiki. Really.


  “Oh my god,” said Kao, slapping herself in the forehead. “I take it all back.”


  I braced myself for her to say something devastating—but not hard enough.


  “I’m sorry for implying you two were just friends with benefits,” she went on. “You’re so destined for each other, the whole world might as well revolve around you two. Like, I think the universe might literally come to an end if you two never boned.”


  Boom—headshot. Game over.


  “Yeah, sorry, Chizuru,” apologized Mai. “I’m not as much of a hopeless romantic as Kao here is, but even I think you should at least give Hibiki-kun a chance.”


  I reached for the white towel I’d hung on the nearby fence to keep dry, then covered my face with it and threw my head back in despair. This was not going according to plan.


  “Uh-oh! I think we bullied Chizu-nee to death,” mused Kao.


  “No, I’m alive!” I insisted. “I just don’t get why you’re so dead set on me having feelings for Hibiki, specifically! I mean, why him and not Karin?! He and I have been gaming buddies for just as long!”


  “Well, he’s got a family, for one thing. He’s too much of an upstanding guy and a devoted husband to cheat, I’m pretty sure.”


  “Oh, right. Kinda forgot about that for a second there.”


  “Also, he has a weird beard now. Hard pass.”


  “I was literally thinking the exact same thing when I saw it today!” exclaimed Mai. “He looked so much better without it!”


  As I burst out laughing at this sudden change of topic, I could feel the towel’s fabric puff outward from around my lips—while the part covering my eyes stayed firmly adhered, dampened with tears. I’m not gonna be able to take this thing off for a while yet, am I? The towel levitated briefly once more, as I chuckled weakly at my own misfortune.


  Chapter 3


   


  I WAS LOUNGING IN THE ROOM for a bit after getting back from the baths when I remembered something. I got up and picked up my jeans from where I’d left them folded in a corner of the room, then grabbed the keys from the back pocket.


  “Sorry, I forgot something in the car,” I said. “Mai-tan wanted me to bring it in before dinner. I’m gonna go grab it now.”


  Hibiki looked up at me from where he stood in the middle of the room as he read the hotel pamphlet through his glasses.


  “Knowing Mai-san, it’s probably something big and elaborate, right? I’ll come help,” he said. It was a very Hibiki thing to do.


  “Nah, I can handle it,” I said. “It’s just a board game—the Game of Life.”


  “Oh my god… She would, wouldn’t she…”


  I asked him to let Taiga-san know why I’d stepped out, once he got back from his smoke break on the roof.


  I entered the hallway wearing my haori—it felt more like a table cloth than a piece of clothing, in terms of texture. When I pulled out my cell phone to check my notifications, I saw I had a new LINE message:


  Houston, we have a problem: The girls are convinced I have a crush on Hibiki.


  It had been a long time since I got a text message that sounded like it was written by a high school girl. I typed out a quick reply:


  And that’s a problem how?


  Please tell me you don’t think so too, Karin, she replied.


  Hell no. You really think I’d agree to this operation if I did? I just meant I don’t think it’s really a problem if the other girls have the wrong idea.


  She sent a LINE sticker of some character I didn’t know looking shocked. I mean, if said wrong ideas have the potential to muck things up? Yeah, it’s a problem!


  Hey, all it means is that there’s a chance Hibiki feels the same way. Which would be good for our purposes.


  I didn’t ask for this!


  Well, you got it, so you might as well use it to your advantage. You did want to be the villain here, after all.


  There was no immediate reply to this, but I wasn’t sure if that was because my message gave her pause, or if she was in a group setting where she couldn’t just be on her phone the whole time. By the time I got to the main entrance and threw on some wooden sandals, I got back a blunt, Yeah, and nothing more. I didn’t want her to take my grilling too hard, so I toned down what I was planning to say in my next message. 


  In all fairness, I think most people would probably jump to that conclusion after hearing you went over and cried yourself to sleep at his place, lol. Then I asked if she had anything else to report before heading outside. It was definitely brisk out, as expected, but nothing my freshly hot-spring-warmed body couldn’t handle.


  I clip-clopped my way across the parking lot and unlocked the van, then grabbed the beige tote bag from the trunk. The Game of Life box inside felt a lot smaller now than it had when I was a kid—something I’d been rather surprised by when the package first arrived on my doorstep the other day. It wasn’t a playground jungle gym or anything, so where did it get off shrinking on me in my old age? 


  After locking the car, I checked my phone again to find a new reply.


  Mai thinks you’re an upstanding, devoted husband, by the way.


  Well, now. That’s awfully kind of her to say.


  Though they both said you’d look better without the beard.


  Haven’t we as a society progressed beyond the point where it’s acceptable to make fun of people for their appearance?


  Hey, those were their words, not mine!


  Well, you can let them know I said that, then.


  With that, I clip-clopped my way back toward the hotel. The staff members were currently in the process of ushering a family with kids inside, so I tried to keep a low profile as I sidled past them into the building. The slippers I’d left in the entryway had been moved off to the side and laid neatly facing this direction for my return.


  “Karin.”


  After returning my wooden sandals, I heard a voice call my name as I was walking through the main lobby. I turned to look and saw Hibiki and Taiga-san perusing the shelves of sake bottles for sale.


  We’d been friends for eleven years now, so I knew all too well that they hadn’t come down here to the hotel store purely out of boredom. Knowing Hibiki, he’d probably assumed there was more stuff to bring in from the car than I let on and wanted to help. At the very least, I was sure the thought had at least crossed his mind, even if he’d been planning to come check out the alcohol selection regardless.


  I didn’t very much care for the type of person I’d become since agreeing to this operation, always trying to overanalyze my good friend’s every last thought and action. But I tried to view this newfound self-hatred as the penance for letting two of my good friends fester in an unsustainable status quo for so long. I lifted the tote bag up to show I’d acquired my quarry, then joined up with them.


  “Why, hello there, boys. Fancy seeing you here.”


  In almost no time at all, the women in our party graced us with their presence as well. I assumed they were just bored and trying to kill time until dinner. I made eye contact with Chizuru, who was clutching her phone tightly in one hand.


  “Pretty well stocked, aren’t they?” she said, trying to act natural as she walked up to the shelves alongside me. It was true: For such an old-fashioned inn, they sure had a lot more junk food and snacks than I was expecting. Normally, a place like this would only carry fancy, local stuff. They also had a varied, reasonably priced selection of alcohol. Perhaps it was because there weren’t any convenience stores nearby.


  “I think our two rich-ass senseis should have to buy us all something,” I proposed.


  “Agreed,” said Chizuru.


  “Ha!” exclaimed Hibiki, who was standing within earshot. “Do you think we make, like, thirty million yen a year or something?”


  After discussing what to buy as a group, we picked out some local treats and a few different types of booze, then checked out. It was a bit on the pricey side, but thankfully our other resident sensei—the girl whose art had been selling like crazy lately—said she’d cover it and whipped out her credit card. I was less sure how to feel when she added she’d be paying for it with my company’s money. People liked to say that mixing work and friendship was no big deal, but in my opinion that only applied when you were on equal standing. When one party was effectively completely subservient to the other, it could definitely make things feel a bit awkward in a casual setting.


  Since Hanao had been the one to pay, the women took the treats and drinks up to their room. I carried the board game that would serve us our evening’s entertainment up to the men’s room. Mai-tan and I had booked a somewhat larger room for the men: We could use it as a hangout spot for the group, and if any of the women got tired, they could head back to their own room to call it a night.


  The other guys and I sat down around the room’s low table for the time being. The legless floor chairs here were more comfortable than my gaming chair at home. Since we had a bit more time to kill, I showed the two of them the cover artwork Hanao had done for a novel my company was publishing.


  “Man… That woman’s use of color is borderline psychotic, I tell ya,” Taiga-san remarked. To be sure, it was her distinctive coloring style that had originally caught my superior’s eye. Though obviously we hadn’t used the word “psychotic” when pitching her to the author or in marketing materials for the book.


  “Could someone remind me again what Hanao’s kids’ names were?” asked Hibiki, as he grabbed the small teapot from the table and rose to his feet. “I totally forgot. Feel like they were pretty basic, though, which is probably why.”


  “Word of advice, Sensei,” I offered. “Be careful you don’t call her kids’ names ‘basic’ to her face. Parents don’t like that one bit.”


  “Good point. Wow, you’re so thoughtful and progressive, Karin. Maybe I should have used the word ‘commonplace’ instead.”


  “Honestly, I feel like we should just ditch names entirely and start giving kids ID numbers from now on. Sometimes, our education system telling every kid they’re special does more harm than good,” Taiga-san opined—sarcastically, I hoped. “You want kids, Karin?”


  “Feel like it’s not a great time for that right now. Both me and the wife are always leaving on business trips. How ’bout you, Taiga-san?”


  “Doesn’t matter what I want, if my partner doesn’t want ’em.”


  “Lucky you have a partner, at least,” complained Hibiki as he brought the teapot back with hot water. “Guess I’m the only one here who’s terminally single. You guys want tea?”


  I had no idea why he was playing the forever alone card right now—it was almost like he was asking for us to tease him even more about the Chizuru anecdote like everyone had done at the rest stop. I did gratefully take him up on his offer of tea, though.


  “Better make sure to find someone who’s okay with Chizuru-san crashing on your couch like a freeloading drunk every other week,” advised Taiga-san. Hibiki had to have seen this response coming, based on the way the conversation was going, yet he burst out laughing like it was the funniest comeback in the world.


  “Hell no—are you kidding? I’m not gonna let my place turn into a rehab center for recovering alcoholics.”


  He was sticking to his cover story, even when she wasn’t around to hear him.


  “Time and place for everything, I guess,” mumbled Taiga-san. Apparently, he wasn’t interested in pressing Hibiki on this any further, so he just spouted a random string of words that made no sense whatsoever before taking a sip of his tea. Since it seemed like neither of them particularly wanted kids, I tried to get the conversation back on track by shifting its focus.


  “What about Mai-tan?” I asked. “You think she wants kids?”


  “Dunno, but I feel like she’d make a really good mother,” said Hibiki. On this point, he and I could agree.


  As we enjoyed our tea, the topic eventually drifted to what we’d been up to in our spare time recently. Hibiki had apparently gotten into mountain climbing after being invited on a fairly rigorous hike by one of his superiors. He talked about how it was a totally eye-opening experience for him to test his fitness like that, surrounded by nature, as a guy who typically only worked out at the gym. Taiga-san, meanwhile, had been devoting himself pretty hard to fishing lately. He’d gone on a trip to catch sea bream on his friend’s boat pretty recently. From the mountains to the sea, it seemed these two were both getting more outdoorsy. I, on the other hand, had been a layabout, staying at home and playing open world games. So much so that, on my last day off, I completely forgot to heat up my wife’s bathwater, and she scolded me when she got home.


  “Guess married life comes with its own pros and cons,” mused Hibiki.


  “I try to tell myself I knew what I was signing up for, but it definitely comes with its fair share of tradeoffs,” I admitted.


  “Damn. Not sure I’ll ever be ready to sign my life away like that,” he replied. 


  “For the right person, you will.”


  I tried to pick those words carefully, to plant a tiny seed in Hibiki’s head—but what I ended up with felt so bland and insipid it almost made my plain tea taste sweet by comparison.


  Once there was a lull in the conversation, I got up and took a peek inside the mini fridge in the corner of the room. Inside were three beer cans, some orange juice, and a few bottles of water, along with a little placard stating all drinks were complimentary. After discovering another notice that said we could rent out a variety of tabletop games at the front desk, we decided to spend our time until dinner playing mahjong and drinking free beer.


  Even though I made a hell of a lot more now than I did back in college, losing five dollars in a game of mahjong stung just as bad.


  Chapter 4


   


  WE ALL PARTOOK in some traditional Japanese sake over the span of our multi-course dinner service. The food was chock-full of local ingredients and absolutely delicious, to the point where I couldn’t wait to see the menu for breakfast the next day. I even got to select what fish I wanted, so I’d chosen horse mackerel. Unfortunately, there were no real developments relevant to Operation Heartbreak during our meal; there wasn’t much I could do unless I got him alone, after all.


  Upon returning to the room, I saw our low table had been moved into the corner, and three futons had been laid out across the floor. According to Kao, “I just wanted to make sure everything breakable was out of the way, because I’m planning to go balls to the wall tonight.” A troubling announcement, to be sure. It seemed she and I would be sleeping in the dead center of the room. Mai requested her bed be along the wall by the doorway—that way we wouldn’t stumble over her when we came back drunk later. I couldn’t really blame her, after Kao’s ominous warning.


  We were planning to meet up in the men’s room and get the drinking party underway about an hour from now, at 9 p.m. When we first checked in, I’d been planning to fit in a quick dip at the hot springs, but at this point I already had several cups of sake in me, so that choice seemed inadvisable. It appeared the other two felt much the same and agreed to wait until tomorrow morning to bathe again. That way we’d be in good condition to enjoy ourselves tonight. An unfortunate byproduct of this decision was that, instead, we just laid around the room watching talk shows in the interim—it completely reset the nice buzz I had going.


  Unable to even wait the full hour, we gathered up our valuables along with the food and drinks we’d purchased earlier, then headed over to the men’s room ten minutes early. It was even bigger on the inside than I’d expected. The boys had kept their low table in the center of the room, thankfully, with their futons still folded up in the corner.


  “All right, who’s ready to see Chizuru and Kao wreak havoc tonight?” asked Mai as she took the lid off the board game box, gazing wistfully into the distance as if she were seeing her life pass before her eyes. 


  “I just spoke with the front desk a little while ago, and they said they can give us ice anytime, we just have to call and ask,” reported Taiga-san.


  Kao quickly jumped on this offer, raising her hand as she arranged the shochu bottles and canned cocktails on the table.


  “We’ve still got plenty more shochu highballs and wine back in the fridge in the other room, if anyone’s interested!” she reminded everyone. “And whiskey too!”


  I’d been surprised to see her lugging around a full-blown suitcase that morning, given that this was only going to be an overnight trip—I found out later that more than a third of it was jam-packed with liquor. According to her, these drinks had all been gifts from clients and so on, and she felt it would be a waste to drink them by herself.


  “Man. This takes me back,” said Hibiki. I nodded firmly in agreement.


  The vibes were all there. It felt just like we were back in college again, getting together with no particular objective in mind, with nothing but time to kill. It felt so uncanny, it was almost like we’d been sent back in time to one of those random nights at Hibiki’s apartment—though, obviously, those days were still recent enough that I wasn’t immediately jumping to some sci-fi or fantasy explanation.


  Hibiki started setting out snacks on paper plates, and I ­offered to help him out (though not for the sake of the operation). This had to be the first and only time in my entire life that I’d felt myself start tearing up at the smell of bagged popcorn.


  Everyone in attendance had a drinking glass in front of them. After setting up the Game of Life in the center of the low table, we asked Mai to make the first toast, given that she’d been the one who’d made this all possible. Compared to Karin’s quick and easy toast at dinner, Mai went on a long and grandiose spiel about what a miracle it was that we could all gather here today. As she finished her speech to cheers and heckling from the rest of the group, I took my first sip of the drink Kao had just concocted for me: a barley shochu mixed with club soda. It was pretty damn strong.


  This would be the first time I’d played the Game of Life since a friend’s birthday party back in elementary school—and there’d been so many people that we’d had to split everyone into teams of two, so this was my first time playing solo.


  On a whim, we decided to make Hibiki play the role of banker, managing all of the in-game money. And since the turn order went clockwise from the banker, this meant that I would go last, since I was sitting directly to his right.


  “You can really tell a lot about people through this game, you know,” said Mai, chuckling to herself as she spun the roulette wheel. I was already dreading the predictable outcome: I’d be the only one in the game to get married, the girls would tease me for it, and I’d start getting overly emotional about it. 


  Little did I know that the future awaiting me was more deviously devised than I ever could have imagined.


  Still, it was only a game. Ultimately, Karin was the first one to get hitched and add another rider to his car. Then it was Kao’s turn—and she also went on to have two kids. As far as careers went, she took the first one she landed on: a manga artist. Karin and I both became businesspeople, Mai a pastry chef, and Taiga-san an engineer. All in all, not too far off from our real-life state of affairs.


  “Looks like the banker’s curse strikes again,” Hibiki complained with a sardonic smirk, as he accepted his occupation of “schoolteacher.” Very fitting for our resident sensei. “You sure you didn’t pick this game up from an eerie old toy store, Karin-chan? One you didn’t remember being there the last time you walked by?”


  “Oh yeah, and this creepy old lady brought it out from the back, saying it was for me, specifically,” Karin joked. “Nope. Sorry, bud. I just bought it on Amazon, I’m afraid.”


  The men were now yukking it up, jokingly likening the game’s outcomes to some occultic omen. But I just couldn’t find it in me to laugh it off along with them. Because by the game’s halfway point, I just so happened to add another person to my car as well. This made me look like the only one whose in-game persona didn’t match their real-life marital status, but of course, in reality, I’d just gotten engaged. It was unsettling, to say the least, especially when I went on to win the whole game afterward, living happily ever after—something I knew the other girls weren’t going to let me live down. 


  I just prayed they wouldn’t tease me mercilessly about it like they had in the hot springs. If they did, Hibiki might start feeling sorry for me, and then he wouldn’t feel comfortable confessing. So when I heard his next words in my left ear, I nearly socked him in the face as a sort of guilt-driven reflex. Sorry, Hibiki.


  “Well, well… So, Chizuru’s gonna be the next one to get hitched, huh?” His voice sounded almost smug as he shot back the last little bit of his shochu soda, while the ice clinked in his glass. But it seemed this alone wasn’t enough to satiate him, as he quickly turned his attention onto his next prey: “And here I always thought Mai-san would be the first of us to get married.”


  His tone was so matter-of-fact and unbothered that it almost made me wonder if Karin and I had the wrong idea about him all along. Hell, I could have even seen him using this as a lead-in to jokingly ask Mai if she wanted to just marry him at this point and get it over with. Obviously, I knew he wouldn’t actually go that far—he was very careful to never say anything that might actually upset the status quo of our group dynamic—but it still surprised me he could make a comment like this so nonchalantly.


  “Me?!” Mai shouted incredulously. “What about Taiga-san?!”


  “Nah, he’s too much of a free spirit,” Hibiki said dismissively.


  “Guilty as charged,” Taiga-san agreed with a big ol’ grin.


  However, now that Hibiki had called out Mai-tan by name, she was most certainly not going to let him get away from this topic unscathed.


  “What about you, Hibiki-kun?” she countered. “Are you ever planning on getting married?”


  I felt like I could almost hear a distinct ka-klunk—though it wasn’t the sound of ice in someone’s glass. It was the sound of Mai loading another bullet into the chamber. She was really giving me a run for my money ever since we’d arrived at the hotel, and the night had only just begun. Meanwhile, I hadn’t made any progress toward pulling off the operation yet whatsoever.


  “Kinda hard to plan a marriage before I even have a partner,” Hibiki replied.


  This was a similar response to the one I’d given Kao this afternoon. And yet, Mai leaned forward over the table, as if eagerly anticipating his next words—it was like she expected him to make a juicy quip about me or something. Unfortunately for her, he pivoted in a different direction entirely.


  “They say your late twenties to early thirties is the best time to focus on hitting your career goals. So yeah, wouldn’t say I’m really in the market for that right now.” 


  This was a pretty cut-and-dry statement of disinterest. For a moment, Mai looked like she might try to hit him with another comeback. But before she had the chance, she was tackle-hugged by the drunk woman sitting beside her.


  “Welp!” Kao exclaimed as her arms wrapped around Mai. “Guess I’ll just have to show you poor, single homebodies just how good it is to be a part of a big, happy family!”


  I felt like I’d just been saved from the brink of death. I wasn’t sure if Mai’s ultimate goal was to make Hibiki want to get married or what. Regardless, once Kao pulled out her phone and started showing everyone videos of her daughters playing together, Mai pretty much had no choice but to let it go and lower her gun for the time being.


  Thank god. This boorish change of topic definitely worked out in my favor this time. For the next little while, we all obliged as Kao tried to inspire our maternal or paternal instincts, with varying levels of success.


  “Heh, kids,” said Karin, rubbing his beard as he sipped his drink. “Gotta love ’em.”


  While we sat there like a captive audience, forced to watch Kao’s home movies, I took an opportunity to mentally regroup. I opened one of the individually wrapped chocolates on the table and popped it into my mouth as I tried to clear my mind and think about nothing other than how cute those two little toddlers were. And I’d say I was relatively successful on that front: By the end of the video, I almost wanted to pay their allowances myself.


  Once the video of the girls playing around in a sandbox was over, the group let out a collective sigh of amusement. Almost immediately after, Mai chirped up and raised her hand without missing a beat.


  “Hey, if we’re doing home movies, can I share one too?” she asked. You could tell she was a presenter by trade; her bag of tricks for livening things up never ran dry.


  After waiting for us all to nod in approval, she headed back to the women’s room and returned with her iPad, along with the wine bottle Kao had chilling in the fridge. As she prepared the video for us, Kao went ahead and popped the cork.


  “Since when do you have home movies, Mai-san? Don’t remember you having kids.”


  “I don’t,” Mai replied. “Though you’re gonna love this baby, let me tell you.”


  This brought out perhaps the smuggest grin we’d seen from her all day. Had she edited together some old videos of us, perhaps? I could definitely see her doing that. As we all waited on tenterhooks, she tapped the play button on the tablet’s screen with her ring finger. It took longer for some of us to recognize the video than others, with each person gasping in horror or bursting out laughing as they realized what it was.


  “How in the hell did you even get this?” asked Hibiki, actually sounding uncharacteristically disgruntled for once. 


  Mai flashed him a devious grin.


  In the video was a much younger Hibiki. His taste in clothing was still the same, albeit less expensive. He was reciting some sort of soliloquy in Chinese. Then, not long after, he was joined by a beardless Karin who’d been waiting in the wings. He was also speaking in stilted Chinese. I looked across the table at the modern-day Karin, who was already covering his eyes with both hands in embarrassment.


  “Wait, was this for your foreign language class?” I asked.


  The two men nodded weakly as their younger selves paraded about on screen. Apparently, this had been a class that was rumored to grant extra credit to those who participated most actively during lectures. And just as Hibiki was explaining to us that Mai had been enrolled in this class as well, the woman herself made her triumphant appearance on screen—sounding far more confident in her Chinese than the two of them.


  “Yeah, I cringed pretty hard the first time I watched it too,” she said. “But hey—it’s memories, right?! I shot our old professor an email, and he was nice enough to share the video with me.”


  “Wow,” said Kao. “I think this is the first time I’ve seen someone reveal blackmail footage of themselves and act smug about it. Impressive.”


  This scathing interjection seemed to deal critical damage to both Mai and the two men she’d roped into this, as they all took a long sip in unison to drown their sorrows. Or maybe the bitter alcohol was just a palate cleanser to get the sour taste of cringe out of their mouths. For us outside observers, though, it sure seemed like a pretty fun trip down memory lane.


  But it seemed I spoke too soon, as the scene soon shifted to one that would make Kao eat her own words—as she spit up a mouthful of wine directly onto the game board.


  “Oh, hell no!” she exclaimed. “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


  Since Kao was too busy shrieking, I went ahead and grabbed a nearby moist towelette and wiped down the game board in her stead, looking down at the video as I did. Eventually, even I could recognize that the girl was Kao. She was in a dimly lit room with blaring music, doing a live painting performance—dressed in a maid outfit. After every few strokes of her brush, she got up to do some sort of wild interpretive dance.


  “This was a pretty low-key private event held by the Second Art Club during our sophomore year, when Kao was still a member,” explained Mai. “It’s one of my most prized possessions.”


  “Y’know, I heard the Second Art Club kids used to smoke weed in the clubrooms,” said Karin, engaging in wanton speculation. But I paid little mind to those baseless allegations right now, and instead fearfully locked eyes with Taiga-san—neither of us had yet to appear in any of these videos. It seemed we both had a hunch where this was going.


  Meanwhile, Kao was practically trembling with anger.


  “Mai…” she said. “I’m gonna give you until the end of the night to delete that video, or else I’m gonna murder you in your sleep.”


  “Oh, please,” said Mai. “Now you’re just being ridiculous.”


  “You better think long and hard about those two sweet little girls I just showed you. You really want them to have to grow up without a mother because she got locked up for life while they were still in diapers, hm?”


  The gentle smile on the young mother’s face was so eerily sincere, the rest of us couldn’t bear to look, instead keeping our eyes trained on the video as if to burn the sight of this famous illustrator’s shame into our retinas. We’d likely never see it again.


  When the video changed again, it transitioned to a sunlit scene. This time, it was Taiga-san who reacted first—by tumbling backward onto the tatami mats behind him like he’d just been hit in the chest by a bullet. He fell so hard his yukata came slightly undone, revealing his sun-kissed collarbone to the whole group.


  Unlike him being three years older than us when he switched into our college, this was one instance of Taiga-san’s eccentricity that even I couldn’t defend: The video showed him standing in the middle of the main campus plaza holding a “Free Hugs” sign. As a huge crowd of students passed him by without any notice whatsoever, a guy who looked like an exchange student stopped and raised his arm to greet Taiga-san. He did not, however, give him a hug. No one did, in the video’s entire one-minute runtime. It was kind of surreal. 


  Just when I thought it was over, the scene changed yet again. He was standing in front of a subway station in the big city holding the same sign. This time, a rather seedy looking fellow with bleached blond hair walked up to him and gave him a hug, while laughing right in his face at how stupid he looked. Having now lifted himself up off the tatami mats, Taiga-san seemed deeply distressed about the mere existence of this video. Huh. Guess even the oddballs among us have their fair share of dirty laundry, I thought to myself. This was a rather eye-opening epiphany for me.


  “I’m the one who gave her this one,” said Hibiki. “And the guy who filmed it.”


  “Et tu, Hibiki…” said Taiga-san.


  “Was wondering why she asked if I had any footage lying around from our college days. But hey—at least it’s nice to look back and laugh at, right? Same goes for you, Hanao—nothing to be ashamed of.”


  “Just for the record,” said Kao, “when I say that video better get deleted, I also expect you all to erase it from your memories as well. Or else.”


  As amusing as it was to watch our two senseis go at it like this, I couldn’t help but feel unnerved at what kind of humiliation Mai had prepared for me next. To be honest, though, I couldn’t think of anything she could possibly have on tape that would be more embarrassing than the anecdote about me throwing a drunken childish tantrum at Hibiki’s place before passing out on the couch.


  Following this third dose of painfully curated video content, the scene suddenly shifted to a much wider angle shot.


  For as much as I’d been bracing for humiliation, I was actually a little let down. The video showed a rudimentary stage, which had been set up in front of a massive lecture hall blackboard. Some cheap amps and instruments were laid out on top of it, along with some recycled multi-purpose microphones. Then, the band walked out on stage to scattered applause—with myself coming out last, because I was trying to play it cool as the lead vocalist. I wore a blue leather jacket, a white T-shirt, and some near-black jeans.


  After saying good morning to a crowd that was composed almost entirely of my own friends and acquaintances, I picked up my guitar, waited for our shirtless drummer (who was one year older than the rest of us) to count us in, and started strumming along to the beat.


  “Oh, man, what a trip,” I said. “I didn’t think there was any surviving footage of us.”


  “It’s from our junior year festival,” said Mai. “Courtesy of Karin-kun.”


  Dang, I was cooler than I remember. I actually look the part. And so does Hibiki, playing lead guitar. This actually isn’t embarrassing in the slightest.


  “Wait, Mai,” I said. “I thought this was supposed to be a cringe compilation?”


  “What?! No!” she replied. “I just wanted to edit together some old videos of everyone having fun and living out their youths!”


  “Damn, I wish I’d saved some more embarrassing videos of Chizuru too…” said Karin, right as the song began. I could tell my throat was in peak condition for this particular show as well—and I had a hunch that Karin deliberately chose the best live performance he had footage of for Mai. He was just trying to play it cool right now.


  The song itself was about as long as the previous video segments had been, with the credits rolling over the outro listing the performers and videographer. As I gave my past self a little round of applause, the other group members all started booing and complaining about how unfair it was that my video was so much better than theirs. But that wasn’t my fault!


  “This is just the compiled version, by the way,” said Mai. “I also have the full video files for each of them if you guys wanna watch those too.”


  “Think you can play Chizuru’s, at least,” said Hibiki. “Since hers isn’t embarrassing in the slightest.”


  At Hibiki’s request, Mai pulled up the full fifteen-minute video of our band’s entire set on her iPad. During the first song we’d already heard, everyone took the opportunity to break and get another drink. Kao poured me a glass of wine. When she’d spit it out earlier, I could tell from the smell alone it was probably a pretty expensive vintage. The taste seemed to corroborate that hypothesis.


  “Man, I was so good at guitar back then,” said Hibiki.


  He seemed far prouder of his past self in this video than in the Chinese one—and he wasn’t wrong. Even now, I could look back on his college guitar skills and agree he was genuinely a cut above the rest. Maybe not to the point he could find a career as a studio musician or anything, but he was definitely too good to be playing in an amateur band like ours. And I say this as someone who used to stay as late as I possibly could, almost every day, to practice with him in the clubroom.


  “You still play?” asked Mai.


  “Only every now and then,” said Hibiki, taking his eyes off the video as he turned to face her. “Like, when I hear a song I really like, I try to play it by ear. But it’s definitely not enough to keep me from getting rusty. Chizuru still plays in a band, though, I hear.”


  Everyone except Hibiki and Karin looked at me in awe and admiration.


  “Yep!” I said, nodding three times. “Just a little group I threw together with some coworkers and colleagues. We’ve done a few recording sessions, taken part in two music festivals for amateur bands, and are currently practicing for our third!”


  “You’re probably better than I am by now,” said Hibiki. “Man, that hurts. Guess I’ll have to start practicing again so you don’t show me up.”


  “Yeah, you should!”


  Hibiki looked strangely pleased for a guy who’d just said it “hurts,” like a proud old master watching his former pupil surpass him.


  “Looks like the tortoise finally overtook the hare, eh?” I added, promptly leaning my head on my hands, elbows on the table, my middle fingers stabbed into my cheeks to keep my expression stiff. This was a ploy I often used to keep myself from crying and buy myself more time to sort out my mess of emotions.


  It was getting harder and harder to play it cool. When Hibiki said it “hurts,” I couldn’t help but interpret it a different way entirely.


  I knew I shouldn’t think like this—that I’d only depress myself by reading into his every little word. This was probably just a case of that one psychological phenomenon, where when you start consciously paying attention to something, you start to notice it more and more. What was it called again? The Barnum effect? The Baader-Meinhof phenomenon? Whatever it was, I could tell I was suffering from it right now. But I knew I really shouldn’t be stressing myself out about it.


  Just because I was now working under the assumption that Hibiki had a crush on me, it didn’t mean he was saying “that hurts” as though it were some thinly veiled statement of jealousy or whatever toward my current band’s guitarist. I should just brush thoughts like that off as what they were: illogical, passing thoughts.


  But to be totally honest, it hit me pretty hard to realize I would probably never be able to take anything Hibiki said at face value again, under the impression that we were just “good friends.” Kind of like how I could never really enjoy foie gras again the same way after I found out how it was made. Sometimes, ignorance truly was bliss.


  “Man, Chizuru,” said Hibiki. “How did I never notice before that you always have your hands folded at your waist when you’re emceeing to the crowd between songs? You look like a freaking bellboy.”


  In the video, my former self had just said her goodbyes to the crowd and run off stage after finishing our third song, oblivious to the fact that nearly ten years later, someone would be teasing her for her body language. Karin, who’d been the one filming, turned the camera on himself and flashed a peace sign before ending the recording.


  I could feel the nails of my middle fingers leaving deep marks in my cheeks already.


  Apparently, Mai had some more fun activities in store for us, but since everyone but myself was still reeling with embarrassment from their respective video segments, we agreed to take a brief time-out to give everyone time to recover. We turned the TV to some random trivia game show, which everyone idly took part in.


  Whenever Karin or I knew one of the answers, we’d blurt it out immediately. But whenever Hibiki did, he’d keep quiet and wait for everyone else to figure it out. I felt like this contrast in our personalities spoke volumes as to why Operation Heartbreak was going to be an uphill battle, to say the least. But we didn’t have time to concoct a new plan before the trip was over—and the wedding was inching closer every second.


  As everyone continued merrily sipping their drinks, I pretended like I was starting to doze off, just as Karin and I had discussed. I’d assured him countless times I wouldn’t be so careless as to actually pass out in the middle of the operation—but alas. Perhaps the hot flashes from that dip in the hot springs had dehydrated me too much. Or maybe the fact that I’d been too tense to get much sleep last night had caught up with me.


  When I finally awoke to blinding lights directly overhead, I sat up with a start and began frantically surveying my surroundings. Karin and Hibiki were both looking at me with wide-eyed stares. It almost felt like I’d gone back to our college days.


  I picked up my phone from where it lay on the floor cushion I’d been using as a pillow, and checked the time. I was relieved to see it was still only about 1 a.m. Karin furrowed his brow and gave me a cross look, while Hibiki simply laughed.


  “You look like you just slept through your alarm on a workday,” he said.


  “Sorry, guess I was more tired than I realized…” I said. “Where are Mai and Kao?”


  I noticed that Taiga-san was lying on his side in a corner of the room.


  “Well, Hanao drunkenly declared she was gonna go bathe in the hot springs until 2 a.m.,” said Hibiki. “And Mai-san wasn’t about to let her go alone in that state, obviously.”


  “Gotcha…” I said.


  It seemed that falling asleep had been a lucky break, then. Had I been awake, I would have probably gotten roped into going along with them.


  “How you holding up?” asked Hibiki.


  “Just fine,” I said, trying my best to snap myself out of my sleepy stupor. “Feeling a little woozy, though, so I think I’ll go get some fresh air.”


  I stood up and pretended to totter a bit on my feet—only to stumble forward without actually intending to. Naturally, there was no way Hibiki would let me walk out of the room by myself in this condition.


  “You’re lookin’ pretty unsteady there,” he said.


  “Nah, I’m fine,” I said. “Just gonna go to the window out in the hallway.”


  I didn’t need eyes in the back of my head to tell what happened next: Hibiki shot a quick glance at Karin, then shrugged his shoulders and stood up. Then, instead of forcing me to sit back down again, he walked up alongside me to offer me a shoulder to lean on so that I wouldn’t fall over like a drunk marionette.


  “I’ll be fine, Hibiki,” I said. “I’m almost thirty years old, y’know.”


  “Yeah, exactly,” he said with a sarcastic smile. “You’re an old woman now. Can’t have you breaking your back on us.”


  “Okay, fair point,” I said, accepting his show of concern. I couldn’t tell you how many times he’d lent me a shoulder like this over the past decade—not to mention how many cabs he’d bought me.


  We put on our slippers and stepped into the hallway. As soon as we closed the door behind us, we were enveloped in a world of silence. In the cold air of the dimly lit corridor, we could just barely make out each other’s faces illuminated by the soft light of the moon and the emergency exit sign.


  Things hadn’t gone exactly according to plan thus far, but it was hard to complain about the results now that I’d successfully gotten Hibiki alone—though I’d need to apologize to Karin later for my carelessness.


  Since I had no way of knowing when Kao and Mai might return, I wanted to move forward with the operation ASAP. And yet, it was so eerily quiet out here that I felt a bit too nervous to have a conversation—and I could tell Hibiki felt the same. We just kind of cracked a smile at each other.


  “You know,” he said, raising an eyebrow, “we could always head up to the roof if you’re feeling up to it. Can’t let the smokers hog all the good scenery up there.”


  His voice was a soft, almost shiver-inducing whisper; I nodded. But since it was probably going to be too cold up there, I suggested we put on coats first. We headed back to the men’s room first to grab his, and I picked up the women’s room key so I’d be able to get mine. We asked if Karin wanted to come up with us, but he refused on the basis of it being too chilly out. This was, of course, all according to plan.


  Upon entering the empty women’s room for the first time in hours, I went straight for my trusty leather jacket. I’d packed it just in case, but hadn’t had a chance to wear it yet. Since I was already in a kimono, I simply draped it over my shoulders, then locked the door and headed back down the hallway toward the men’s room. When Hibiki saw what I was wearing, he acknowledged it with a one-sided smirk.


  I stepped back into the men’s room and set the key back on the table so the other girls could use it when they returned. Karin gave me an encouraging nod, then made a little quip about me “finally putting on my combat uniform.” This helped lighten my nerves. I nodded back at him, then stepped back outside.


  “Don’t think I’ve ever seen someone wear a leather jacket over a yukata before,” said Hibiki, snickering softly as he waited for me out in the hallway. “You almost look like a fighting game character or something.”


  “As long as I get to be a close-range powerhouse,” I whispered back.


  When I got close to him, I could smell a different kind of alcohol on his breath than what he’d been drinking before I passed out. Since I had ulterior motives here, it relieved me to know my target was far from sober. That would definitely make things easier.


  We rode the clunky old elevator up to the sixth floor, then followed the map on the wall. The stairwell up was past the guest rooms. After climbing two sets of stairs, we reached the door to the rooftop. Hibiki and I looked at each other—there was a sign posted stating anyone who wanted to smoke up there had to contact the front desk in advance. But it was definitely after hours, which meant the roof was closed for the evening. 


  And so, we gave up. We’d have to make do with the cool night air blowing in through the small window at the top of the stairwell, which was opened just a crack. I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that we weren’t in a fully enclosed room, the way the stairwell was constructed, or what, but our voices didn’t seem to carry very far. It was a decent place for us to have a little chat.


  I realized I must have been holding my breath while climbing the stairs, as I now felt pretty winded. As I took deep breaths in time with the intermittent breeze blowing in through the window, I could feel my pulse racing.


  “Well, maybe it’s for the best,” said Hibiki. “Looks pretty cold out there anyhow.”


  I folded my arms and leaned my back against the wall, then I gazed at the scenery beyond the tiny window. We were now standing directly under the moonlight, so we could see each other’s expressions more clearly. Hibiki didn’t relax his posture one bit and instead chose to remain standing at attention as he gazed up at the moon. Or maybe that was just my imagination, and he was actually just gazing out vacantly into the night.


  “So, what all happened after I fell asleep?” I asked, trying to enunciate a bit more while still keeping my voice down.


  “Hanao wouldn’t leave me the hell alone about not getting married,” he said. “Said the longer a guy like me went without a ring on his finger, despite making good money and having fairly respectable looks, the more fishy it would look to potential clients and the world at large. Told me I should drop everything and just focus on settling down.”


  “Oh, I’m sure that must’ve been fun.”


  “Yeah, it was great. Ended up having to explain to her just how hard it is to meet people in my line of work,” he went on, having interpreted my sarcasm properly. “What is it about married people and trying to convince all their other friends to get hitched too? Karin did the same thing last time we went drinking. I swear, it’s like some sort of cult.”


  Whether this happened prior to us concocting the operation or after, it seemed Karin was putting in a lot of work on my behalf. Especially considering he’d also taken on the burden of driving today. I’d have to get him a thank-you gift.


  “I mean, Karin and Kao both seem pretty happy,” I said. “Maybe, for them, it’s not too different from eating at a really good new restaurant and wanting to tell your friends so they can try it too.”


  “I dunno, he made it sound like he got thrown in the doghouse the other day…” said Hibiki, before repeating the anecdote Karin had shared with him earlier through stifled laughter. I had to admit, it was pretty amusing to picture a brawny, bearded guy like Karin getting mercilessly chewed out by a woman as small and dainty as his wife.


  “I blame you for turning him into a total gamer,” I said. “Up until high school, he was apparently quite the athletic type.”


  “They say the fault lies more with the influenced than the influencer.”


  “What, are you quoting psychology at me now?”


  “Nah, I just made it up.”


  “I’m gonna punch you.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh at how our rapport hadn’t changed a bit in over ten years—even if the thought gave me some rather conflicted feelings as well.


  “Glad I managed to make myself a devoted gaming buddy without having to suffer any of the consequences myself,” he said.


  “That’s not something to be proud of, y’know,” I said, mostly in jest. He was right, though—he’d always been extremely good at establishing close relationships with people, while deftly avoiding any of the potential negatives that typically came along with that.


  He was the sort of person who was extremely conflict-averse, to the point that he never did anything that might hurt anyone else—and, consequently, end up hurting himself. As a result of this, he was still on good terms with nearly all of his exes. And, while we’d certainly had our little spats over the years, he’d never once gotten into a serious fight with anyone in our friend group. As someone who’d been through a friendship-ending-tier fight with Kao at one point, I had to give him his due props for this—but at the same time, I knew it was largely just that he was good at pretending not to care. I said as much to him once, even, and he responded with “Nah, I’m just a little more grown-up than you, that’s all,” and one of his trademark cynical smirks.


  Of course, this proclivity of his only ended up becoming an even bigger boon for him once he entered the workforce. Public accountants seemed like the sort of people most companies would hate, as they always audited them and held them accountable. Yet according to Hibiki, he had very positive relationships with the vast majority of his clients.


  I was probably the only one suffering from the negative side effects of his conflict-averse personality. Was it even possible to wring a confession out of a guy like him, when he surely had to know it would destroy our current relationship? It would literally require him to risk social suicide, and that was just completely at odds with the way he conducted himself.


  For the record—and I don’t know who this excuse is meant to convince, but regardless—I wasn’t uncomfortable with the fact that Hibiki had a crush on me in and of itself. No part of me felt disgusted at the thought of a good friend having romantic feelings for me; it was just that I was no longer in a position to even consider them. Simple as that.


  Once you put your feelings into words, though, there was no going back. This was something I’d learned the hard way by now, so I felt like I could honestly relate to why Hibiki didn’t want to make a move on me, ironically enough.


  “So, hey,” I said, after resolving my inner debate, “I know this might be a weird time to bring this up, but…”


  He was smart enough to tell what this change from my usual candid tone of voice was meant to signify. He knew my best traits, as well as my worst shortcomings, after all.


  He was my best friend—and I had to be straight with him.


  “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, Hibiki,” I said.


  “Is this a good something, or a bad something?” he asked.


  “Not sure. You be the judge, I guess.”


  I’d prepared the additional excuse that I didn’t want to bring this up in front of the others, because I felt like it would just get brushed off, but it seemed I wouldn’t need it. Hibiki neither looked away, nor tried to change the subject. I wasn’t sure why I’d thought he might; we’d had plenty of deep heart-to-hearts over the years, and he’d always been pretty good about that.


  I felt like a pretty horrible friend for only realizing now that I probably should have been more upfront with him about all of this from the get-go. It was just like I’d said to Karin before: This was all 100 percent my fault for doing nothing but hope the problem would solve itself. And as time went by, and the wedge of our friendship was driven deeper and deeper, it was now such an inextricable part of our lives, so deeply embedded that even the slightest shift might cause a fatal fracture.


  And here I was, trying to shatter it completely. But I also was doing it because I wanted to believe in us—that our friendship was strong enough to weather any storm that might come its way. Though I knew this was a pretty heartless thing for me to say right now, as the one responsible for the oncoming storm.


  “So, the thing is…” I began.


  It was like Karin said: I needed to use everything I knew about Hibiki to my advantage.


  “I got transferred to another department,” I said, “so I’m actually gonna be moving from here pretty soon.”


  “Oh, no kidding?” said Hibiki. “Like, to a whole ’nother prefecture or something?”


  “No, it’s still in Tokyo. Just in another part of the city. And it won’t be until next year, but still.”


  Though that’s not the only reason I’m moving, obviously.


  Hibiki couldn’t help but let out a chuckle at how anticlimactic he apparently found this reveal.


  “And why, exactly, are you going out of your way to tell me this?” he asked.


  “Well, I mean…whether I remember it afterward or not, I do kinda take advantage of being so close to your place pretty often,” I said. “But now I won’t be able to just swing by casually after work anymore, which feels kinda sad to think about. Still, I figured I should at least thank you for all your hospitality up until now. Means a lot.”


  “Damn. Hard to tease you when you start getting all sentimental like that.”


  And true to his word, he softened his smirk and turned to address me sincerely. Even for a guy like him who’d usually never take a thank-you without making some sort of quip, he knew when to shut up and accept a proper statement of gratitude.


  “You’re welcome,” he said. “I think I’ll probably be living there for a few more years, though, so the door’s still open for ya if you’re ever in the neighborhood.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “Well? Was that a good something, or a bad something?”


  “How the hell should I know? Is this gonna be a promotion for you?”


  “Not directly, but it’ll definitely open more options up for me down the line.”


  “Okay, then I guess it’s a good something.”


  He really was a good guy—celebrating someone else’s achievements without being even remotely concerned about how the change might affect him.


  “So,” I said, “you got anything you wanna tell me?”


  “Like what?” he asked.


  “Like, I dunno. Something new in your own life, or something you’ve never told me before. Figured you must have at least one thing like that. Just this once, I promise I’ll hear you out without teasing you or being shocked, no matter what it might be!”


  This was it: the first stage of the operation. A plan so blatantly transparent that, if Hibiki ever found out how much thought we’d put into it, he’d surely laugh at our incredible stupidity. But I knew Hibiki—maybe even better than he knew himself.


  For starters, I knew if I was going to wring a confession out of a guy as conflict-averse as him, there were a few major prerequisites I’d have to put in place. Not only would I need to make sure we were alone, but I’d also need to make sure we were both talking to each other on an even playing field emotionally, being careful not to make the vibe feel too overly serious or too candid and jokey. I needed to put him in a position where he felt like I was giving him a safe space to express his feelings without any fear of judgment or me taking it the wrong way. Which was precisely why I didn’t want people making any weird, awkward jokes about us during the Game of Life earlier: I knew it might give him cold feet.


  On top of that, I also knew Hibiki had a people pleaser’s mentality, so when someone presented a deep topic for discussion, he always made sure to bring something of his own to the table—especially when he could tell the other person was really baring their heart. I still remembered the time when I’d confided in him about having a one-sided crush on one of our mutual friends back in the day, and he’d responded by admitting to me how shallow and empty he felt going through one girl after another in college without ever making any real connections.


  Or for another example, I’d heard through the grapevine (read: Karin) that whenever the men in our friend group got together and engaged in a bit of so-called “guy talk” (of the vulgar variety), even Hibiki would participate, despite not seeming like the type to kiss and tell at all. Not that I had interest in knowing what specific sorts of things they talked about in these instances, mind you. The point was: Hibiki would go out of his way to make sure whoever he was talking to didn’t feel uncomfortable or regret opening up to him—even if it meant making himself uncomfortable in the process.


  So, I was fully confident he wouldn’t let this heartfelt statement of mine go unanswered. And even if the first response I got wasn’t the confession I was looking for, I was prepared to keep hitting him with one corny sentiment after another until I hopefully managed to wring it out of him. With any luck, the fact that we were on vacation right now might even have him in a more comfortable, free-speaking mood than usual.


  “Oh, it’s my turn now, is it?” he asked.


  The only problem with this particular strategy was there were very few major secrets of mine that Hibiki didn’t already know—probably not enough to fill the chambers in a revolver. So if it got to the point I was having to reveal stupid, childish things—like how I still had, to this day, a button from my high school senpai’s uniform, which they’d given to me after graduation—I’d probably just abandon ship. I’d told Karin this was my emergency escape plan too. He just kind of laughed and shook his head. “Maybe we all know each other too well for this to work.”


  After thinking it over a bit, he let out a little chuckle of resignation.


  “Okay,” he said. “I guess maybe I’ll take this opportunity to thank you, as well.”


  Thank me? What had I done that deserved gratitude?


  “For what?” I asked.


  “Well, to be honest…” he began. 


  I immediately knew it wasn’t going to be the confession I was looking for. But I was so invested in the operation at this point that I waited on pins and needles for his next words regardless. 


  Hibiki continued, “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this before, but my parents weren’t around a lot when I was a kid.”


  “Oh, really? Yeah, I’m not sure you have.”


  I didn’t know much about Hibiki’s family, honestly, aside from the fact that they were a family of four, and I’d met his younger sister on one occasion. But now that he mentioned it, I realized I couldn’t recall him ever talking much about his parents. Nor could I remember ever asking about them, for that matter.


  “Even when my sister and I were really little,” he continued, “my parents were pretty much always out of the house, whether at work or some social engagement. Basically, the only things I remember eating at home were little side dishes and frozen meals we bought with the money they’d left for us on the counter. After a while, I got so sick of eating ready-made stuff that I even learned to cook a little bit for my sister’s sake… And those skills definitely came in handy after I moved out, but still. I’ve got virtually no memories of us eating together as a family, or of them playing with us over the weekends, or anything like that. And I remember I really struggled with that during puberty, feeling like I never got a proper childhood, or wishing I’d been born as someone else entirely.”


  While I could see how some kids might relish this level of freedom from parental supervision in adolescence, it definitely wasn’t a stretch to call it neglect either.


  “And as you might imagine, we’ve also never gone on any family vacations,” Hibiki went on. “Don’t think we ever will at this point either, since my sister and I are a bit too old for that sort of thing now.”


  “Huh…” I said. “Yeah, I had no idea that was your upbringing…”


  There wasn’t a lot more I could say to this. As someone who’d had—and still maintained—a pretty healthy and positive relationship with her parents, I couldn’t exactly relate. Any attempt would just ring hollow.


  “That’s why I’m actually really grateful to you and the others,” said Hibiki. “Every time we go on a group adventure like this, I feel like I’m finally getting the sort of family road trip experience I always wanted as a kid, but never got. So, yeah—thanks for that.”


  “Hey, no need to thank me!” I said. “But you’re welcome, I guess.”


  For some reason, this sentiment made me blush. To think the others and I had been such a source of joy and fulfillment for him that we were helping to fill the holes in his childhood heart… The thought was so deeply gratifying, I couldn’t help but feel bashful.


  But then all at once, I felt a bitter chill run through me.


  “Happy to go on adventures with you anytime,” I said.


  Because I knew I was actively working to put an end to that.


  It was only because we were “just friends” that we could spend time like this together without hesitation. But as soon as any hint of romantic feelings were introduced into that equation and acknowledged, it would be pretty difficult for us to hang out in the same way we used to—even in a group setting, let alone one-on-one.


  Suddenly, I was reminded of something Mai had said at one point. She had the chance to meet a popular actor she liked—her company hired them to star in a commercial they were producing—and she got to learn what they were like behind the scenes. Her conclusion was, “I wish I could have stayed just a fan.”


  At the time, I’d found this really interesting—the idea that knowing less about someone you respected could actually be preferable. That once you learned what someone was like in private, it became a lot harder to overlook what bothered you about them, or your differences of opinion.


  But unfortunately, we were all adults now.


  We couldn’t just stay oblivious kids forever.


  Karin would probably be furious at me for this, but I could feel myself starting to get cold feet. Was it really my place to force a confession out of Hibiki if it meant destroying the happiness he’d found in our friend group? As much of a sarcastic punk as he could be, I knew he wasn’t just yanking my chain about feeling this way either—he really did think of us like the family he never had.


  All of a sudden, I couldn’t help but feel like maybe Hibiki was the only grown-up out of all of us, able to keep his conflicting feelings to himself for the sake of maintaining the friendship. Was there really any reason for me to shatter that for him?


  “…Absolutely.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Oh, sorry—I was just emphasizing that yeah, I’d absolutely go on adventures with you anytime,” I said, backpedaling. Apparently, whether due to alcohol or lack of sleep, my brain had bugged out, and I’d accidentally said my inner thoughts aloud.


  But no, there absolutely was a reason for me to be doing this. And not just because I wanted him to be free from pining over someone who could never reciprocate, or because I didn’t want him to see me in a wedding dress while he was still harboring secret feelings for me. Obviously, those things were part of it too.


  But it went deeper than that.


  It was because we were friends.


  Not “just” friends, but true friends.


  We’d been through thick and thin together. Made a band together. Graduated college together. All without ever letting anything come between us. And yet, for years now, Hibiki had been maintaining his silence about this, because he knew opening his mouth would mean destroying our relationship. But if I let him continue to shoulder that burden alone, we’d soon reach a breaking point regardless. I wanted us to be able to face and shoulder that burden together. No matter how uncomfortable it might be.


  “Wow,” said Hibiki. “That’s a little cheesy, don’tcha think?”


  “Excuse me?!” I replied. “After what you just said, buddy?! Don’t laugh at me!” 


  And yet, there we were, laughing together all over again, as the autumn leaves out the window rustled along.


  “Well, the roof’s closed, and you’re clearly still pretty out of it,” said Hibiki. “So, what do you say we get outta here? Don’t think I can take much more of this heart-to-heart without feeling embarrassed tomorrow morning.”


  “Hey, nothing wrong with a heart-to-heart,” I said. “But yeah, we should go.”


  I wasn’t about to detain him here just for the sake of the operation—especially since it was hard to imagine he’d suddenly confess his feelings for me after baring his soul in a completely different way.


  Unfortunately, it seemed the night was a total bust. Hibiki had preemptively countered me by revealing a side of him none of us previously knew. I couldn’t say I was pleased by this development, but it was fine: I still had several backup plans up my sleeve. And I felt glad to have learned we were such a source of joy in his life. I could say with even greater confidence that our friendship was the real deal.


  Just then, a thought occurred to me: What if this was actually part of the reason he’d fallen for me to begin with, rather than say, Kao or Mai? Was it just because I was the closest friend he’d ever had?


  To be totally honest, I’d always been clueless as to how and when he’d developed feelings for me. Karin once said, “Who knows? Maybe he just thinks you’ve got a cute face.” But there surely had to be more to it than that, after all this time. How ridiculous would it be to not realize you were attracted to someone’s appearance until years down the line?


  As Hibiki started walking down the stairs, I glanced over at his face in profile. I’d never really found myself thinking about whether or not he was particularly attractive before, but in recent years, I had noticed his features had taken on a more subtle ruggedness with age, which was fairly popular with the ladies these days. His general vibe and fashion sense were a good fit for this general “rugged man” aesthetic too, so it was hard to deny he had a pretty well-rounded appearance, all things considered.


  “Say, have you ever thought about growing a beard?” I asked.


  “Where the hell did that come from?” Hibiki responded. “And no, I can’t grow facial hair to save my life. Even if I tried, it wouldn’t look good on me like it does on Karin.”


  “That just makes me wanna see you try it even more.”


  Since I’d no doubt get a ton of flak from Mai and Kao if they saw me walking back to the room with Hibiki, I decided to head to the hot springs by myself to see if the girls were still there. As I walked down the cold, dimly lit corridor, I couldn’t help but notice how I felt a bit too happy for someone coming back from a failed mission. I tried to pull myself together and act natural. However, it seemed I failed at this. When I bumped into the two other girls exiting the changing room, with steam still rising off of their skin, I apparently “scared them half to death” by “grinning creepily” in the middle of a long, dark hallway. I looked like something out of a horror movie.


  I took a quick dip just to get the sweat off my body, then headed back to rejoin the group for another round of drinking. By the time I made it back to the women’s room, it was around four in the morning. Mai had left earlier, so a very drunk Kao and I caressed her sleeping head, forcibly waking her up so we could wish her good night. Then we crawled into our own futons.


  For the next ten minutes or so before I passed out, I reflected on what Hibiki had said to me earlier. Something told me I probably fell asleep with a big, fat smile on my face.


  Chapter 5


   


  SOMETHING I FOUND SURPRISING—something that I had learned during our first strategy meeting at the café—was that I’d apparently realized Hibiki had feelings for Chizuru well before she did.


  “It was quite a few years back now,” I explained. “Him, me, and a group of three or four other guys were out drinking somewhere. On a whim, we started playing this drinking game where we’d look up a bunch of photos of random actresses and idols, and everyone had to pick who they thought was the cutest. If two people picked the same girl, they both had to take a shot of tequila.”


  “You boys and your stupid games…” she said.


  “Hey, we were in our early twenties, all right? It’s perfectly normal.”


  So I said—and yet, at the same time, this wasn’t the sort of anecdote I’d want my wife to find out about, if I could help it.


  “Wait, so let me guess…” said Chizuru. “He picked the girls who looked most like me, didn’t he?”


  “Nope,” I answered, ignoring the blush spreading rapidly across her face. “The complete opposite, actually. Maybe this is just my intuition speaking, but from where I was sitting, it felt like he was deliberately trying to pick girls who were the most unlike you.”


  “Uh… Wouldn’t that imply that I’m not his type, genius?”


  “Hey, no need to get snippy. I’m not talking about their faces or their body types or anything like that—I’m saying they all had a totally different vibe from you.”


  “And what exactly is my ‘vibe,’ pray tell?”


  “You’re, like… Man, it’s a little hard to put into words…”


  “Why, because you’re afraid I’ll punch you?”


  “No, you idiot. It’s just, like…”


  I only realized what a deep hole I’d dug for myself after I’d started trying to explain it—but there was no backing out now. I tried my very best to scrounge together some roundabout, PG-13 way of describing her general aura that wouldn’t piss her off and result in me getting socked in the gut. I swallowed hard.


  “Y-you’re the sort of girl who looks good in a leather jacket, let’s put it that way.”


  “What, so I’ve got a butch face and a small chest? Why don’t you try that again, bucko? And choose your words carefully this time.”


  “Well, my backup answer was that you’re the ‘cool and slender’ type, but it sounds like you got the idea.”


  I’d never been asked to give an appraisal of a friend’s face or body type directly to them before, let alone a woman’s. I’d say I did pretty all right on short notice.


  “So, you’re saying Hibiki only picked girls with super cutesy faces and huge boobs, then? Wouldn’t the more reasonable conclusion be that’s his type of girl?”


  “No, because you see, we’ve been playing this game ever since college.”


  “Oh, great! So you’ve been objectifying women ever since we met, then!”


  “Just listen for a second? My point is: I knew going in what types of performers he usually picked. But this time, for whatever reason, he went in the complete opposite direction. It went from a matter of addition to subtraction, basically—but the end sum was the same.”


  “Sorry, why are we doing math all of a sudden?”


  “In the past, if you were to add together all the most distinguishing features of the girls he picked, the resulting hypothetical woman would’ve looked a lot like you, Chizuru. But this time, it was more like if you took away all their most prominent traits you’d end up with that same hypothetical woman. Basically, he had no problem picking girls like you as his ‘type’ before, but once he realized he had feelings for you, his ‘type’ suddenly shifted to the exact opposite, probably to avoid raising any suspicions. I tested him on it a few more times after that and got the same results. So whether it’s the main reason he fell for you or not, I think it’s safe to say he’s a fan of your appearance.”


  “Yeah, right! There’s no way in hell!”


  As she fired back with this outright denial, her face contorted into a strained sort of smile—one that looked to me like a deadly mixture of embarrassment, modesty, and thinly veiled delight all stirred together to cause an explosive chemical reaction.


  “But, well…I guess I could see him doing something crafty like that, to be fair. Going out of his way to pick girls who explicitly don’t look like me, I mean…”


   


  It had been a few months since this discussion at our last strategy meeting—and now, two weeks after the group hot spring trip, we’d made plans to get together again. Not to have another strategy meeting, mind you but because something urgent came up that required us to pay a visit somewhere.


  We’d just met up at the station nearest our destination and were walking side by side through suburban residential streets. We’d been in contact after the trip, of course, but this was our first time meeting up in person since. It was right on the verge of full-blown winter, and the cold wind stung against the backs of my dry, chapped hands as I waited for Chizuru to buy a hot lemon tea from a vending machine.


  Man, this blows, I wanted to say—but that would be rude to all parties involved.


  “Well, even if the plan was a failure,” I said, “as long as you feel like it hardened your resolve, I guess it wasn’t for nothing.”


  “Yeah, no,” Chizuru agreed. “Ever since that day, I haven’t felt nauseous or uncertain about this even once.”


  I meant it: If she felt more optimistic about this now, that was all that mattered, really. Or was it? On second thought, maybe it was actually a little weird to feel optimistic about your plan to break your friend’s heart.


  But we’d gained more from that road trip than Chizuru’s newfound mental fortitude. One of the other main objectives of getting together with everyone was so we could kick our group dynamic back into gear, to hopefully make it easier for us to hang out like that more often—like how we used to. These things were always a lot easier to do the second and third time, once you’d already broken the ice.


  “Honestly, I think I’d be ready to dive into the next stage of the operation any day now,” said Chizuru. “From an emotional standpoint, at least.”


  “Yeah, I’d hope so,” I said. “Your time limit’s gonna start creepin’ up on you pretty soon here.”


  “Shouldn’t be a problem. After last time, I feel like we could probably set up a situation where he and I end up alone together someplace with a much moodier atmosphere and it probably wouldn’t even feel all that weird. Also, uh, I know I probably should have asked you this before we met up, but—does your company know about this?”


  “About what?”


  “That you’re bringing a friend along on a work errand?”


  She flashed me a wry little smirk, then took a sip of her hot lemon tea.


  “I don’t see what the problem is,” I said. “You’ve got your own reasons for being there too, don’t you?”


  “You just don’t wanna admit you’re a little intimidated by Kao, do you?”


  “I’m not intimidated by her. But I’ll admit it does feel a little weird meeting up with her one-on-one as client and contractor when we’ve been friends for so long.”


  “Yeah, I get it. Sucks being put into a position where you have to kiss up to someone who’s on equal standing with you in your personal life.”


  I had my briefcase in my right hand, and dangling from my left was a bag full of baked sweets—they were from a ritzy Western bakery with only a few locations in the entire metropolitan area. Beside me was Chizuru, who looked a lot less professional, but at least she wasn’t wearing a leather jacket. Apparently, she didn’t want to risk hurting the kids with all the hard fastening bits on it, in the event that they asked her to play.


  As we walked beneath the cold overcast sky, we spitballed a few random ideas about what we could do for the next stage of the operation. Just as Chizuru was trying to explain something about the “suspension bridge effect,” and how a haunted house might be just the ticket, we arrived at a cookie-cutter home with the nameplate we were looking for: Niimura. Hanao’s husband’s last name.


  Before ringing the doorbell, I straightened my posture. Chizuru laughed at me.


  Why don’t you just have Karin-chan deliver it to me himself? That’d be fun. It had been a week since Hanao sent our managing editor that email. The next day he gave the order and instructed me to be sure to pick up a box of cakes for her while I was at it. So much for keeping my personal life out of the workplace, I guess. After stressing myself out about it for a while, I ultimately got in touch with Chizuru and used the prospect of getting to see her kids as bait to lure her into accompanying me. Yes, I knew this was not the most upstanding, mature adult thing to do. And I did not care.


  There was no answer over the doorbell intercom system, but the front door soon opened regardless. A bespectacled Hanao in a long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans came out to greet us with a laidback flick of a handwave. From behind her, two little girls came running out shouting, “Someone’s here!” before being ushered back into the house by their mother. Smiling, I opened the front gate and walked toward the door.


  “Come on in, you two,” said Hanao. “Blurring the lines between work and play today, I see.”


  “Hey, I’m here 100 percent on business,” I said.


  “And I’m here to play!” said Chizuru. “Hi there, you two! Remember me?”


  “Nope!” said one of the girls.


  “Nuh-uh!” said the other.


  As much as it impressed me that these kids seemed to have no fear of strangers whatsoever, it impressed me even more to see Chizuru apparently thought there was any chance of them remembering a random lady. The older kid had only met her once before, and the younger one had only waved to her a couple of times over video chat. Still, it was better than the alternative: If she wasn’t the sort of person who loved kids, I wouldn’t have been able to rope her into coming along with me.


  After introducing ourselves to the kids in the living room, I let them know I had important work stuff to talk about with their mommy. Chizuru informed them she’d come to be their playmate, whisking them away to the rec room in the back of the first floor.


  “Oh yeah?! Your Auntie Chizuru’s pretty good at that game, y’know!”


  “Me too!”


  “Me three, me three!”


  “You sure about that?”


  I could hear them chatting excitedly as they walked down the hallway.


  “Glad they finally have a babysitter who’s on the same wavelength,” Hanao said, chuckling at the childish nature of a girl she once thought of as an older sister. “All right, Mr. Businessman—coffee or tea?”


  “No need for either,” I said. “But coffee, if you insist.”


  “You got it.”


  “Here’s the sweets you asked for, by the way.”


  “Ooh, thanks. Probably my number one craving in terms of things I always wanna eat but would never go out of my way to buy. Anyway, have a seat.”


  I sat down at the dining table as instructed and pulled the file folder for our meeting out of my briefcase. I could hear mugs clinking, water boiling in an electric kettle, instant coffee packets being ripped open, and hot water being poured, followed by the smell of cheap coffee wafting into the living room. These little things all came together to make this house truly feel like a cozy family home. Enough that I had to rebuke myself for being so nervous to come here alone.


  “My husband won’t be home until later tonight, so no need to feel antsy,” said Hanao—a disclaimer I deeply appreciated.


  “Thanks for the coffee,” I said, coming back to my senses. “And here’s the new contract for you. You can sign and stamp it right now, and I’ll take it back with me, or if you want more time to look it over, you can mail it back at a later date.”


  “Nah, I’ll read it now. Gimme one sec.”


  She took the paperwork out of the transparent folder I’d handed her, then leaned on her elbow and started to read through the boring legalese. As I watched her give it a quick skim, I couldn’t help but be reminded of a thought I’d had on our road trip—compared to Chizuru and Mai-tan, she was the woman in our friend group who looked like she’d aged the least over the past ten-plus years I’d known her. Maybe being an “artiste” helped keep her young, who knows.


  I had two work-related objectives today. The first was to get her signature on this contract. The second was to hand over the manuscript for a novel—one of our agents wanted Hanao to do the cover art for it. I knew from my managing editor that this particular author was a bit of a crabby old fart, so I’d already let him know I’d be opting out of any group meetings or client dinners that included both her and Hanao, no matter the circumstances.


  After a couple minutes of silence, Hanao gave a satisfied nod, then got up from her chair to grab a pen and her personal seal. Without saying a word, I watched as the ink set into the page. I could hear the sound of boisterous laughter coming from the rec room. 


  She stamped her seal onto two copies of the contract, one of which I took and stowed safely in my briefcase. This meant our most critical bit of business here today was done. All that remained now was to hand her the manuscript and engage in a bit of friendly small talk while I finished my coffee.


  Something about Hanao that had always stood out to me was her distinct ability to make you feel completely at ease, then blindside you with a sneak attack out of nowhere without missing a beat. She’d probably make a good assassin, honestly.


  “So, what was the ‘objective’ of that little vacation, anyhow?” she asked me suddenly, just as I was about to tilt my coffee mug back to take a swig. This question froze me in place.


  “Sorry?” I said. “What do you mean by ‘objective’?”


  “I mean, the whole thing was your idea, right? That’s what Mai said, anyway.”


  “Yeah, she and I were talking for the first time in a while, and I just thought it’d be nice to go on a group vacation, that’s all. She handled basically everything else herself, though.”


  “You must’ve thought you were pretty slick and got away with it, didn’t you? Because I know if I had ulterior motives and wanted to get the whole group together for something, I’d definitely reach out to Mai first as well.”


  She flashed me an ominous grin that was clearly meant to unnerve me, so I obliged, then finally took a sip of coffee to buy myself a bit of thinking time.


  “Don’t worry,” she reassured me. “I don’t actually know anything. Just prodding you a little.”’


  “I dunno what you’re talking about,” I lied. “There weren’t any ‘ulterior motives’—at least not on my part.”


  “Oh really, now? And you expect me to believe you’d call the whole group together if it were just for an innocent little vacation? Including me?”


  “Yeah, why wouldn’t I? You’re part of our friend group too.”


  “You’re so easy to read, Karin-chan—but I like that about you. Not that I mind Hibiki’s cheekiness or Taiga-niki’s total indifference either, of course.”


  I didn’t have any idea what she was trying to get at here. Was she really just grilling me for the fun of it? Maybe so, because she promptly cut the conversation short and stood up again to fetch a small paper bag from a corner of the living room. She pulled a thinnish white box out if it, about ten inches long. There was a simple fork and knife pattern printed on the front of it.


  “Here, I want you to have this,” she said. “Consider it a thank-you present for forcing you to come all the way out here.”


  “Silverware?” I asked.


  “Nah. It’s a little coupon catalog of two-person meal vouchers I got as a gift. But it’s almost exclusively for restaurants downtown and it expires at the end of the year. I figured you could make better use of it than I could.”


  “Don’t feel like taking your husband out on a date night?”


  “We don’t really do fancy restaurants as a couple anymore. Much easier to just go to regular old chain restaurants where we can bring the kids along.”


  While some might not consider this much of a “thank-you present,” I decided to take the sentiment at face value and graciously thanked her.


  “Have you been in touch with Hibiki and Taiga-san at all?” I asked, circling back.


  “Taiga-niki messages me every time he sees my art in the wild,” said Hanao. “Think the last time I saw Hibiki was about two-ish years ago, when I asked him to introduce me to a good tax counselor and treated him to lunch. But we do talk every now and then.”


  “What, a CPA like him couldn’t just serve as your tax counselor?”


  “Not while working at an auditing firm, apparently. Plus, I don’t really like having working relationships with my friends, if I can help it.”


  “Oh, yeah? Guess that rule doesn’t apply to me though, huh?”


  I actually felt a little bit salty about this comment, but we both laughed regardless. Maybe it was because it felt like there was an underlying emotion there we could both relate to, now that we were grown adults—a sort of camaraderie in resignation.


  After taking one more sip of my coffee, I heard crying coming from the other room. Hanao got up and made a sarcastic quip, saying “That better not be Chizu-nee,” before hurrying to check on her friend and her children.


  Alone at the table, I opened the little box in front of me and leafed through the surprisingly thick catalog of coupons and meal vouchers.


  It was then that I decided what the next stage of the operation should be.


  Incidentally, when I tried to give Hanao that manuscript, she shoved it right back in my face.


  “Oh, hell no. I can’t stand this author—always acting like she’s speaking on behalf of all women. Hard pass.”


  Chapter 6


   


  KAO’S KIDS WERE EVEN CUTER than I remembered. And that’s saying something: Whenever I’d look at those photos we took on my way to work, I’d start grinning like a goofy idiot. I still hadn’t given much serious thought to whether I wanted kids of my own, but maybe it was about time me and my fiancé had a heart-to-heart about that. We weren’t getting any younger, after all. I’d found myself having a lot of these sorts of thoughts lately, which were making the reality of my imminent marriage set in.


  After taking the packed elevator down a few floors and stepping into the familiar marketing department office, I spotted the colleague I’d been planning to talk to first thing that morning. Ever since we’d transitioned from assigned work desks to a more open seating arrangement, it had become a lot harder to tell who was and wasn’t at work on any particular day. Thankfully, I’d found the woman I was searching for immediately, which boded well for me.


  “Morning, Kii-chan,” I said.


  “Oh, Arinaga-san!” she replied. “Good morning!”


  “I took a look at the proposal you submitted yesterday. Super well put together. Also, just plain fun to read.”


  “Wait, you really mean it?! Oh, thank you so much!”


  “Of course I mean it, silly. Why would I lie about that? Anyway, mind if I sit down?”


  I pulled out only a few necessary things from my bag and set them on the desk, then stowed the bag in a locker. I also hung up my jacket (which was not leather, by the way). On my way back, I just so happened to spot my future hubby walking right in front of me. Now that we were officially an item, I’d gotten out of the habit of being overtly flirty with him at work, so I simply patted him lightly on the back and said good morning.


  Today, I needed to keep my head down even more than usual and finish my work as quickly as I could—especially since I’d already been asked to stay late. Normally, being told I’d be working overtime the moment I walked in the door would instantly kill my motivation, but that sort of laziness wasn’t going to fly today. Tomorrow and the next day, I needed to leave on time, no matter what.


  I sat back down at my desk and powered on my computer. I drafted responses to inquiries from other departments and our retail partners to clear out my inbox, and took care to make sure they didn’t sound like stock responses even though I was working from templates. I attended meetings and prepared the documents requested of me at lightning speed. Before I knew it, it was already lunchtime. 


  Since I knew Kii-chan liked to eat out every day, I asked if she wanted to head to a nearby udon shop with me. I ended up ordering a large oyakodon. On days like this, when I needed to be able to run at full power for ten-plus hours straight, I didn’t have time to worry about counting calories or carbs. I was in rare form—and it seemed Kii-chan picked up on this.


  “Do you have something going on today, Arinaga-san?” she asked from the seat across from me.


  “No, not today,” I said. “But tomorrow and the next day, yes. Which is why I want to get as much done today as I possibly can.”


  For a woman only three or four years my junior, this alone was enough context to jump to the obvious conclusion.


  “Ooh, I know!” she exclaimed. “You’ve got a Christmas date!”


  This frivolous phrase felt somewhat out of place at a long-standing, traditional Japanese restaurant like this, but our waiter paid it no mind as they delivered two plates of pickled vegetables to our table. They had a delicious contrast of purples and yellows.


  “I guess you could say that,” I replied once the waiter had left.


  “Hey, that’s wonderful! Not that I’m surprised. Er, sorry—that came out wrong.”


  “You’re ‘not surprised’?”


  “Well, I just meant it doesn’t surprise me that a woman as accomplished as you would have someone to spend the holiday with! But for two days straight, huh? Both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day? That’s quite a long date!”


  “No, no—I’m only spending tomorrow with my partner. The day after I’m meeting up with a good friend for dinner.”


  “Right, that makes sense. Christmas Eve is the more important holiday, after all.”


  Karin had said the same thing. But me, personally, I didn’t really see much of a difference in importance between Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, or even between friends and romantic partners. But my bearded accomplice insisted it would be much easier to pass off a dinner date on the 25th as a casual get-together compared to the 24th. Ultimately, I’d begrudgingly agreed.


  Still, regardless of which day it landed on or what your relationship with the person was, I couldn’t see how sharing a Christmas dinner alone with a member of the opposite sex could be seen as anything but a special occasion. For better or for worse.


  Apparently, Kii-chan’s Christmas plans were to have a girls’ night with some of her friends from college. To be honest, I wished that was what I was doing on the 25th as well, but alas. I lamented internally as my oyakodon and her kitsune udon arrived.


  It was Karin who came up with the idea of going out for a Christmas dinner with Hibiki. He tried to play it off like it was Kao’s fault for giving him the coupon catalog, but it wasn’t her decision to hand it over to me! Thanks for being so dedicated to the operation, partner!


  Still, I couldn’t help but think planning something on Christmas was a little too on the nose. When I expressed this, he assured me up and down that the average person doesn’t consider Christmas Day nearly as romantic as Christmas Eve.


  “But it’s still Christmas, isn’t it?” I’d asked. “Can’t we just do it another day?”


  “If the goal is to put you two in situations where he might finally confess his feelings,” Karin explained, “then doing things together that you’ve never done before seems like a good way to get there.”


  We were having this conversation with our voices hushed, at a diner we’d stopped at on the way back from Kao’s place that day.


  “I mean, you’re probably right, but still…” I conceded.


  “Also—and I know this is probably going to be an uncomfortable topic—but I’ve been thinking about where this operation is going lately, and I have some thoughts.”


  “I mean, all our conversations have been pretty uncomfortable lately, so go ahead and shoot. I’m pretty desensitized at this point.”


  Karin took a deep breath, then asked, “Well, how willing would you say you are to put yourself in, shall we say, ‘risky’ situations with our friend Hibiki?”


  “Don’t beat around the bush,” I said. “What are you really trying to say?”


  “I’m asking if you’re mentally prepared for the possibility he might try to make a move on you physically, assuming you actually succeed at creating a sufficiently romantic atmosphere between the two of you. Like, are you okay to potentially engage in a little bit of flirty touching with him, with or without the use of alcohol to make things easier?”


  I was this close to losing my cool and screaming at the top of my lungs in the middle of the restaurant, but I somehow managed to hold it together.


  “Hell no! Are you kidding me?!” I hissed at him in the most angry whisper I could muster.


  “Yeah, I figured,” said Karin. “Just thought I might as well bring it up. The more I think about it, the harder it is to believe he’d ever confess to you without you doing something pretty bold to elicit it.”


  “I mean, how ‘bold’ are we talking? Holding hands would be one thing—which I still wouldn’t want to do—but if he tried to kiss me or something? I think I’d literally just disintegrate right then and there.”


  “Very mature adult conversation we’re having right now, isn’t it?”


  “I mean, if I was okay with that, for the sake of argument—could you imagine me letting that happen, then waiting until he confessed to me to turn around and say, ‘Actually, sorry! I have a boyfriend, and we just got engaged!’? There’s no way!”


  Karin turned his gaze down toward his mug of black coffee for a moment.


  “I think it’s totally possible for adults to get a little caught up in the moment and only realize they’re making a mistake right before it happens,” he said. “Probably also plenty of folks out there who don’t even notice until it’s already too late, if I had to guess.”


  As I looked into his vacant eyes, I got an uneasy feeling in my chest.


  “Wait,” I said. “You haven’t cheated on your wife or anything, have you?”


  “…It was before we were officially married. But even still.”


  He went on to tell me the whole story of how it happened and made sure to insist on several occasions that I keep this all to myself. When he revealed the name of the lady in question, though, it was such a scandalous drama bomb that I could have literally jumped out of my seat and shrieked at the top of my lungs—but I somehow held it together. Only after he was all done talking did I offer a very noncommittal response.


  “M-man, that’s, uh… Damn. That’s something, all right.”


  I didn’t care that this was several years ago—what the hell was this idiot thinking?! This, from the guy who’d said we “know each other too well” by now to have any juicy secrets left! Meanwhile, he’d been hiding straight-up adultery from us this whole time!


  Why had he chosen to tell me this, I wondered, after all these years? Maybe because we were both mature enough now to be able to talk about these things like adults, without immediately burning bridges over a single judgment error, no matter how ­major. Or maybe he was just trying to help me feel mentally prepared to play the villain in this operation, in his own weird way. And I did appreciate him thinking about all this stuff on my behalf, don’t get me wrong—but still.


  He’d set up this whole “dinner date” thing by himself, actually. He’d reached out to Hibiki and concocted a whole story about how he’d made reservations for two at this fancy restaurant, but wasn’t going to be able to make it, and asked if Hibiki might be interested in going himself—preferably with a lady friend, because he’d told the restaurant it was a special occasion, and they’d assured him they’d include some cute cakes or whatever as a freebie. I knew Karin well enough to know he could sell a story like this as totally believable. And of course, he’d also mentioned that the coupons had to be used before the end of the year, and because the place had a huge waitlist, there was no chance of changing the reservation before they expired.


  “What is this, some sort of prank call?” Hibiki had asked with a laugh. “Didn’t I just tell you I was single the other day?”


  “Doesn’t have to be a romantic lady friend, you know,” said Karin, in the same casual tone of voice he’d rehearsed several times in advance. “Hell, you could even take Chizuru.”


  “Why her?” Hibiki had replied—without missing a beat, ­according to Karin.


  “I dunno—could be fun to do as a bit, right? Personally, I’d pay good money to watch you two go on a cute little Christmas date.”


  “Okay, so what you’re saying is you just wanna be able to tease us about it mercilessly until the day you die.”


  If asked, I’d have fairly confidently guessed Hibiki would turn this proposal down completely. And yet, whether a testament to Karin’s persuasion skills or Hibiki simply having literally nothing better to do, he ultimately agreed to take me on this so-called “Christmas date” without too much trouble at all. He’d sent me a LINE message shortly after this phone call that read: Sounds like we’re gonna be roleplaying as the Komagomes for a day, lol. Komagome was Karin’s last name; Hibiki’s was Narahara.


  Since the actual Komagomes would be out of town together in Kansai over the holiday, they were planning to have their Christmas Eve dinner date in that part of the country. And Karin—so help me God—if you ever betray your poor wife like that again, I swear I’ll murder you with my own two hands.


  Unsated by my oyakodon alone, I acquired a bar of sweet milk chocolate for myself, to make sure I had enough brain power to push through my afternoon workload—which I ultimately didn’t end up finishing until around 11 p.m. But thanks to my efforts, I was able leave work after only thirty minutes of overtime the next day, which allowed me to enjoy a nice meal at a fancy Italian restaurant with my partner. And in case anyone was wondering, yes, cake was included too.


  When the date changed to midnight that night, I said aloud, “There—now we can technically say we spent both days of Christmas together!” And yet, for whatever reason, my heart hurt. Maybe I was saying this more to convince myself than him.


  When I woke up the next day on Christmas morning, I went about my usual business. I didn’t start getting ready for that evening until the cold winter sun began to set.


   


  We were only eighteen then. I’d worn a leather jacket to school, with a guitar slung over my shoulder. The guitar was a gift from by brother, who was ten years older. Hibiki cut a pretty clean appearance back then; I rarely saw him lugging his gear around campus like I did.


  The first time I laid eyes on him was at the music club’s welcome party for new members. I remembered thinking he looked like the type of guy who’d go to karaoke and shout out cringey breakup songs at the top of his lungs, along with all of his similar-looking, cookie-cutter guy friends. And I didn’t mean that in a bad way, it was just my honest first impression. Though he’d later laugh when I told him this, stating he “wasn’t sure if he should be insulted or not.”


  We’d exchanged basic introductions at the welcome party, and I did spot him in some of my larger lecture hall classes a few times a week, so we were vaguely aware of one another. You made a lot of these sorts of acquaintances in college; I hung out with a ton of kids back then who I hardly ever stayed in touch with today. Hibiki had a whole lot of guy friends he almost never brought up nowadays as well.


  Then, one random day, we both happened to show up to the classroom a little bit earlier than either of our respective friend groups did. We made eye contact, and for the first time, we exchanged a little more information about ourselves than just our names. According to Hibiki, his first thought upon seeing me with a leather jacket and a Gretsch guitar case was that I looked like “the dictionary definition of a rebellious subculture girl.” Which was fine by me. But he probably meant it as an insult.


   


  When I made it to the hotel lobby we’d agreed to meet at for our dinner date, Hibiki was already there. The moment he spotted me, he let out an exaggerated wolf whistle as he admired my outfit—an all-green affair I’d coordinated in accordance with the dress code.


  “Damn,” he said. “Didn’t even recognize you at first. Not sure I’ve ever seen you dress like that before.”


  “You have,” I said. “Karin’s wedding, remember?”


  “Wait, really? I could’ve sworn you wore a leather jacket to that.”


  “Of course not, you idiot,” I said, nudging him in the elbow of the arm he’d draped his jacket over. This was a deliberate move on my part, spurred on by Karin’s encouragement to treat him a little bit differently than usual. To my surprise, though, this little nudge alone sent a jolt of numbness through my own arm like a static shock. It was probably just a mental thing, ultimately: I’d decided I wouldn’t completely rule out the possibility of something happening between us for the sake of tonight’s operation, and now his body suddenly felt like some foreign, unfamiliar object to me in a way it never had before. Something cold and rigid, not warm and friendly.


  In all honesty—though I of course had zero intention of revealing this to Hibiki, and was planning to do everything I possibly could to ensure things didn’t come to this—I actually had taken certain measures this evening, which I most definitely wouldn’t have if I wasn’t mentally prepared for the slight possibility something might happen. I’d even gone home from work rather than straight to the hotel for expressly that purpose, though I tried to excuse this behavior to myself while I was getting ready. Proper grooming is just a part of good female etiquette and preparedness—even if the other party never gets to see it.


  Meanwhile, Karin had told me he was so “antsy” about how things would go tonight that he’d decided to just “focus on work” to distract himself from thinking about it. I knew he probably wasn’t working on a damn thing, though—he just wasn’t that sort of guy.


  “Maybe it just seemed that way to you because I was wearing one in spirit,” I continued. “Like I always do.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” said Hibiki. “You’re a badass—we get it.”


  Neither of us took the lead as we walked toward the elevator, like one of us was escorting the other. Nor did we link arms like a couple. Sure enough for Christmas evening, all of the others riding up with us were paired as well, which created a rather intimate-feeling atmosphere. Most likely, we were the only two people on the elevator that weren’t actually a couple.


  I’d done some independent research on the restaurant’s homepage before heading over and came to the conclusion that the free meal vouchers were actually a pretty incredible value. So incredible, in fact, that I felt a little bad using them for an operation I might not even successfully pull off.


  We arrived on the top floor and gave our coats and bags to the concierge. We were then led to a dimly lit private room with a huge window that had an incredible view of the downtown nightscape. After our conversation the other day, I couldn’t help but feel like Karin had gone out of his way to request a table like this for us. It was all a part of his master plan, no doubt—that sly devil.


  Two bearded waiters in bow ties pulled out our chairs for us. I shot Hibiki a quick glance, then sat in the seat at the head of the table. We were roleplaying as husband and wife today, after all—it would only raise suspicions for us to act weird about it.


  After explaining the courses of the day, they handed us a leather-bound drink menu, then left us alone. Drinks were not included in the meal voucher, so we’d have to pay for those ourselves.


  “Go ahead, Mrs. Komagome,” said Hibiki. “Order whatever you’d like.”


  “You’re having way too much fun with this,” I said. “I ought to tell the real Mrs. Komagome you said that, so she can slap us both.”


  “Why would she ever do that? That wouldn’t benefit anybody. Heck, we could even order a bottle to give them as a gift.”


  This was just a hunch, but judging from the way Hibiki talked about her, I got the sense he didn’t know a thing about Karin’s little cheating scandal.


  In any event, we decided to kick the evening off with a toast, so we ordered two glasses of champagne. It wasn’t cheap, by any means, but it was a special occasion, so who cares. Mr. Accountant here certainly didn’t seem all that concerned about the price tag.


  After giving the waiter our order, he quickly brought out our champagne. We promptly clinked our glasses together. Hibiki actually looked like a proper gentleman for once as he took a sip—but it looked so uncanny to me I almost couldn’t help but laugh. Naturally, he noticed me staring at him and gave a predictably flustered “What?!” right on cue.


  He’d come straight from work today, apparently, and was wearing a dark navy suit with a brown necktie. It was a pretty plain color scheme, but that was in line with his usual style. 


  The first amuse-bouche they brought to the table formed a striking contrast of leafy greens and bright red cranberries on a white platter. Christmas colors.


  “Apparently, it’s not even Christmas anymore,” said Hibiki.


  “Huh?” I said. “What do you mean?”


  “I dunno, but I heard someone at work today saying it’s only technically Christmas until the sun goes down.”


  “Oh, huh… That would explain why everyone tries to get all their more important plans out of the way on the 24th, I guess.”


  “Yeah, did you have any ‘more important’ plans last night?”


  And there it was—the first “What the hell is this guy trying to say?” comment of the evening. But realistically, he was probably just probing to see if I had a special someone in my life right now. Naturally, I’d foreseen this query and prepared an answer in advance.


  “Went out for dinner with one of my younger coworkers, but that’s about it,” I said. “How ’bout you?”


  “I was working my damn butt off,” he complained, “because Karin demanded I make myself free for tonight.”


  “Well, glad you could make it. Sounds like all of us are pretty swamped this time of year.”


  “Been doing this gig for eight years, so I’m used to it by now. Oh yeah, I was gonna ask—what kind of job are you transferring to with this upcoming promotion?”


  “Oh, did I not explain that part? It’s a media marketing position. Gonna find out just how much it sucks to work with celebrities on endorsements. Yay.”


  “I hear it varies by talent agency. The ones who are signed to LDH are all super polite and respectful, I hear.”


  “Yeah, they’re like the jocks of the entertainment industry, apparently.”


  Obviously, most people only knew their public-facing personas, though, not who they really were as people. There were always scandals coming out about these teen boy band hunks who sing sappy romantic love songs, where they’d get caught cheating on their secret girlfriends or whatever. Maybe their companies just took great care to control their public image. Kind of like how Hibiki always tried to present himself as this slick, classy businessman type, when actually he still had a bit of a cute and charming childish side to him.


  Following the amuse-bouche was a course of hors d’oeuvres, which were even more colorful. After the waiter introduced each component of the dish to us, I knew exactly what Hibiki’s first move would be. He flicked his fork across his plate like a swordsman in training and swiftly scooped up a bite of the marinated scallops and bell peppers, which he then ferried straight into his mouth.


  Hibiki was not a fan of sour or acidic foods. He claimed he was “mostly indifferent” to them, but the way his cheeks winced as he hesitated before each bite told a much different story. I knew this about him, and so I always made sure to watch his expressions like a hawk whenever he was served something sour. I’d told him a thousand times he didn’t need to eat something he didn’t like—he could just leave it on his plate, or give it to someone who did—but he always forced himself to choke it down no matter what.


  I, on the other hand, had no issue foisting my least favorite foods onto others.


  “Here,” I said. “You can have my carrots.”


  “You should at least try them,” said Hibiki. “You might be surprised.”


  “Nah. It’d be a waste if I took a bite and then had to leave the rest.”


  I slid my plate over to his, and he grabbed his unused spoon to carefully carve out the orange bits from the terrine. There was just something about the smell of carrots—maybe it was the carotene—that I just couldn’t handle. When I’d mentioned this on the road trip, Kao said, “Wow, you and my four year old have something in common, then.” If I ever had the chance to eat at her place again, I’d be sure to commiserate with the little squirt about it. I was just overly sensitive to smells—that’s all.


  Since we were getting a multi-course meal at a fancy French restaurant, it only felt right to order to some French white wine after our champagne. Hibiki told the waiter he’d have the same as me.


  “Y’know, I’ve known this about you ever since college,” I said, “but you have a pretty high alcohol tolerance, don’t you? Even on the trip, you didn’t seem to get drunk at all.”


  “Oh, I get drunk, all right,” Hibiki said. “Just not to the point I start slurring my words and can’t remember anything the next morning—like you do.”


  “Hey, I already apologized for that! Wait—so you’ve never blacked out even once?”


  “Nope. I’ve heard that once you let yourself get to that point, it’s pretty easy to become an alcoholic. I always try to know my limits and only drink until I’m like 90 percent of the way there, maximum.”


  “Kinda like stopping yourself from eating before you start feeling stuffed?”


  “Sort of, yeah. I’m pretty terrified of getting to the point where I don’t even know what sort of horrible blunders I might make. I don’t have the courage to make a complete fool of myself like you do.”


  “Aw, put a sock in it! Well, I’ll buy you a cab if I have to tonight, so feel free to drink to your heart’s content!”


  “Uh… Thanks, I guess?”


  As he tilted his glass back, I could tell he found this offer a bit dubious, coming from me. After all, it was always me who’d been the hopeless drunk that needed tending to ever since we met. Like Kao, I always went as hard as I possibly could on any real night out. But today, I would be using that experience to my advantage. I should just think of it as one very, very long training arc leading up to this exact moment.


  After we finished our hors d’oeuvres and our plates were taken away, there was a lull in the conversation. Generally, I wasn’t the sort of person who minded silence one bit—I actually found it quite comfortable, in good company. But today, I had some questions I wanted to ask Hibiki, so I needed to make the best use of my time. These were not things I wanted to know for the sake of the operation, though, just as his friend.


  “So hey,” I started. “Where do you see yourself in five years’ time, career-wise? Like, what kind of room is there for you to move up in the world, as an accountant?”


  “Well, there are a lot of different options, obviously,” said Hibiki. “Could just keep working my way up the ladder at an auditing firm, could quit and try to become a corporate executive, could go into private consulting… Lot of folks go try to find a more lucrative position overseas too.”


  “Yeah, but what about you?”


  “Haven’t made any concrete goals as of yet. Just trying to focus on the work right in front of me, keep gathering more and more experience and skills, and hopefully find a better work-life ­balance, if I can.”


  “Fair enough. Slow and steady wins the race, right?”


  “Nah. I’m just living life one day at a time.”


  “Yeah, okay, cool guy.”


  He flashed me a sardonic smirk. Now it was time to hit him with my real question.


  “All right, then let me ask you this,” I continued. “What would you say your biggest dream is right now? Doesn’t matter if it’s work-related or not.”


  “Oh, we’re talking dreams now, huh? Okay…”


  As Hibiki folded his arms and thought this over, we were served our bowls of soup—a navy bean potage. I went ahead and took a spoonful while my companion was busy ruminating, and was immediately hit by a surprising spectrum of flavors steeped within the thick, creamy broth. I made sure to savor it as long as I could, letting the taste linger on my tongue a while before swallowing.


  Several spoonfuls later, Hibiki still hadn’t touched his; he was still thinking about the dreams question. Was it really that hard for him to come up with anything? Not that I minded him taking some time to formulate a more thoughtful response, as I was hoping for a genuine answer here.


  I’d been wanting to ask him this ever since the road trip, actually. When he’d referred to me getting transferred as a “good something,” it made me wonder what possible “good somethings” were lying in store for him somewhere down the line.


  More than anything, I guess I just wanted to know what it was he was looking forward to in life, given that he’d clearly decided not to actively pursue his feelings for me. Did he foresee something special happening in his future that would make it all worth it in the end, even if it meant having to bottle up his emotions in the present? Because if the only reason he was doing it was because he thought it was a necessary sacrifice to maintain balance in our friend group, it would be all the excuse I needed to destroy that notion once and for all.


  And I was fully prepared to do just that today. I wasn’t even thinking about whether I’d have to show some skin, or get touchy-feely, or even kiss him in order to make that happen. The only thing I was steeling my resolve for tonight was to shatter any delusions Hibiki might have that he was doing me, or any of us, a favor by lying to himself about how he felt. If something needed to happen in order for me to achieve that goal, so be it.


  “Y’know, I’m not sure I really have a dream,” Hibiki finally said.


  I just kind of looked at him for a moment, waiting for him to elaborate.


  “I mean, I’m really trying to think here, as you can see,” he said. “But while I’ve definitely had little short-term goals from time to time throughout my life, I don’t feel like I’ve ever had any major ‘dreams,’ per se. Not even back when I was a kid.”


  “People like that exist?!” I exclaimed. I wasn’t even being performative here—I found this genuinely baffling. “Weren’t you aiming to be an accountant all the way back in our freshman year, though? I always thought that was your dream.”


  “Nah. That was just a goal I set for myself because it felt like the right next step for me, to get from Point A to Point B in life.”


  “Okay, then what’s the next goal you’ve set for yourself?”


  “To finish my quarterly reports on time.”


  “Oh, come on. You’ve gotta have something more long-term than that.”


  “Long-term? I mean, I guess I can think about it… Why don’t you tell me your answer in the meantime? Assuming you’ve got a dream of your own right now.”


  I’d been anticipating this rebuttal too, though it wasn’t the sort of question I needed to prepare an answer for in advance. Which was exactly why I was so aghast that he couldn’t seem to come up with anything at all.


  “Oh, you bet I do,” I said. “Don’t think there’s ever been a period in my life when I didn’t have a dream I was working toward.”


  “Wow. Gotta give you props for that, I guess,” he praised—though the applauding that followed felt a bit sarcastic. “Ooh, wait, I know—why don’t you start by telling me the first dream you had that you could remember, then end by revealing your current one? Obviously, I’m sure I know what some of your college-era dreams were, but I’m curious to hear how they’ve changed over time.”


  “You really want me to embarrass myself that bad, huh? I mean, I guess I don’t mind, but still…”


  It wasn’t that I found any of my childhood dreams particularly embarrassing, in and of themselves. But the act of recounting them one by one to a friend who was no doubt going to tease me for them did make me feel a bit shy. But if this was what I needed to do in order to accomplish my objective today, I’d just have to grin and bear it.


  “My earliest dream, huh… Well, I don’t actually remember this one myself, but according to my parents…” I began. Hibiki put his first spoonful of soup in his mouth as he listened. “Apparently, I wouldn’t shut up about wanting to be a tatami mat when I grew up.”


  Somehow, he managed to repress the urge to spit out his soup at this, instead forcing himself to swallow hard to avoid a major table manners faux pas. He did, however, hang his head, staring downward for several seconds as he recollected himself. 


  “And here I was expecting something cute,” he managed, once he was finally able to open his mouth again. “Like you wanted to be a fairy-tale princess or something.”


  “How is that not cute?” I demanded. “Apparently, I loved rolling around on our house’s tatami floors so much, I told them that was what I wanted to be when I grew up.”


  “Gotta love how kids’ minds work. Didn’t wanna live in a house with tatami mats, or be a tatami mat maker, no sir—you wanted to be one.”


  “I mean, I couldn’t have been more than like, three, so I was barely sentient. But anyway, after my tatami phase was over…”


  “I love how you say that like it’s something every kid goes through.”


  “Isn’t it? But yeah, once my brain had actually developed, from about the end of kindergarten to the first couple years of elementary school, I really wanted to be an animal caretaker at the zoo.”


  My parents would take me all the time; the red pandas were my favorite.


  “Then in late elementary school, I wanted to be a hairstylist. And you wanna know why? I’m guessing you’re probably thinking it’s because I though the lady who cut my hair at my local hair salon back then was really cool or something, right?”


  “I mean, I was kind of thinking that. But what was the actual reason?”


  “Because I just loved the smell of hair salons. So much so that I wanted to live in one, but I knew there was no place to sleep there, so I’d just have to learn how to cut hair.”


  “And then lo and behold, you went on to work in the cosmetics industry.”


  “Yep. Though I definitely didn’t think to bring that up in my interview—it wasn’t like I was that serious about it back then. It’s just a funny little anecdote.”


  I thought back on the day I went in for my first interview with my current employer of seven years, when I was still fresh out of college. Who would have thought I’d meet my future husband there just a few years later? Definitely not me, since I was still madly in love with my then-boyfriend when I first got hired. And then we broke up immediately after that… Ah, memories. I still remembered bawling my eyes out to Hibiki about it.


  “Then, once I entered junior high, I started getting really into music, thanks to my older brother’s influence,” I continued. “Decided I either wanted to be in a rock band, or at least work at Tower Records. I think that was my main dream from that point on, all the way through my second year of high school—and you know the rest. If you’d asked me at any point between then and our junior year of college, I probably would’ve told you I wanted to be Sasaki Ryosuke.”


  He was the lead singer for a flood of circle, my favorite band of all time.


  “Right, I remember that,” said Hibiki. “I was so baffled by it; you didn’t want to just meet him, or be like him, no sir—you wanted to be him. But I guess that tracks with you wanting to be a tatami mat.”


  “What can I say? I’m nothing if not consistent.”


  “Consistently immature, maybe.”


  “Beg your pardon?”


  “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”


  I watched him take a sip of golden white wine through grinning lips as he deliberately averted his gaze.


  “Well, obviously, once I started seriously thinking about my future, I realized how ridiculous it was to want to become another existing human being, so I changed course. Around the same time, I started getting really into experimenting with making my own potpourris and perfumes and stuff using everyday ingredients. And I’d always wanted to make a living doing something I loved, if at all possible—so when I got the job offer to work at my current company, it was basically a dream come true.”


  Even though there was still plenty of things in my life that frustrated me on a day-to-day basis, I couldn’t help but feel thankful for where I’d ended up. Especially since I made good enough money to afford to drink fine wine like this every now and then.


  “What about that period of time you didn’t live in Tokyo?” asked Hibiki.


  “Oh, yeah—those three years were kinda rough,” I admitted. “I was struggling so hard to get accustomed to my new life that I kinda dissociated. My only dream was to buy some property and build a house in Hawaii.”


  “Yeah, I could see that. Especially living up there in the snow.”


  This was in my early twenties, when my job transferred me way up north. I didn’t have a single friend or acquaintance living anywhere near me. The only reason I survived was because I could still call or play games with my friends online, and they’d occasionally take the bullet train up to see me. I still remembered going to see some nearby tourist attraction I’d never been to before with Hibiki when he came to visit. 


  It was almost immediately after I moved back to Tokyo at twenty-six that I realized he might have the hots for me. All of a sudden, the nonchalant air he’d always given off seemed to a carry a new scent—almost like the slightest hint of pear. I didn’t tell Karin about this at the time; I figured he’d treat me like I was crazy. It was hard to convince other people of something based on little more than a hunch.


  “Honestly, I’d still love to have a vacation home in Hawaii,” I said. “But ever since coming back to Tokyo, my biggest dream has been to become president of my own company. As in, establish my own brand and build it into a success story from the ground up. Obviously, I know that’s easier said than done, but I’ve been learning a lot for that purpose over the years and making connections little by little.”


  “Yeah, I remember you talking about that.”


  “Really? Not sure I remember telling you.”


  “There was this time about a year or so ago when you got really drunk and started insisting you were gonna invent some new ‘pheromone-based soap,’ just for me, that would help make me ‘irresistible to all the ladies,’ or something along those lines.”


  All right—just go ahead and kill me now. I do think I did that. But obviously, I wasn’t going to just come right out and apologize, no matter how cringe it was.


  “G-guess someone must’ve ripped the page out of my common sense encyclopedia about not sticking your nose into your friends’ love lives unprompted…”


  “Nah. You probably just spilled booze all over it.”


  Just then, our waiter came by to collect our soup dishes and bring out the seafood course. Flounder poêle, apparently. I asked what “poêle” meant and was told it was a form of butter braising using a covered pan, not too dissimilar from pot-roasting. We both ordered another glass of white wine, choosing something different this time from the last; the wines were always delicious at places like this, but they definitely weren’t too generous with the pours.


  “Okay, I think my turn is over now,” I said. “You come up with a dream yet, big guy?”


  After carefully cutting off a bite of the tender white-meat fish and marveling at how delicious it was, Hibiki finally answered my question—albeit in an obtuse way.


  “Honestly, after listening to everything you said, I feel like I’ve realized I’m just not the type of guy who lives his life with some big dream he wants to achieve. Like, there’s no major aspiration or anything I’m working toward.”


  “People like that exist?!” I exclaimed for the second time, gawking at him. But Hibiki just nodded with an unaffected look on his face.


  “If anything, I feel like it’s people like you, who do dream of all these big things they want to achieve, that are the minority. I mean, look at the six of us who went on the road trip, for example. Other than you and Mai-san, I feel like everyone else is more like me in that regard.”


  “Yeah, Mai’s definitely a go-getter for sure…”


  From what I’d heard, ever since she was a kid she made sure everybody around her knew she wanted to work for a candy company when she grew up. And she’d put together a meticulous, step-by-step plan as to how she was going to get there. I wasn’t even comfortable putting her in the same category as me; she was way more scrupulous.


  “And then there’s Hanao, who’s just focusing on enjoying life as it comes, I think,” said Hibiki. “Wouldn’t really say Karin or Taiga-san strike me as the ‘listen to me gush about this dream I’m really passionate about’ type either, but I guess I’ve never really asked them about that sort of thing, to be fair.”


  “What about you, Hibiki?” I asked.


  “Hm?”


  “How would you describe your own way of living?”


  This seemed like a fairly natural next question to ask in my opinion—and yet, for whatever reason, Hibiki let out a snort of laughter as if to say, “Why would you even ask such a stupid question? Isn’t it obvious?” It was very unlike him. It almost felt like how an impudent teenager would scoff at a slow-witted adult who “just didn’t get it.”


  The scent of pear was lingering in the air yet again, and I caught a whiff—though not through my nose. It was almost as if it was wafting directly into my brain.


  “I’m living because I’ve got things worth living for,” said Hibiki.


  The next moment, the pear was gone without a trace. Scents were transient, after all; like people, they were always moving and flowing, never staying in one place for long. But just because it was gone didn’t mean it hadn’t existed.


  Just like that dreamy scent of nostalgia.


  “Okay, but I’m asking what those things are,” I clarified.


  “I think the biggest one is feeling like other people need me. It would make things harder for them if I were to just up and disappear one day. I guess you could argue that’s just an ordinary adult sense of responsibility, but when I think about my family or my workplace having to go on without me, it’s a pretty sobering thought. Or, God forbid, Karin bawling his eyes out over me and all the tears running into his beard.”


  “Okay, sorry, but I think I’d kinda pay money to see that.”


  I could accept this answer—but did his feelings for me enter into that equation? That whiff I caught a moment ago seemed to suggest they might, but it was a little too hazy to say for sure. If he really liked me so much that he felt I was one of those “things worth living for,” logic would dictate he’d have confessed those feelings by now and tried to “lock me down.” So why hadn’t he?


  The only explanation I could think of at the moment was he was too afraid of rejection. If confessing might risk severing our relationship altogether, he’d rather just keep it to himself to ensure I’d always stay a part of his life in some capacity. Yet even so—and maybe it was all the shojo and shonen manga I’d read growing up that made me think this—if he really liked me that much, why hadn’t he said so sooner?


  This was not to say that I was yearning for some alternate timeline where he and I had gotten together years ago and things had played out differently. Sure, there might have been a possibility of something happening, but I found that hypothetical far less compelling than the reality I was actually living, in which I’d already found someone I wanted to marry and grow old with. I’d take that over a mere “what-if” scenario any day. And we were still friends, weren’t we?


  So why had he scoffed like he thought I couldn’t possibly understand how he felt? That honestly hurt me more than anything.


   


  When we paid the bill, I couldn’t help but be reminded of the taste of the cheap shochu highballs he and I used to drink together back in college, for some reason.


  After retrieving our coats and being walked to the door by our waiter, we left the fancy restaurant behind. As we took the escalator down alongside another young couple, the dazzling Christmas lights strung up throughout the whole hotel were so overwhelming it was kind of hard to form any sort of impression of them. Eventually, we made it back to the ground floor, about two hours after we’d first arrived. We stopped in front of the giant tree in the lobby and looked at one another.


  “So what’ll it be now, Mrs. Komagome?” asked Hibiki.


  “Well, it is Christmas, and we are fake-married,” I said. “Might as well go a little longer, I say. Plus, I took tomorrow morning off.”


  “Well, aren’t you prepared. I’ve gotta go in at my normal time, sadly.”


  “Okay, we’ve gotta make sure you get at least three hours of sleep, then.”


  “Easy there, kiddo. We’re not in college anymore.”


  Neither Karin nor I had considered the possibility of him being too busy to hang out after dinner, so I decided to lay on the peer pressure a bit—which worked, thankfully.


  “Okay, fine—I can stay out a little longer,” he said, shaking his head with a smile. “But where do you wanna go? I know a few spots around here, but it’s prime bar time right now, so they’ll probably be pretty crowded.”


  “Yeah, good point,” I said. “Hmmm…” 


  I’d insisted to Karin that I was good at pretending to brainstorm.


  “Oh, wait!” I exclaimed. “I think I might know a good little hole in the wall we could go to, actually.”


  “Yeah? Cool, where is it?” asked Hibiki.


  “Probably about fifteen minutes from here by cab. Usually, there’s this guy named Narahara Hibiki who lives there, but I’m pretty sure he’s out right now.”


  “Okay, I really need you to stop treating my place like your personal private event space,” he said with an unamused smirk. “But whatever, I’m down for that. I don’t have any alcohol or snacks at home though, so we should probably swing by a mini-mart on the way.”


  Normally, we would have just taken the train (assuming they were still running), but I hit him with the nonsensical argument that “since it was Christmas,” we should just hire a taxi. My main concern was the train line we’d have to take to his place would go right by my workplace as well. If I were to get caught red-handed going home with him by one of my coworkers, I’d be in deep shit—though maybe Hibiki surmised as much, which would explain why he went along with the idea so easily.


  During the taxi ride, I made the suggestion that we should see if Karin was off work and wanted to join in the fun remotely. Hibiki was under the assumption he was still away in Kansai on a business trip, but in reality, he was already back in Tokyo by now—I was only making this suggestion as a smokescreen to not give away my ulterior motives for paying a visit to Hibiki’s place tonight. Karin and I had already agreed he wouldn’t pick up the phone if we called and would later just say he was out at dinner with a client or something.


  Once we arrived at our destination, I psyched myself up for the main event. If only our little husband-and-wife roleplay at the restaurant had been enough to get him in the mood to confess, but alas. I didn’t have any delusions that it would be that easy. I wasn’t some twenty-year-old, self-absorbed college girl who expected men to grovel on their hands and knees for me at the drop of a hat—anymore, at least.


  Hibiki paid our cab fare using the screen on the back of the passenger seat before I even had the chance to protest.


  “You can pay on the way back,” he said jokingly.


  “Yeah, okay, cool guy,” I said, almost reflexively.


  We stocked up at the convenience store by buying some whiskey, oolong tea, and ice to fill Hibiki’s pathetically empty fridge, which he claimed only had a two-liter of sparkling water in it right now. I also went ahead and grabbed some chocolate and some cheese-coated fish strips for myself, while Hibiki threw some peanuts, gin, and cheap wine into the basket as well. I footed the bill this time around, as a sort of facility use fee for renting out his place—though I made sure to tell him it would only be a one-time payment.


  And so, at last, we arrived at Hibiki’s surprisingly spacious bachelor pad.


  He’d moved here before I was living in Tokyo and had been here about five years now. But when he first invited me over to the place, I genuinely couldn’t believe he wasn’t sharing it with a roommate. Maybe he’d had a girlfriend who was basically living there with him for a while—I couldn’t say. But regardless, it was way too massive for one man living all by himself. And he agreed with me on that, apparently. It was also way too nice on the inside for a single guy’s house, at least compared to other guys’ apartments I’d visited. I knew Karin would probably get on my case for ogling it so much. 


  The spacious entryway opened up even more into a living area with a classy rug over dark hardwood floors, a high-quality sofa, a nice wooden coffee table, and almost exclusively indirect lighting. The bedroom, which was only separated from the living area by a sliding door, was much the same. Since the office was on the opposite side of the apartment, along with the bathroom, he argued he’d made a point of keeping the bedroom as laid-back and cozy as the main living space as a sort of “work-life” balance thing, but… Well, with all due respect to Hibiki, there was a time Mai and I were here drinking while he was out of the house, and we’d both agreed he clearly intended for this to be the “dedicated sex room” for whenever he happened to bring a girl home with him. Sorry, Hibiki. No offense.


  “You want me to hang your coat up for you?” he asked as I took my shoes off in the entryway. “Or you could just throw it on the ground again like last time, if that’s more your thing.”


  “Oh, don’t worry—I’m not too picky about that,” I said. “Here, thanks.”


  Not wanting to be too much of a lookie-loo in someone else’s home, I went ahead and took a seat on the sofa. It really was a nice couch: good texture, not too hard, not too soft. But as soon as I let my butt sink into the cushions, I noticed a new photo hanging on the wall. I flexed my legs to stand back up to get a better look. It was pinned to the corkboard hanging over the low bookshelf across the room. It was the only photo on it, amid a bunch of random sticky notes.


  It was a picture Mai had taken, of the six of us on our recent road trip.


  “Oh, wow—you actually made a print of this?” I asked.


  “Yeah!” he shouted back. “Got a new printer recently that’s got photo printing capabilities, so I figured I’d give it a shot.”


  “Nice…”


  I averted my eyes to resist the urge to cry, then went back to sit on the sofa. Not long after, Hibiki came out of the kitchen with two glasses full of ice and a bottle of chilled sparkling water. He’d taken off his jacket and necktie and loosened up his collar a bit. I’d never paid any attention to his collarbones before, but now that I’d noticed they were on full display, I was struggling to figure out where to look instead.


  We mixed some highballs for ourselves, then dialed Karin’s cell—just as we planned, he didn’t pick up. I’d actually sent him a quick update via LINE while we were in the cab, and it had immediately changed from Sent to Read. That was good enough for me.


  In the end, we gave up on trying to get ahold of him and decided to clink our glasses together to have a toast with just the two of us. We’d already had four glasses of wine each at the restaurant, but obviously this wasn’t nearly enough to get either of us drunk. The night was still young, so I asked if Hibiki had anything we could do to kill the time while we drank. Normally, I would’ve been down to just boot up a multiplayer FPS game or something, but I knew I’d probably get so invested in it that I’d forget to even drink. And since tonight’s operation did kind of hinge on the use of alcohol to some extent, I couldn’t afford to let that happen.


  Having surrendered the sofa to me as the guest, Hibiki sat down on the ottoman diagonally across from me. But then a few seconds later, he got this look on his face as if he’d just had a great idea and stood up again. He walked over to a corner of the living room and grabbed a long rectangular black box, which he brought back and set on the coffee table. It was about the size of the foldable wooden shogi board we had at my parents’ house—maybe a little bigger.


  “You ever played backgammon before?” he asked, opening it from the side without a hinge to reveal a whole army of round black and white pieces and two dice.


  “I remember trying to play the version that came installed on our family computer as a kid,” I said. “And then immediately closed out of it because I didn’t know the rules.”


  “Well, I promise it’s super simple for grown adults, so it should be a pretty good time killer, I think.”


  “Huh. Didn’t know you were a fan of board games.”


  “I’m not, really. You’d know if I was. This was just a gift from a coworker who totally misunderstood when I told them I was a big fan of games. I’ve never actually played a match, though. I’ve only read up on the rules.”


  Suddenly, I was feeling a lot more interested. If it was really as simple as he claimed, there was no risk of me getting too emotionally invested in it. I agreed to be his opponent for his first ever backgammon game, then took a swig of my highball. I could taste the sting of it in my nose—sharp and sweet.


  After arranging the pieces on the game board, Hibiki gave me a quick and concise rundown of the rules. The more I listened to him explain it, the more I couldn’t help but wonder why this game wasn’t more popular despite being so well-known; it was almost too simple. Basically, you just rolled the dice and tried to move your pieces toward to the goal area before your opponent did. Whoever got all of their pieces there first was the winner—but if an opponent’s piece landed in the same spot as yours, your piece got sent all the way back to the starting position, and vice versa. It was so easy to play, even while intoxicated, that I considered whether it had been designed to be a drinking game from the start.


  “Damn,” I said. “Drinking whiskey while playing backgammon with an old chum on Christmas night? Are we in an old Western painting or something?”


  “I think we need to wait another ten years or so before we can legally call each other ‘old chums,’ but maybe that’s just me,” Hibiki joked as he rolled the dice to determine if he’d go first. When it was my turn to do the same, I prayed I’d still remember this moment in ten years’ time. But then I accidentally threw the dice so hard that they rolled onto the floor.


  And so it was that we started moving our pieces across the board one by one, while listening to the medley of Christmas music Hibiki had put on in the background as a joke. During the first few turns of the game, I honestly had no clue what the right kind of strategy was for a game like this, so I just focused on moving as many of my pieces as far forward as I possibly could. Hibiki seemed to have the same idea, which led to us only “blocking” and “hitting” each other (to use the standard backgammon terminology) by pure coincidence every now and then. Eventually, I started to realize this wasn’t just a game of luck decided purely by who got the better dice rolls. Sure, luck did decide how far you could advance, but choosing which pieces to move, and setting up hits and blocks, mattered more on a turn-by-turn basis.


  Also, despite its simple rules, it was actually a pretty thought-intensive game once you started getting into it. Matches ran pretty long, apparently. After a while, we both went totally silent and just started focusing on the game. We glared down at the game board with rapt attention as the ice crackled in our glasses every now and then. We were both much too consumed by it to engage in casual chitchat! This was no mere time-killer. I should have seen this ­arduous war of attrition coming, knowing who my opponent was. The thought of throwing the match just to get it over faster did cross my mind for a split second—but no, that was preposterous. While I was obviously just a beginner, it seemed to me the dominant strategy was to set up the board so your opponent couldn’t advance their last remaining piece forward even one space.


  At one point, when it was my turn, Hibiki grabbed both of our glasses (which now contained nothing but melted ice) and headed into the kitchen. I could hear him rinsing them out and putting new ice cubes into each. The sound of him opening the fridge door and the sweet pop of an aluminum can cracking open were like music to my ears. As he brought the new drinks out for us, I could smell the scent of gin wafting up from the transparent liquid. He knew I was the type who liked to change up what I was drinking as the night went on.


  “Thanks,” I said. “Also, can we just take a moment to appreciate how this game isn’t actually simple at all?”


  “Yeah, it’s got my head spinning over here too,” said Hibiki.


  Hibiki cradled his glass of gin and soda as well, and we both took sips between turns—though the alcohol surely wasn’t going to help us think any better. The current song playing over the speakers was John Lennon’s “Happy Xmas.”


  In the end, after a grueling forty-minute back-and-forth, it was me who lost the battle. And not because I thought it polite to let the host win, or because I was too distracted thinking about the next steps for the operation. No, I just lost, plain and simple. I wasn’t the type to just laugh off a loss like this either, so I admitted defeat and hung my head in disgraced frustration. Hibiki laughed at me, as was his right.


  “I’ll beat you next time when we’re sober!” I asserted. “Just you wait!”


  “Wow, blaming it on the alcohol and vowing revenge as you run with your tail between your legs,” said Hibiki. “You’re like a small-time cartoon villain who never learns.”


  This rubbed salt in the wound, so I reached and shoved him in the shoulder, the only part of him I could reach from where I was sitting. He didn’t even budge, though, so I went to shove him again—and this time, he grabbed me by the wrist.


  “Easy there, kid,” he said, then let go of my arm. “You’re gonna make me spill. We don’t wanna have another incident like when Mai spit wine all over the Game of Life.”


  He closed up the backgammon board, then got up to put it back.


  Left alone there on the couch, I just kind of stared blankly down at my wrist, where the feeling of his touch still lingered.


  That was the first time he’d ever grabbed me like that. And yet, judging from the way he reacted and his facial expression, he wasn’t feeling the same tingling sensation right now that I was—not even a little bit. That was all on my end. I couldn’t see any hint of tension, or discomposure, or exhilaration in his body language whatsoever.


  In other words, assuming he viewed physical contact the same way I did, he wasn’t even thinking about the possibility that something could happen between us. He’d apparently already convinced himself the odds of that were approximately zero, so obviously he thought nothing of a little wrist grab like that. Now, that wasn’t to say he didn’t still have feelings for me, or wish something might happen, it just meant he had no expectations in that regard and refused to act on such desires. Which, to be fair, was pretty much the only “socially correct” option he had available to him, after we’d known each other for over a decade and been so close for so long. We’d touched fingers plenty of times before, or thrown our arms around each other’s backs, or even fallen asleep on the floor at parties next to one another, and thought nothing of it.


  Because we were friends, and that’s all there was to it.


  After pouring a little whiskey over the remaining ice in my glass and throwing it back, I decided to make myself something stronger this time. No mixer—I wasn’t about to get drunk off these watered-down cocktails. And more importantly: I wouldn’t be able to make him think I was drunk. I was going about this all wrong.


  “I think you should probably have a couple glasses of water first,” said Hibiki.


  “You always know the right thing to say, don’t you?” I replied. “Have you considered that maybe sometimes I want to make the wrong choices?”


  If anything, him always having such good judgment when it came to only saying the “right thing” was probably why he’d never opened up to me about his feelings at all.


  I was reminded of what Karin had said during our first strategy meeting—about how, if Hibiki were the type of guy who’d try to make a move on me while I was dead drunk, he’d cut all ties with the guy himself. But he was probably just blowing smoke.


  Don’t worry about that, Hibiki. Let’s just make a little mistake together tonight.


  Seeing as I was now drinking straight liquor on the rocks, Hibiki walked over to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of what was undoubtedly the cheapest wine either of us had drunk today by far. He came back into the living room and cracked some sort of joke about how all his dishes were hand-me-downs, “even cheaper than the wine.”


  I needed an in. Something that would give me an excuse to touch him or vice versa without it being weird or uncalled for.


  Having mentally exhausted ourselves playing backgammon, we decided to play a game that required far less brainpower this time, inspired by our recent road trip. I’d played this one with Mai before as well: You each planned out a sort of dream vacation for yourselves—choosing a destination, what time of year you’d go, how you’d get there, what sorts of stuff you’d do, et cetera—then shared your answers with one another once you were done. There was no winner or loser, you just kind of compared and contrasted, and enjoyed the novelties and quirks of the other person’s way of thinking.


  “I’m gonna go this upcoming spring,” I said. “I always have more motivation when things feel right around the corner.”


  “Who are you taking?” asked Hibiki. “Same six from last time?”


  “Nah, let’s just keep it to the two of us. I feel like if you try to plan a trip with that many people, you’ve gotta be at least on Mai’s level, or it’ll be a total disaster.”


  Thinking about a hypothetical vacation with Hibiki reminded me of that day he came to visit me when I lived up north and we went sightseeing. Even back then, I had a feeling his excuse about visiting relatives who lived up there was a lie.


  The Christmas medley playing on the TV had now given way to some late-night programming in another language. But that was just fine: Random foreign words I could only understand half the time were the perfect background music for doing work on my phone.


  We’d also changed seats. While I was away using the bathroom, he’d moved to the sofa, claiming it was the “homeowner’s turn to use the comfy seat,” but I’d just gone ahead and sat right beside him anyhow, which he chuckled at. It was my first time sitting side by side with him on the sofa; I hadn’t realized it was spacious enough for two until now.


  Even though it was just a game, and a ploy to give me an in, I actually put a fair bit of thought into planning my little vacation. Obviously, I knew the idea of going on a spring getaway with just me and Hibiki would probably only ever be a fantasy, but the idea of going with my best friend to visit their hometown did appeal to me. It wasn’t all that far from here, and yet I hadn’t been to that area since my parents took me there as a little kid. I decided to do some basic research on what the local specialties and sightseeing spots were. As we both fiddled around on our phones in silence for a while, the sound of ice crackling in our cups almost felt like the sound of putting sticky notes in travel magazines.


  Okay, done. It’s not on Mai’s level, but pretty good for a beginner, I’d say.


  On day one, we’d meet up first thing in the morning, then take an hour-ish train ride to our destination, where we’d drop off our luggage either in a coin locker or at our hotel. There was a shrine I wanted to visit, with a thick bamboo forest surrounding it that I could get lost in like a little girl wandering through a fantasy world. After having our fill of that, we’d return to the station for an early lunch—a whitebait bowl sounded good to me. Then, once our bellies were full, we’d take the train along the coastline. There was an album we both knew that dedicated one song to each station on that line, which we could listen to together on our iPhones as we rode. 


  We could go see the giant Buddha statue, as cliché as that was—though Hibiki would probably make a quip about how he’d been seeing it ever since he was a kid, so it wasn’t anything special to him. If we were particularly inspired by a song on the album, we could be adventurous and hop off at that station—maybe take a little walk down onto the beach. It’d probably still be pretty cold that time of year, but I bet we could have a super deep and meaningful heart-to-heart while gazing out at the ocean. As evening fell, we’d make our way back toward the hotel and look around in all the little local curiosity shops, even though we had no intention of buying anything. Maybe we’d pick up a local treat of some sort, like those melon buns from last time, then worry if we’d still have room for dinner afterward. Then we’d agree to keep things light and go eat little appetizers while we drink at a local izakaya. We’d head back to the hotel plastered drunk, check in, and then maybe head back out for a bit more shopping before returning to play a round of backgammon in Hibiki’s room. This time, I knew I’d win for sure—I couldn’t wait.


  “Chizuru?” said Hibiki.


  “Hm?” I said.


  “You okay?”


  It was only after he said this that I realized there were tears streaming down my cheeks—so endlessly that they were dripping down from my chin onto my plaid skirt. And here I’d promised myself I wasn’t going to cry today. And yet, painting this little fantasy in my head—one that I knew might very well become totally impossible after what I did here tonight—had made me so emotional I just couldn’t help it. My weak tear ducts had betrayed me again.


  “Oh, shoot, sorry…” I said. “Guess all the reminiscing mixed with alcohol made me a little emotional. I’m good though, I swear.”


  “If you say so…” said Hibiki. “What do you mean by reminiscing, though?”


  For a moment, he looked confused—but then his eyes ­widened in shock.


  “What’s that face for?” I asked.


  “Hey, don’t talk about my face when you’re the one bawling her eyes out,” said Hibiki. “And I was just thinking that maybe you and I might have picked the same destination, that’s all.”


  With a knowing smile on his face, Hibiki handed me his smartphone. As I slid to unlock the screen, another two teardrops dripped onto it. 


  Hibiki’s hunch was slightly off.


  We had, in fact, picked different destinations.


  I’d chosen his hometown. He’d chosen mine.


  “It’s close enough that even if it was a busy time of year for me at work, I’d probably have time to eat breakfast and still make it to work on time the following day,” he explained. “Plus, I’ve only ever been there on business, so I figured it’d be a good excuse to actually check out the area for once. Didn’t know it was famous for spaghetti napolitan. I’ve always wanted to spend more time there, since it was also kinda the stomping grounds of a lot of my favorite bands as a teenager. And I figured, since I’m not a very good trip planner myself, I might as well bring someone along who can give me the grand tour for free, y’know?”


  As he flashed me his usual sardonic smirk, I could tell he wasn’t saying any of this because he had a master plan, or ulterior motives in mind, but purely out of affection for me. Whether that was just as a friend, or as the girl he liked, I could tell there was nothing remotely malicious behind these sentiments. I was the only villain here.


  And I was just fine with that.


  I decided to use this as my in, even if I had to be a bit forceful about it.


  “Wow, you just can’t get enough of me, can you?!” I teased, leaning over.


  Was I being too hasty here? No, this was fine; he’d already made me cry, after all. I was fully justified in launching a counterattack. To be honest, I didn’t want him to give me any more warm and fuzzy feelings tonight—I knew it would just dull my resolve to keep having fun like this.


  I pushed him on the back shoulder, even though I knew it was a bit uncalled for, then raised my voice to sound extra annoying as I downed the rest of my glass. My throat burned—but that wasn’t nearly as important as making him think I was totally hammered. My plan this whole time had been to make him think the alcohol had really started to hit me while playing the vacation planning game, and this last drink put me over the edge.


  If there was one word of advice I could give to my past self, or any younger kids out there who might be listening, it would be this: Sometimes, grown-ups will lie about how drunk they are as a means to achieve their own selfish ends. It’s a devastatingly unfair technique that only experienced adults can pull off—don’t be fooled by it.


  “Well, guess what?” I asked. “I was planning on making you my tour guide too.”


  The best way to fake being drunk off your ass was to pretend to have sudden, drastic emotional swings—so after giggling at this and handing him my phone to look through, I promptly furrowed my brow and set about making my lips tremble.


  “God, Hibiki… You’re always like this, I swear…” I said, almost whimpering.


  I knew I wasn’t a very good actor, so I really had needed to wait until there was just enough alcohol in my system to pull this charade off, but not too much. The tears I’d shed a moment ago were an unintended side effect of that—but at least I wasn’t bawling my eyes out this time like I apparently had a few months back. No, this time I had full control over my body, thankfully, and I would definitely remember all of this tomorrow morning.


  “What are you even talking about?” asked Hibiki. “I’m always like what?”


  “Oh, come on! Like you don’t know!” I said. “I mean, just the other day, you were… Wait. What was I talking about?”


  “That’s what I want to know. You’re not being very articulate, my friend.”


  “Nah, I’m fine. What was I saying again? Uhhh… Oh yeah!”


  I sat up straight, stretching out my back like a drunk person who was clearly trying to convince their friends they weren’t actually drunk at all. Then I started randomly touching my neck all over. Both of these behaviors were apparently habits of mine—things I was very liable to do whenever I got totally wasted, according to my fiancé and Karin. Though I’d been completely unaware of this until they told me.


  And I had one other trick up my sleeve too.


  “Did you know Karin told me my boobs are too small the other day?” I asked.


  “Bullshit,” said Hibiki. “Karin would never say something like that.”


  Wow, he has so much faith. Hibiki just laughed at my claim as though they were the nonsensical ravings of a drunk, then gulped down the remaining little bit of wine in his glass. I assumed this was because he wanted to pour himself another—but just as he was about to stand up, I grabbed him by the broadcloth fabric of his dress shirt and yanked him back down.


  “Hey, don’t leave!” I demanded. “Listen to me!”


  “Oh, great… She’s getting touchy-feely again,” he said.


  “Wait, what do you mean, ‘again’?”


  “You love hanging off of me when you get drunk. You just don’t remember.”


  “Seriously?! Oh god, my bad!”


  “It’s fine. Now, what were you about to say?”


  “Oh yeah, uhhh…”


  Still clinging to the sleeve of his shirt, I took another swig of whiskey. My glass was almost empty now as well.


  “What was it, again…” I mumbled.


  Pulling the shirt closer to me along with its wearer, I placed Hibiki’s right arm on my lap and then started tracing the contours of his middle finger with my own. Then I circled back around it and started walking my index and middle fingers up from his wrist to his elbows, like a pair of legs climbing up a set of stairs. This was, apparently, another common drunk habit of mine that I’d been totally unaware of, but which was corroborated by multiple eyewitness accounts. Even I didn’t know what the point of such a gesture was—but I knew I’d probably done it to Hibiki countless times over the years, especially judging from the unamused look on his face as he just let it happen.


  “Oh, right!” I said. “He said I ‘look like the sort of girl who’d wear a leather jacket’! Can you believe that?!”


  “So?” said Hibiki. “Aren’t you the one who says you’re always ‘wearing one in spirit’?”


  “Yeah, because I am!” I gave a silly grin for a moment, then suddenly got serious again. “Anyway, my point is he totally meant it as an insult. It was just his way of saying I’ve got no curves and a manly face, apparently.”


  “So what you’re saying is you’d be super popular at an all-girls high school.”


  “Mine was co-ed, but I did get chocolates on Valentine’s Day a few times, yeah.”


  “Oh yeah? And just how many poor girls’ hearts did you break, huh?”


  “Ha! Please. Like you’re one to talk, Mr. Girl-of-the-Week!”


  “Wow! Excuse you!”


  I found it amusing how he was still trying to have a proper conversation with me even though he thought I was totally drunk. You’d think, after having been through this song and dance with me so often, he’d just brush me off at this point.


  As he laughed incredulously at my last comment, I boldly reached out with my right hand and combed back the right half of his middle-parted bangs.


  “Okay, what are you doing?” he asked.


  “Y’know, I gotta admit…” I said. “You’ve gotten pretty darn handsome yourself over the past few years, Hibiki.”


  “What are you, my mom?”


  “Nah. Just appreciating my friend’s good looks, that’s all.”


  I actually sort of meant this too—even if I’d obviously never say it to his face under normal circumstances. Hell, even under the influence, I had to finish off with an exaggerated nod and then immediately avert my eyes to stave off the embarrassment.


  If I were on the receiving end of something like this, I knew I’d probably either get super flustered, or take it as a joke and burst out laughing. But Hibiki didn’t look fazed in the slightest, nor did he make any attempt to pull his face away from my hand.


  “Okay, you don’t have to be so close,” he finally said. “You’re making my eyes twitch.”


  “Awww, c’mon…” I said. “No need to be shy…”


  Once I started teasingly running my fingers up and down his sides, however, he scrunched up his face as though I was actually starting to annoy him a little bit, and gently grabbed my wrists to put a stop to my tickle torture. At this point, I honestly felt like he could have easily wrapped his arms around my back and gotten away with it, no problem.


  But he didn’t. He hadn’t. Which meant we were still us. Wow, great sentence, Chizuru. I could feel my vocabulary starting to slip in real time.


  Whenever I drank, I liked to imagine myself walking around, carrying a giant wine glass, as a representation of my alcohol tolerance. The more I drank, the more this hypothetical glass filled up with pure alcohol, and if and when it finally overflowed, it meant I was about to puke, or black out. Right now, I was right on the edge, with only about three milliliters of room left to spare in that glass. Which meant I had to be very careful, because I couldn’t just put the glass down now—I had to keep on walking, and carrying it with me, even though the slightest misstep or change in direction might make me spill it all over at this point. Either that, or I’d just trip and fall flat on my face. That was how I visualized my own drunkenness.


  And tonight, I needed to settle things before it got to that point.


  But how could I possibly get Hibiki to admit that he liked me? I was already embarrassing myself pretty bad over here!


  “Gotta admit, I’m pretty jealous,” I said. “I’ve never really liked my own face, and I definitely don’t think the years have been as kind to me in that regard as they have to you.”


  “I mean, I wouldn’t say I’m much of a Casanova myself, personally,” said Hibiki while he poured a bit more whiskey in his wine glass as though he still had plenty of gas left in the tank. When I reached out to try to steal it from him, he juked me and set it on the floor on the opposite side of the couch where I couldn’t reach.


  “Well, what do you think about my face, then?” I asked.


  “Your face?” said Hibiki.


  I splayed my hands like a flower under my chin and flashed him the most cutesy expression I could muster. Which actually helped, because I knew I would probably die of embarrassment if I’d tried to ask him this question with a straight face. Hell, maybe that smug, triumphant grin Mai always did was just a ploy to cover up her own shyness too, now that I thought about it. Perhaps I’d just gotten a tiny glimpse into how one of my good friends’ brains worked after more than ten years of knowing her.


  To be clear, the reason I was asking him how he felt about my face wasn’t because I was fishing for compliments to reassure me Karin’s assessment was wrong—I wasn’t that insecure. But I figured I might as well ask, just to be safe! Because you never know; maybe Hibiki actually agreed with him in that regard!


  The TV was now showing some special on the Alps or the Himalayas or something, and let me tell you, holding this exaggerated expression for so long while my whole face was being illuminated by the bright white glow of the TV was not among my favorite things in the world. At this point, I didn’t even care if Hibiki called me a big fat uggo—I just wanted him to hurry up and get it over with. I knew he was just going to say something snarky to cover up how he really felt regardless.


  “You’ve always had a nice face, Chizuru,” he finally said.


  “Pardon?” I squeaked, at least two octaves higher than my normal voice. It was so high-pitched it actually made Hibiki flinch a little bit. He reached down to grab his glass from the floor and take another swig. After clearing his mouth, he lifted his free hand and casually pointed his finger in the general direction of my face.


  “But now I’d say your looks finally match your age,” he said. “Honestly, you look a lot more attractive now than you did when we first met, if you ask me.”


  “Hibiki…”


  Had he just let it slip? His whole facade? That easily? I mean, he was literally calling me attractive to my face. How else was I supposed to interpret that?


  “Are you confessing to me right now?” I blurted out.


  Hibiki very nearly spit out his drink at this, but managed to somehow disperse that potential energy by leaning forward to hold it in. Then, with his eyes still closed, he took two deep breaths through his nose as if trying to steady himself, before he finally gulped down the liquid in his mouth and set his glass safely on the floor. Then he turned to me, lowered his head, and clapped his hands together.


  “Hell no!” he finally said. “Are you kidding me?!”


  He burst out laughing—and for once, his smile lacked any hint of sarcasm or cynicism. He almost never smiled wholeheartedly like this, like he really meant it. And while normally I would have said this rare “true” smile was one of his most attractive features, right now I couldn’t help but feel a little insulted by it.


  “Pretty sure I’ve told you this before, but I’ve always had a bit of a complex about my face looking too ‘wimpy’ compared to other guys,” he explained. “So I’ve always been a little bit jealous of you in that regard, since you’ve got some really strong, confident features, regardless of your gender. And all I was trying to say just now was that I think you’ve reached the point where your age matches those features in a flattering way.”


  A moment later, like an aftershock of the earthquake of laughter he’d let out a moment ago, Hibiki snickered through his nose.


  “Man,” he said. “I haven’t heard anyone talk about ‘confessing to someone’ in a romantic sense since I was in high school, I think.”


  It was only then that I had the harrowing realization I might have tried to do something like this to him before while intoxicated. But I knew it was far too late to apologize for that now—especially because, when I was this intoxicated and annoyed, my body moved faster than my mouth could spin together a string of words.


  To be honest, I didn’t even know what I was trying to do here. All I knew was I was failing miserably. But since I wasn’t ready to give up just yet, I rose to my feet and turned my whole body to face Hibiki. Then, I put one knee on the sofa and placed my left hand on the back of his neck as he looked up at me in blank disbelief.


  “You and your mixed messages, I swear…”


  This would be my last (deliberate) attempt at making a move that night.


  I wasn’t sure exactly what caused it, but I assumed that when I tried to lean my body forward to hang over him, my knee must have given out from under me. And once I lost my balance, that was that—my inner wine glass had officially spilled over. Though whether it was due to that misunderstanding just now, or my sudden flare of anger at him laughing at me a moment ago, I couldn’t say. But now all that spilled alcohol was seeping its way into other parts of my brain that weren’t normally meant to handle that much liquor, and trickling down into my limbs as I tried to move them.


  No longer able to support my own weight, my entire body pitched forward and fell right on top of Hibiki. Thankfully, I was able to partially catch myself by bracing one hand against the sofa, so our heads didn’t conk together or anything, at least—but we definitely still ended up in a highly compromising position. And now my brain was short-circuiting.


  I knew that when I woke up the next morning, I would still remember everything I said and did after this. But I also knew that when I told Karin about what happened tomorrow, I’d need to preface it by making him swear he fully acknowledged that my actions from this point onward were not made in sound mind or judgment.


  I did not immediately move to pull myself off of him.


  “God, Hibiki…” I mumbled. “Why do you have to be like this…”


  I could feel a gentle warmth grip my shoulders. He was probably trying to help me up. But then all of a sudden, my nose found a question that needed answering—so I ignored his help and instead leaned my face in even closer, right into the nape of his neck.


  “You smell really good…” I mumbled. “What is that?”


  “Probably just my hair product,” he replied.


  No, it wasn’t that—it was something much deeper. A fragrance I knew I’d be able to smell even if I stopped breathing entirely—a bittersweet scent that seemed to speak directly to a more primal part of my brain, hidden beneath the alcohol and adrenaline.


  Then, without a moment’s hesitation, a veritable torrent of tears began to pour out from my addled, malfunctioning head. The current ran straight from my eyes down to my lips, carrying the salty taste of my most vulnerable inner emotions in their course.


  “I’m sorry, Hibiki…” I said. “I’m really sorry.”


  In retrospect, I knew I was acting like a child. I knew I was almost thirty years old. But it was a lot easier to say these things in hindsight than in the moment.


  “I know we’re just friends,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


  Hibiki relaxed his grip on my shoulders. I could hear the sound of his hands falling limply back down onto the sofa. I didn’t know how he’d interpreted this last line of mine—one that could potentially ruin the entire operation. I figured he probably didn’t read into it quite that much, but his next words seemed to shoot right through this lone show of weakness on my part, and dash any remaining hopes I might have had.


  “It’s fine. Like you said: We’re friends. No need to overthink it.”


  It was at this point I completely lost all control of my emotions. Only after my face was completely disheveled and my makeup had run all the way down to my chin was I finally able to sit back on the couch like normal, drink the glass of water Hibiki had brought for me, and blow my nose on some tissues. Even after this, the tears just kept on coming, so at Hibiki’s insistence, I lay flat on the sofa and just focused on taking deep breaths as I apologized profusely for ruining the night over and over every few seconds. He assured me it was fine, promised to check on me and wake me up in the morning, and told me I should just try to get some rest. I nodded. I didn’t think I had it in me to go home right now, and even if I did, something told me it would probably just make Hibiki think even less of me, leaving after all that like nothing had happened.


  Eventually, after a lot of slow, measured breathing, I finally managed to calm down. It seemed Hibiki had noticed this too, as in my half-conscious stupor, I could hear him moving around the house and taking care of some chores now that he was confident I’d be okay without him. I could hear him taking out the garbage and washing the dishes. Then, a little while later, blow-drying his hair and brushing his teeth.


  At some point, I felt a heavy blanket being draped over my body, and I nodded when asked if it was warm enough. I’d even built up enough energy reserves at this point to hold up my hand and make an “OK” sign with my fingers, which got a little laugh.


  As the lights went off in the living room, and I felt myself begin to drift into a deep slumber, the last thing I heard before falling asleep was not the “good night” I expected, but the sound of soft humming—to the tune of a song about the moon.


  Chapter 7


   


  “AGAIN, THIS SITUATION was entirely a result of my own lack of moral accountability, and I deeply apologize to all of our shareholders for betraying their trust in me.”


  “Okay, this isn’t a press conference,” I said.


  Chizuru showed up to our year-end remote debrief meeting in a suit (probably because she hadn’t had time to change after getting home from work) and proceeded to outline her failures to me in great detail, while also requesting a temporary moratorium on the operation as a whole. I had to agree: Just one look at her face and I could tell no one was going to be confessing to her anytime soon in this state, let alone Hibiki.


  Apparently, mucking up her attempt to be a bit more physical and assertive with Hibiki had hit her pretty hard. It tanked her motivation, and she also claimed her nausea and cold feet had come back with a vengeance. She kept apologizing to me over and over, and talking about what a horrible person she was—there was even one point at which she let slip that she “didn’t want Hibiki to hate her.” That she was actually at a point where she thought this was a real concern took me aback. The only advice I could give her, despite the fact her time limit was drawing nearer and nearer, was to just try to put those thoughts out of my mind until the new year was over and to take it easy for now. 


  Part of the reason for that was because I was starting to give up as well, in light of the fact that Hibiki still refused to say anything to her, even when she resorted to such drastic measures. But whether the operation would continue or not was up to her, ultimately. For now, I just had to stand by and wait for its mastermind to recover.


  So when Mai-tan put together a little last-minute New Year’s party for the group, Chizuru decided to sit that one out. Being the unmatched organizer she was, Mai-tan promised she would hold a separate girls’ night to include Chizuru later, so no one had to feel left out. That would have been the end of it, except Hibiki’s schedule also didn’t happen to line up for the New Year’s party, so we were forced to plan a separate guys’ night as well.


  At first, it seemed like the plan was to pick a venue that would be easy for Hanao to get home from, but then she revealed in our group LINE chat that she’d be “Staying at Mai’s place!” for the night, so we ended up picking a yakiniku joint downtown. It was a fairly famous restaurant, which was a bit of an unusual pick by Mai-tan’s standards.


  And so, on the second Saturday of January, I arrived at the agreed-upon establishment, gave my name, and was ushered to a private tatami room in the back. Upon opening the sliding screen door, I could see the other three were already sitting around the fancy low table. They turned at the sound and gave me a jokey little bow.


  “Happy New Year, everybody,” I said, and started taking off my jacket as everyone wished me the same. After hanging it on the wall, I sat down in the open spot next to Taiga-san and across from Mai-tan. It was a sunken kotatsu-style table with room to hang your legs underneath.


  “We decided to go with the full-course meal,” said Mai-tan.


  Then, as if right on cue, our waitress opened the screen door to ask if we were ready to begin with our first course yet, and handed us the all-you-can-drink menu that came along with our meal. I ordered a lemon sour, and the other three went with beer.


  “You got gout or something, Karin-chan?” one of them teased.


  “Nah, nothing like that,” I said. “It’s just that I drank nothing but beer on New Year’s when I was celebrating at home with the wife, so I think I’m good on it for a while.”


  Never would I have imagined, back when I first met these guys, that we would still be drinking together like this until we were old enough that the topic of gout could come up completely unironically.


  Along with our drinks came our first food item: a platter of various kimchi, which the waitress proceeded to portion out to each of us on our fancy little serving plates. After an initial toast, we all dug in. I loved the sour taste of pickled vegetables.


  “Too bad Hibiki and Chizuru couldn’t make it,” I said, suddenly reminded of the former’s distaste for this exact sort of dish. I figured the others would simply nod in agreement at this—but for some reason, Mai-tan and Hanao exchanged a meaningful look at one another as though they had something to say about this. I glanced back and forth between them, confused, until eventually Hanao said, “You tell him,” and Mai-tan let out a sigh of resignation.


  “The truth is,” she said, setting her chopsticks down, “there’s a reason for that, Karin-kun. And I’m sorry for not being upfront with you about this from the start.”


  “Yeah, me too,” said Hanao, who’d already downed more than half of her beer.


  Meanwhile, I had no idea what in the hell they could possibly be talking about. And Taiga-san seemed too invested in eating his pickled cucumber to care.


  “As you’ll recall, it was me who chose the venue for this evening.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said. “Thanks for your services as always, Mai-tan.”


  “Don’t mention it. But anyway—while obviously I couldn’t have anticipated Chizuru getting sick,” Mai-tan began, referring to the fake illness Chizuru had come up with to get out of coming tonight, “the truth is, we were kind of planning the whole event from the start in a way that would make sure neither she nor Hibiki-kun could make it.”


  “Well, damn. I guess a good organizer like you would be able to pull something like that off, wouldn’t you… But why, though?” 


  “I’ll get to that in a moment, but since we planned this together in secret without you, I just wanted to start off by apologizing for deceiving you, first and foremost.”


  As she bowed her head in apology, I couldn’t help but give a little bow myself.


  “Um, so what was the purpose of this whole thing, then?” I asked.


  “I’ll explain that now, but feel free to start eating while I do!” said Mai-tan.


  As soon as she was done apologizing, Mai regained her usual air of smugness and started pushily urging me to try the food as though she’d cooked it herself. I obliged. As I chewed my first bite of kimchi, Hanao called the waitress over and ordered a highball.


  “Well, to fully explain it, I’d have to go all the way back to our senior year of college, actually,” said Mai-tan. “But for now, let’s just flash back real quick to last year. Remember how you and I started talking about the road trip, and then I reached out to everyone?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “And thank you for your services there again, by the way.”


  “Don’t mention it—that whole vacation was a blast. But see, we actually had a secret objective we were trying to achieve on that trip that we never told you about.”


  “We as in us,” said Hanao, raising her hand. Apparently, the two of them had been in cahoots somehow—and it had something to do with me?


  If this were a novel or a manga, you’d probably call something like this a plot twist. And indeed, if this were one of the books my company put out, I’d be all for it. But in real life, I wasn’t so sure how I felt about it. Usually, these things came with pros and cons.


  “The truth is, we’ve been trying to hook Chizuru and Hibiki-kun up with each other for a long time now,” said Mai-tan. “Since way before the road trip, actually.”


  “…You don’t say,” I murmured. To think that there was another group working toward the same objective as us, and for even longer… And yet, even so, “Guess that doesn’t surprise me too much. I mean, they were literally talking about not having anyone to marry and whatnot throughout that whole vacation, so.”


  “Exactly! And the main reason we didn’t mention this to you was because we knew you still play video games and stuff with them—we didn’t wanna risk there being any potential leaks.”


  “Probably a good call. I get pretty loose-lipped when I’m drunk.”


  “Yeah, right,” said Hanao. “Like hell you do.”


  This little comeback seemed to clear the apologetic tension in the air completely. Still, I found it pretty amusing to think these two had been conducting their own version of Operation Heartbreak unbeknownst to us—though obviously, with a different end goal in mind. Though I’d soon learn just how naive I was for thinking it was just some harmless little attempt at playing cupid on their part.


  Hanao’s highball arrived.


  “Come to think of it,” I said, “I do remember Chizuru mentioning that you two gave her a hard time about him when you were in your hotel room. But did you do anything else aside from that? Obviously, I remember you joking that she should just marry him—but was the cringe video compilation part of that plan too?”


  “That was all Mai’s doing,” said Hanao. “Freaking showboater.”


  “Yeah, Kao really chewed me out for that,” said Mai-tan. “Said it was ‘friendly fire’ for me to embarrass everyone else in the process.”


  “Me, all I did was try to keep her engaged with conversation in the baths long enough for her to get lightheaded, and then made sure to mix her drinks with way more alcohol than everyone else’s.”


  I dropped my next bite of daikon kimchi on the table. And it wasn’t just for show.


  “Honestly, I was pretty surprised at just how smoothly the whole thing went,” Hanao continued. “Even the part where Hibiki went on a little walk with her up to the roof because he was worried about her being too drunk was all part of the plan.”


  “Jesus,” I said. “Is nothing off-limits to you people?”


  I retrieved my fallen piece of daikon and put it in my mouth, then used my wet towel to wipe the remaining spill off the table. I couldn’t help but laugh: Considering how aggressive Hanao had been, our own operation sounded almost adorably innocent by comparison. While I generally tried to keep thoughts like this to myself, I couldn’t help but shudder at how relentless girls could be among themselves at times.


  “Wait,” I said. “But how do you two know they went up to the roof to get some fresh air? Weren’t you both in the hot springs at the time?”


  Hanao tilted her highball back with the rim to her lips and raised her pointer finger to indicate the person sitting directly beside me.


  “Taiga-san…” I said.


  “They dragged me into it, I swear,” he said.


  Good god, they even hired their own spy. I gave the two of them a very disapproving look as Taiga-san let out an awkward chuckle. Come to think of it, he’d made a comment trying to recommend Chizuru as a candidate to Hibiki too at one point, hadn’t he?


  “But in the end, it seems like there wasn’t any significant change in their relationship,” said Hanao. “By the end of the trip, they were still right where they’d started: just friends.”


  “So? Nothing wrong with a little vacation with friends,” I said.


  “Yes, but it wasn’t supposed to be that sort of trip. Also, I wanted to apologize to you a little bit myself, for doubting and manipulating you without any explanation. Which is why tonight, all the food and drinks are on me—it’s the least I can do to apologize.”


  As if the waitress had heard this declaration from Hanao, the screen door opened right on cue, and our second course arrived: a large platter of thinly sliced raw meat, arranged in a lovely spiral pattern. As I admired it, I racked my brain to try to figure out what Hanao could possibly be referring to in regard to her “manipulating” me. Also, I had no intention of letting her pay the entire bill. I was an adult. I had money.


  “Honestly, I never would’ve expected that you’d play so perfectly into our plan, Karin-chan,” said Hanao. “It’s enough to make even someone like me feel kinda bad.”


  “Are you talking about how you made me deliver that contract in person?” I asked.


  “No, I meant the date night meal voucher. See, I kinda had a hunch you were up to something ever since you approached Mai with the idea of going on a road trip together, which only grew stronger after I heard you explicitly passed on going up to the roof with them because it was ‘too cold out’ that night. So, I figured that if I gave that coupon catalog to you, you’d probably give it to either Hibiki or Chizu-nee—and I was right on the money.”


  “Uh, Mai-tan? Your friend is scaring me.”


  It was rare for me to get goosebumps, especially from my own friends, but this coming from the same woman who’d played the stressed-out mom card and given me the excuse that she and her husband “didn’t go to fancy restaurants anymore” because of how hard it was to wrangle the kids? Hell, I’d bought that hook, line, and sinker! Mai-tan seemed to agree with me, at least, judging by the way she firmly nodded her head.


  “Incidentally, I heard the gist of what happened on Christmas from Hibiki when I called him after that to ask a few questions about year-end taxes,” Hanao explained.


  I’d told her the story we’d cooked up over the phone prior to this—about how I’d made reservations for me and my wife to go, but we weren’t ultimately able to make it, so we gifted them to Chizuru and Hibiki instead. I figured it was probably best to come clean about that to her, as the person who’d initially gifted me the coupon book, so that she didn’t find out from someone else later—but I definitely wouldn’t have expected her to pursue Hibiki for more details so soon.


  “If only something would have happened between them on Christmas, that would have been the end of it, but alas,” said Hanao. “Seems like nothing did, so here we are, finally resorting to headhunting you, Karin-chan. After all, we’re clearly working toward the same objective, so why don’t we team up?”


  “I see… So that’s what this is all about…” I said.


  “Our goal here is to help make Chizu-nee and Hibiki get together. Isn’t that basically what you’re doing too? Also, I know he’s been trying to act oblivious this whole time, but Taiga-niki is totally in on this too. He was keeping us updated on every little thing that was happening in the guys’ room while we were at the hotel. And also leaking all of the details to us about what an amateur you are at masterminding this sort of thing.”


  “Taiga-san…” I said, shaking my head—as my older friend simply looked at me like a deer in the headlights and shrugged.


  Now I didn’t know what the hell to do.


  If I did come clean about our own operation here, and agree to collaborate with them, it might open up quite a few new possibilities that could benefit us too. Having someone as assertive and relentless as Hanao on our side could definitely prove useful, and an excellent planner like Mai-tan would probably come up with a slew of ideas I’d never even think of. Even Taiga-san might be a good asset, for how unsuspecting he was.


  And yet, the fact of the matter was we were working toward fairly different objectives. They wanted Chizuru to get together with Hibiki, while we were trying to break his heart. These goals seemed directly at odds with one another.


  That said, it could be argued that, although our final destinations were different, we were both traveling down the same road to get there. It was entirely possible we could make fairly good traveling companions, at least up until the point where Hibiki confessed—so long as I didn’t reveal our true objective, of course. Not to mention, we were operating on a fairly tight deadline, and Chizuru’s morale was at an all-time low. And I probably didn’t have what it took to turn things around all by myself.


  “Come to think of it,” I said, “why are you guys so intent on hooking them up with each other now, after all this time? Judging from how you asked about their respective relationship statuses on the trip, I assume you couldn’t have known they were both single going into it, so it seems a little weird you’d plan this all out in advance.”


  I was partly just asking this to buy time, but I also did feel like I deserved a bit more information from them before I decided whether or not I’d accept or reject their proposal. Though the fact that I was keeping my own cards so close to my chest in spite of this was a testament to what a shrewd, cynical adult I’d become.


  “I’ll answer that,” said Mai-tan, raising her hand. “So, in Chizuru’s case, I knew from one of our girls’ night video chats about a year ago that she had a boyfriend at the time. However—and this isn’t just me speaking, Kao agreed with me on this too—knowing Chizuru, I figured the likelihood of them still being together at this point was pretty slim.”


  “Yeah, I don’t think she’s ever had a relationship that lasted longer than six months, max,” said Hanao, chiming in. “Not even back in college.”


  This was very true. I wasn’t sure if it was just that she couldn’t manage to find a guy who had the same cartoonish passion for lovey-dovey romance that she did, or what—but I couldn’t think of a single relationship of hers that had lasted more than three months, even. That was probably why she hadn’t said anything about this one until the engagement was already sealed. In other words, if this guy had lasted a full year with her and ended up popping the question, I assumed that most likely meant they were a pretty good fit for one another.


  “So basically, we’d agreed that, if she happened to have gotten herself another boyfriend in the meantime, we’d cross that bridge when we came to it,” said Mai. “But for all intents and purposes, the plan was to try to get her and Hibiki together around when she’d just gotten out of a previous relationship. Though in actuality, we weren’t planning to actually start working toward anything until January of this year—the whole road trip thing forced us to move our plans up a bit.”


  “As for Hibiki,” said Hanao, “the fact that he didn’t happen to be in a serious relationship right now was just pure luck, honestly. Taiga-niki’s been keeping us posted in that regard by checking in with him every now and then.”


  Taiga-san nodded in agreement. Hanao had mentioned he’d stayed in contact with her and messaged her anytime he saw her art in public. Something told me those messages probably contained updates on Hibiki’s relationship status too.


  “Why this January specifically, though?” I asked.


  “Because Chizuru’s gonna be turning thirty, remember?”


  Right—her birthday was January 22nd, and this would be the year she finally joined the rest of us, who were already in our thirties.


  “I’m sure you already know this about her, Karin-chan, but that girl loves to act like she’s the main character in a romance manga sometimes. Which brings us back to what Mai was saying about how this all started back during our senior year of college—so I’ll hand it back over to her, while I go order myself a refill.”


  “Wow, I see how it is!” said Mai-tan. “Well, get me another beer while you’re at it! Anyway, sorry about all this, Karin-kun—you see, Kao and I have been saying that the two of them should just hurry up and date each other ever since college. We really thought they’d be a great match for one another, given her proclivity for breaking up with people so quickly, and the fact that he’s probably the one guy who actually understands how she ticks. And after telling her this over and over, and her shrugging us off every time, there finally came a point in our senior year that she relented and made a promise to us.”


  As a guy who enjoyed clichéd love stories as much as she did, I could already see where this was going, so I braced myself for impact.


  “She said,” Mai went on, “that if she got to age thirty, and neither of them were married yet, she’d think about it. As in, she’d finally give him a chance.”


  “God, that is so like her!” I exclaimed, face-palming.


  And yet, while I couldn’t help but chuckle at the notion that anyone would ever drop a cheesy, tired line like that in real life, I also felt a sudden chill run through me at just how morbidly ironic this timing was, given the fact that Chizuru almost certainly didn’t remember saying this herself. That, as well as a sudden hunch that Hibiki might even have made a similar vow to himself—something I dearly hoped I was wrong about. I shuddered as I flagged down the waitress Hanao had called over and ordered a drink cut with hot water.


  I would not have thought that Mai-tan and Hanao’s scheme was so elaborate that it stemmed all the way back to college. 


  Beside me, Taiga-san mumbled, “Wow, how romantic…” He was, perhaps, the single least convincing grown-up out of all of us.


  It was crazy to think that, had certain things happened just a year sooner or later, Chizuru and Hibiki might be living in a very different reality than the one we were stuck in. The flow of time could be so very cruel sometimes.


  “And what about you, Karin-chan?” asked Hanao. “Why are you finally trying to set them up with each other now, of all times?”


  This was a totally fair question. But since we were working toward completely different aims—almost like enemies in this regard—I wasn’t sure how to respond. My goal was to break Hibiki’s heart beyond recognition; it simply wasn’t compatible with theirs in any respect. Having said that, would working together to coax Hibiki into confessing his feelings still be the most optimal strategy here, given the time constraints?


  Mai-tan apparently picked up on my hesitation, as she cut in to clarify.


  “Just so you know, we’re not trying to force them to get married right this instant or whatever!” she explained, waving her hands back and forth in front of her face. “We just think it would be a waste for the two of them to not at least try going out with each other at least once before they die, y’know? I know Chizuru probably considers him too much of a friend for it to not feel a little weird right now, but she also did say during the trip that she feels more comfortable with him than anyone else—so if she could just get over that hump, I feel like she might genuinely be more happy with him than any other guy.”


  “Not to mention, they’d be over thirty years old,” said Hanao. “It’s not like they wouldn’t be mature enough to just go back to being friends if things didn’t work out. Right, Karin-chan?”


  “R-right…” I said, nodding by pure reflex.


  “My thoughts are more or less the same as Mai’s. I can appreciate that they’ve known each other too long for it not to feel a little weird at this point, but I love the idea of them as a couple so much that I just don’t care. And I feel like it would be silly to let a little embarrassment or pride or whatever get in the way of choosing what is probably the single best option available to be happy for the rest of your life. I don’t want them to regret not having given it a shot, you know? Anyway, I think that about sums it up—you can go ahead and give your take now, Taiga-niki.”


  “I think more than anything, it’d be nice for Hibiki—who’s always been so thoughtful and considerate of others—to have a safe, reassuring place he could go home to where he feels totally comfortable.”


  “I mean, same here,” I said, blurting out the first words that popped into my head as I struggled to keep my heart from overruling my brain. As an adult, I should know better than to go running my mouth like this when my mind still wasn’t made up. And yet, this did help me realize I’d been operating under a pretty big misunderstanding: namely, that my friends and I were not actually in opposition to each other on this subject whatsoever.


  Yes, they wanted the two of them to get together, and yes I was trying to break Hibiki’s heart so he could move on—but the underlying motives behind these two goals were exactly the same. We simply cared a lot about the two of them, wanted them both to be happy and to live without any regrets. That was all there was to it. The feelings were so pure and honest that I felt embarrassed for ever thinking I was being deceitful.


  I thought back on everything Chizuru said the day we first hatched the operation.


  If she wanted to be mad at me for this, so be it. I knew it was a betrayal of sorts.


  Obviously, there were certain things I wasn’t at liberty to reveal, so I’d have to abridge things a bit. And probably make a few redactions so as not to create any awkwardness between the two of them that they’d need to address things down the line.


  “So, uh… The thing is…”


  I proceeded to explain that Chizuru did in fact have a boyfriend to whom she’d recently gotten engaged. But I told them the reason she hadn’t told anyone yet was due to her fiancé asking her to keep things under wraps for now, due to his own complicated family situation—the only reason I knew was because I’d happened to bump into them together in public. I also told them that the whole road trip thing, the dinner date, et cetera were all my idea: As someone who was all but certain Hibiki had a massive crush on Chizuru, I wanted to try to give him an opportunity to express his feelings before it was too late, so that he wouldn’t have to keep them bottled up inside for the rest of his life.


  The three of them looked pretty surprised to hear all of this at first, but that initial shock soon gave way to introspection. I figured they were probably tracing back through their memories for any evidence they’d overlooked that might have hinted at this.


  “Dang… So she’s already engaged, huh…” said Mai. “And it’s only Hibiki-kun who’s got a one-sided crush… That definitely throws a wrench in things…”


  “I know… I was so convinced they were secretly in love with each other, but just didn’t realize it,” said Hanao. “Okay, be totally honest with me, Karin-chan: Do you get the sense this engagement will actually go through? And are you positive about Hibiki having a one-sided crush on her?”


  “In terms of the engagement, all I can say is that this definitely feels a lot more serious than any of her previous relationships,” I said. “As for Hibiki, obviously I can’t read his mind, but I’d say I’m about 99 percent certain. And I don’t think he’s in denial either.”


  “And I take it he has no idea that Chizu-nee’s gotten engaged?”


  “If he did, I guarantee he would have brought it up by now.”


  “So let me get this straight—and to be clear, I’m not trying to criticize you here—but do I understand correctly that what you’re effectively trying to do here is force Hibiki to confess his feelings to Chizu-nee, knowing full well she won’t be able to accept them, so that he can come to terms with that rejection and move on?”


  “Correct.”


  It definitely did sound pretty bad when you summed it up succinctly like this. Hanao followed this up with a disapproving click of her tongue—though I assumed it wasn’t aimed at me, or meant to imply any guilt on my part about all of this.


  “Well, if your intuition is correct,” she said, “then I’m even more confused as to what the hell Hibiki’s deal is. You mean to tell me he’s been allowing the girl he’s in love with to keep spending the night there, all this time, without even once trying to make a move on her? He’s just giving her a free place to crash when she’s plastered drunk, purely out of the goodness of his heart?”


  “Guessing you mean the time he teased her about on the road trip,” I said.


  “Well, there’s that too—but apparently, they were drinking at his place on Christmas after their dinner date too, and she started getting all touchy-feely with him—and he just put her to bed! He even laughed while telling me this, as though it was just a funny little anecdote!”


  I’d heard this story from both of them as well. Hibiki had gone out of his way to omit and gloss over Chizuru’s most embarrassing blunders, while Chizuru described, in great detail, just how disgraceful and pathetic her behavior had been.


  “Yeah, to be totally honest,” I said, “I’m starting to think that, if he couldn’t say anything to her in a situation like that, this might be a lost cause altogether.”


  Not a single one of us had finished eating our raw meat sashimi, yet our next dish had already been delivered: stewed beef tongue. Naturally, none of us made any move to dig in to that either.


  “Remind me again,” Mai requested, “when was the last time Hibiki-kun had a girlfriend?”


  “As far as I know, his last serious relationship was around five, maybe even six years ago.” I looked to Taiga-san to confirm this, and he nodded twice.


  “And you think he’s been secretly crushing on Chizuru ever since?”


  “Quite possibly.”


  “Man, I’m worried about that guy. Obviously, I want him to be able to tell her how he feels so he doesn’t have to live in regret or whatever, but just imagine having the girl you’ve been in love with for years turn around and get married the moment you tell her how you feel. Especially a girl with a dating history like Chizuru’s.”


  “Yeah, which is why I think it’d be best to just rip the bandage off ASAP. Don’t get me wrong—I think it would be great if you guys’ plan to try to hook them up with each other could work too, but given that Chizuru already has a serious partner, I think it’s probably best that we just focus on letting Hibiki air out his feelings for the time being.”


  “Mrrrrrrmgh…”


  This grumbling came from Hanao. She’d been awfully quiet ever since her little rant, leaning back and gazing up at the ceiling with her hands braced behind her back—so this sudden groan of annoyance felt like a siren going off out of nowhere. Not that I couldn’t relate to how she was probably feeling; I had no idea what to do about Hibiki either, honestly. If he were a more passionate and assertive guy, we could probably just wait until Chizuru made the wedding announcement, and that would probably put him into crisis mode so hard it would make him confess. But knowing how thoughtful and considerate he was of others, like Taiga-san said, there was simply no way he’d ever be selfish enough to try to crash a good friend’s wedding, no matter how deeply he was in love with her.


  “As I said earlier, the only reason I’m telling you three this now is because I’m kind of at a loss on how to move forward by myself, and I figure it might help if we could put our heads together on this,” I said. “But as you can imagine, it’s very important you all keep this information to yourselves for the time being, and—”


  “Hey, can I say something?” Hanao interjected, apparently ready to rejoin the conversation. Her arms were folded, and her eyes were closed as she tilted her head to one side. Then she blinked a couple of times as she turned to me and said: “So, I want to be very clear that what I’m about to say isn’t a joke or a bit or anything, and I really don’t want anyone to laugh or think less of me for suggesting it—so can you all agree to just keep an open mind and hear me out?”


  “Uh, that’s quite the foreboding disclaimer… But sure, I guess.”


  “So, it sounds like we more or less know how we all feel about this situation, aside from Hibiki not ever explicitly admitting to having feelings for her…”


  I leaned forward and listened with rapt attention. Knowing how aggressively straightforward Hanao could be, it was entirely possible she was about to put forward an option I’d never even considered.


  “Well, if everyone but Chizu-nee wants the two of them together,” she said, “then wouldn’t the quickest and easiest solution be to just change her mind about that?”


  “I mean, maybe if she wasn’t literally already engaged,” I said.


  “So what? I mean, heck, even if they already filed the paperwork, you can rescind that for a pretty small fee.”


  The mere notion of this felt extremely disrespectful to Chizuru’s autonomy—and I probably would have said as much, had she not prefaced it with that long-winded disclaimer. Mai-tan’s eyes went wide as saucers, and Taiga-san rubbed his chin between his fingers as he waited for Hanao to elaborate.


  “I mean, if Hibiki’s maintained his silence for this long already, I think we can safely say he’s not gonna change his convictions now,” she said. “But an engagement’s basically just a flimsy little contract you can easily tear up. So if you wanna talk about which one of them is more likely to fold, I think the answer’s obvious. And you all want to see the two of them live happily ever after together, right? And we know Hibiki does too, obviously.”


  I’d been good friends with Hanao for over ten years now, just like Chizuru and Hibiki, so I knew she wasn’t merely trying to beat us in an argument here. Whenever she got this emphatic, it was because she was literally trying to crack the very foundations of our common sense and make us reconsider everything we thought we knew.


  “I know that’s how I feel, anyway,” she went on. “Why the hell should I suddenly give a damn about some surprise fiancé I’ve never even met?”


  I wanted to rebuke this outright—but I was struggling to scrounge together a comeback that had anywhere near the same level of conviction as the argument she was making, or at least one that didn’t come across as trite.


  “He’s the man that she chose,” I said. “And we need to respect that.”


  This was the very best I could manage.


  “You sure she’s not just settling?” asked Hanao. “How do you know she’s not just going along with it because she’s worried about getting older, so she said yes to the first halfway decent guy who proposed? Or maybe just one who makes a ton of money. Or maybe he’s just really hot. And honestly? Under any other circumstances, I wouldn’t have any problem with her choosing to marry a guy for any one of those reasons—except that I know Hibiki’s feelings for her are more genuine than that. And I want the two of them to be happy, together. Period. End of story. So tell me, Karin-chan…”


  I could see her next question coming from a mile away—yet this didn’t make me dread it any less. Kind of like those mornings when you wake up just a minute or two before your alarm went off.


  “Don’t you feel the same?” she asked.


  “Mai-tan, could you please talk some sense into her?” I deflected.


  Unlike in our business interactions, I knew that Hanao and I were on equal footing right now—and yet, being put in the position where I was forced to choose between siding with her and Chizuru, I couldn’t help but turn to our group’s most reliable voice of reason. But to my surprise, her usual smug expression was nowhere to be found—and in its place was what looked like the face of a woman crushed by guilt.


  “Well…” she began. “I definitely don’t think an engagement is something you can just write off as utterly inconsequential like Kao apparently does.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “Finally, some common sense.”


  “But I’m sorry, Karin-kun…” she said, staring me straight in the eye without lowering her head even a bit. “As much as I’d like to give Chizuru’s fiancé the benefit of the doubt here, in my heart of hearts, I just can’t imagine anyone who could ever possibly care more about her and treat her better than Hibiki-kun would.”


  It was a strange thing, wasn’t it—how saying you couldn’t possibly imagine something only made your brain try that much harder to imagine it.


  “I mean, the guy’s clearly been head over heels for her for years,” said Mai-tan. “So, yeah… I’m really sorry, but I just don’t think I can back you up on this.”


  “I mean, no need to apologize…” I said.


  It wasn’t like any of this was her fault, after all. If anything, I wasn’t even concerned with that right now. My mind was too preoccupied imagining things I’d tried hard to keep myself from envisioning for a very long time now. It was like I’d kept my deepest fantasies locked up tight inside a treasure chest, unbeknownst even to me, until two mischievous little girls came along and dug it up, throwing it open for all to see.


  I saw a vision of my two best friends living together in a happy home, maybe even with a couple of kids after a while—who I’d come to visit bearing little toys and treats every now and again. I could see myself ruffling their hair, marveling at just how big they’d gotten since I saw them last.


  “And what about you, Taiga-san?” I asked.


  “I’m not one to just blindly go along with things,” he said. He’d always been the type to couch his opinion in roundabout language, and today was no different. “I’d rather be on the side of humanity that doesn’t make their decisions based purely on how socially acceptable they are, like me and everyone else here today.”


  Great. I no longer had anywhere to run—or maybe that was unfair to say. At the end of the day, it was still my choice, and my choice alone whether I chose fight or flight. And after searching my own feelings, and considering the input of everyone else around me, I realized how I truly felt about it, deep down. I wasn’t going to blame this decision on peer pressure, or any outside influence: I was making this decision of my own free will.


  “Okay,” I said, nodding. “Then let’s try to press her on that, just to make sure she’s not making the wrong decision. But we’re only doing this once, you hear me?”


  Here we were, four grown adults all making a pact about how we were going to interfere in our friend’s love life. How ridiculous was that? Especially given how certain I’d been, back in the day, that I was going to grow up to be a mature, upstanding adult.


  By the time I finally got around to my stewed beef tongue, it was already cold, and probably no longer in the state the restaurant staff intended for it to be eaten—but it was still pretty tasty regardless.


  From there, we started spitballing ideas together. By the time our main dish of marbled beef was done cooking on the teppan stove in the center of the table, we’d already hatched an entire plan—spearheaded by our very own Mai-tan—to try to shake Chizuru’s emotions and make her reassess her upcoming marriage.


  “Well, Kao…let’s just hope your little girls don’t grow up to be horrible people like us,” said Mai-tan. It seemed there was still some amount of guilt weighing on her mind that she couldn’t clear away—like the last few pieces of beef on her plate.


  “What, are you kidding?” said Hanao. “Nah, you’ve gotta learn to be at least as bad as I am if you wanna survive in this rough-and-tumble world.”


  As the rest of us either laughed or nodded at this brutal approach to parenting, Hanao’s expression suddenly turned grave. She lowered her voice and added, “I don’t really care if they’re good or bad, honestly. All that matters in my book is that they have strong convictions and are willing to fight for whatever it is they desire.”


  Say what you will about Hanao, but no one could deny that she truly and genuinely cared about her friends.


   


  On the morning of the operation proper, as we outfitted ourselves with a Bluetooth directional mic and wireless earbuds so we could give each other updates in real time, I suddenly found myself having the very weird thought that we were maybe enjoying ourselves just a little too much here, like a group of kids running around, playing with walkie-talkies.


  “Don’t look at me,” said Hanao. “This was Taiga-niki’s idea.”


  “Oh, for crying out loud…” I muttered.


  “What?” said Taiga-san. “It works, doesn’t it?”


  He really was the single least convincing grown-up out of all of us.


  Chapter 8


   


  HAVING LIVED ON THIS EARTH for thirty years now, I’d certainly known this feeling before—this immense guilt that just kept eating away at me like a burning pain in my lower abdomen. So I knew that no one was going to rescue me from it but myself, and that sooner or later, I’d have to find the strength to pull myself out of this pit of self-loathing and regret and stand on my own two feet again.


  I spent the New Year at my parents’ house, where I made sure to take it easy. Since this would probably be the last year my fiancé and I got to spend the holidays alone with our respective families, we’d mutually agreed to spend it separately. I also didn’t go to the little New Year’s shindig Mai threw together, partly out of respect for Karin’s concern that I wasn’t ready to see Hibiki in person again just yet. Though, despite my attempts to keep it a pretty low-key New Year, I still stressed myself out about things pretty bad.


  After taking about half a month to recover, before deciding there was no way I’d let this operation end on such a sour note and gearing myself up to get back out on the battlefield, I got a call from Mai that came as a very pleasant surprise. 


  She asked if I could clear a day in my schedule sometime in January or February for a little birthday celebration. Since my partner and I were planning to visit our respective parents to announce our engagement in February, I figured January was probably the way to go. After giving her a few potential candidates, we ultimately settled on the last Saturday of the month. We’d already been talking about doing a little girls’ outing with Kao to make up for me missing New Year’s, so I figured maybe she was planning for the three of us to go to Disneyland or something basic like that—but leave it to Mai to completely and effortlessly subvert my expectations.


  “We’re gonna do a little downtown orienteering event, with me as your guide! We’ll make our way around the city on foot, taking little pit stops at a variety of different stores, where your friends will be on standby, waiting for you to help them pick the perfect birthday present for you!”


  You could tell she was very proud of this idea; I could almost hear her smug expression over the phone.


  “Wait, they’re gonna buy me stuff from a bunch of different stores?” I asked. “What did I do to deserve such special treatment this year?!”


  “Well, you’re the youngest, and you only turn thirty once!” said Mai. “Also, everyone who went on the road trip last year is participating, so if you forgot to get any of them a present for their last birthday, it’ll be the perfect chance for you to make up for that and buy them something nice in return!”


  “Yeah, good idea. Pretty sure I only got gifts for you and Hibiki last year.”


  Mai’s birthday was in October, so I’d gotten her a fancy tomato juice gift basket that came very highly reviewed—partly as a birthday present, and partly as a thank-you gift for her hard work in planning the road trip. Hibiki’s birthday was in May, and for years now Karin and I had both been getting him bottles of Suntory’s Hibiki whiskey every year as a running joke. One might ask why I hadn’t gotten anything for Karin, but we just operated on a different cadence: We didn’t get each other presents every single year. Getting Hibiki a present each year had just happened to become a tradition. Now that we’d all be over the age of thirty as of this year, just imagining what kinds of presents we might get for one another was a pretty fun thought experiment for me. Because while we were a collective friend group, human relationships were fundamentally one-on-one—and gifts were a pretty good litmus test for measuring that rapport.


  Of course, my mind immediately jumped to the most obvious concern. Would I be ready to see Hibiki again by then? For the first time in about a month? After that mortifying night when I got so drunk I completely lost it and tried to kiss him and collapsed onto him like a rag doll and started bawling my eyes out? 


  To be clear, I fully recognize what I did was an absolutely shitty thing to do to a friend! I mean, if our genders were reversed, I could have probably been arrested for that—or, no! I probably still could have been, even as a woman! I had to give my thanks to the alcohol that night for stopping me before I did something I could truly never take back—especially to a friend who’d always been so patient with me and tolerant of my drunken behavior. 


  We’d sort of made an unwritten agreement to give each other some space after that and hadn’t been in contact much.


  “Last thing I wanna mention, although this should probably go without saying, is that I don’t want you to go asking around to the others for more details!” said Mai. “I want it to be a surprise on the day of! And oh yeah—you can expect a very special present from yours truly!”


  Following her instructions, I put the whole thing out of my mind for the rest of the month and just tried to focus on devoting myself to my work and personal life. There was one night when Karin and I hopped on a call and had a brief meeting on the future of Operation Heartbreak while playing games together, but we didn’t come up with an actual plan of action or anything. 


  The biggest problem we were facing right now was that, even in a one-on-one scenario, like at the hotel on the road trip or after our special dinner date, it seemed no amount of assertiveness on my part could convince Hibiki to spill the beans. 


  It would be so much easier if I could just write this off as all one big misunderstanding on my part, and assume that maybe he really did think of me as nothing more than a friend, but alas, I was fully convinced to the contrary. I had no choice but to try and pull myself up by my bootstraps and jump back in the ring. But what was there even left for me to try at this point? Would I have to lie to him and say I just found out I only have six months left to live or something? That was a bridge too far for me from an ethical standpoint—not that I thought my behavior on Christmas was any more excusable, mind you.


  In any event, despite some remaining misgivings, I was able to wake up on the day of Mai’s little birthday event (a few days after my actual birthday) feeling mostly excited to see what she had planned. And I mean, who could complain about having all their friends make time to celebrate for a whole day? It would be an insult to their kindness for me to go into things with a pessimistic mindset.


  I was supposed to meet up with Mai at eleven. After eating a light breakfast, I did my makeup and picked out a nice midwinter outfit. Since we were going downtown, I figured I shouldn’t go too casual, so I picked out one of my nice coats—not leather—and a small shoulder bag that matched.


  It was a pretty nice day, and not too windy: perfect weather for going out on the town with friends.


   


  Upon arriving in front of the department store we’d agreed to meet up at, my guide came out to greet me in an all-black outfit, complete with a blazer, a skirt, and a classy wide-brimmed hat that hung like a lampshade over her usual smug expression.


  “Welcome, Chizuru-sama…” greeted Mai. “And thank you for your participation in this special birthday extravaganza, designed from the ground up just for you! My name is Hyodo Mai, and I’ll be your host and guide for the day’s events.”


  “Well, look at you,” I said. “The pleasure’s all mine, ma’am.”


  “Now then,” she continued, “shall we head to our first destination?”


  Despite having a smartphone that no doubt possessed all the same functionality, Mai pulled out a thick Western-style memo book and flipped it open. I assumed this was mostly just for show, because she loved getting into character like this. I knew better than to ask her what store we’d be going to first, or which friend would be there, as I assumed that was all part of the surprise. And I had full faith she’d picked each combination deliberately for maximum impact.


  “Once you’ve been to two stores, we’ll break for lunch,” she said. “I’m going to disappear for a bit while you go shopping with each person, but rest assured I’ll be there to eat lunch together with you.”


  “I don’t see why you couldn’t stick around for the shopping part too,” I said.


  “No, no—I couldn’t. Everyone’s looking forward to having their own little one-on-one shopping date with you, and so am I.”


  Even if this was just lip service for my birthday, I couldn’t wait to see what she had in store—though I couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous too. Obviously, this was all Mai’s idea, but Hibiki had apparently also signed up to participate. I wondered what was going through his head right about now.


  All I could do was hope he wasn’t the first person on the agenda, so that I’d have a bit more time to brace myself for battle before having to face him. I wasn’t sure if Mai had foreseen this somehow and planned a first stop to allay my anxieties. After walking through downtown for about five minutes and arriving at my destination, an outlet store for a famous chocolatier, I was relieved to see a familiar, bearded face waiting for me out front.


  “Morning, Karin,” I said. “Fancy seeing you at a place like this.”


  I let out a sigh of contentment. Karin was the perfect companion for a laid-back start to the day. Not that I would have minded Kao or Taiga-san either, mind you, but I definitely had a different rapport with each of them than I did with him.


  “Apparently, I got stationed here as the group’s resident sweet tooth,” he said with a shrug.


  “Ah.” I nodded. “Yeah, that tracks.”


  “Okay, you two enjoy now! See you in a bit!” Mai said, a little too fluidly for her to not have rehearsed it in advance. She turned on her heel and disappeared around the corner of the intersection. I almost wanted to give her a little round of applause at this theatrical exit; I could totally see a mysterious wizard in some kitschy occult B-movie disappearing in the exact same way.


  I’d decided in advance not to let Operation Heartbreak bleed into today’s events—which was actually Karin’s idea, to be fair. He’d sent me a LINE message last night saying I should just focus on enjoying myself out of respect for the effort Mai put in, and that we could resume the operation sometime later. I didn’t want to step all over my friends’ kindness either, and so I looked at him and forced the biggest smile I could muster—though maybe it was a bit too overexaggerated, judging from the grin he flashed in return—and we set the elephant in the room aside for a day and stepped into a realm of yummy treats.


  I was a pretty big fan of chocolate. Back in college, I’d told Mai repeatedly that as soon as she got hired at a major candy company, she’d better send me samples of all the new treats they had in R&D before they came out.


  The chocolate, combined with the fact it was Karin waiting for me here, made me feel a lot more pumped to get this shopping spree started all of a sudden.


  The moment we walked in the door, a deeply decadent scent filled my nose, to the point where I wondered for a moment if I’d wandered into a magical candy house straight out of a fairy tale. The smell was so blissfully sweet that it was almost too overstimulating for my brain to handle. It was definitely the right call to start the day off by coming here. Not that I would have expected anything less from Mai; that woman was so perceptive, it almost felt like she could peek straight into my mind and see exactly how I ticked.


  “Oh, man… I feel like I’m gonna get a cavity from the smell alone,” I said. “And I mean that in a good way.”


  “If you were writing a review of this place, I guarantee your editor would force you to change that line regardless,” replied Karin.


  “Gosh, I haven’t been to a fancy chocolate shop like this in so long…”


  I wondered what the store staff thought our relationship was as we whispered to each other like this. One of the clerk ladies came over and told us to please just let her know if we had any questions or needed help, which we didn’t at that point in time.


  “You don’t buy chocolate for Valentine’s Day anymore?” asked Karin.


  “Nah, I stopped doing performative chocolate giving when I was twenty-five,” I answered. “And I always make it by hand for my significant others.”


  “That does sound like something you’d do.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “It’s probably not the most fancy chocolate in the world, but it’s light and crisp and made with plenty of love.”


  “Hey, that’s the best kind of chocolate, if you ask me.”


  After our small talk died down a bit, I presented Karin with a proposal that I would buy him and his wife a set of chocolates as a thank-you gift for letting Hibiki and I impersonate them for our Christmas dinner date. And for all of Karin’s other help throughout the operation, of course.


  “Yeah, I’m sure my wife would love that,” he said.


  Honestly, I didn’t know her too well. The last time I’d seen her was on their wedding day. But her bright, warmhearted smile still stuck out quite vividly in my memory. And while I don’t want to keep repeating myself, I hoped she could rest assured that, if Karin didn’t treasure her like she deserved until the day she died, I’d murder him in his sleep.


  After perusing the various sweets in the display cases for a decent while, Karin and I ultimately decided to buy the same exact box of chocolates for each other: the brand’s signature selection of sixteen hand-picked truffles. These would be shipped directly to our respective homes, but I went ahead and bought a separate little box of three for myself, which I proceeded to open the moment we walked out of the store. I gave one to Karin, and then another one to Mai—she magically appeared the moment Karin texted her to let her know we were done—and the three of us ate them together. Truly, eating high-quality truffles with your friends was the most quintessential of grown-up pleasures.


  “Thanks—that was tasty,” said Mai. “Now, we should probably be heading to our next stop pretty quick here, so are there any last words you’d like to say, Karin-kun?”


  Given that we were doing five different stops plus lunch, it made sense that we could only spend about thirty minutes at any individual store—but boy, did that time fly by. Though I assumed part of the reason Mai was hurrying us along was because she wanted there to be a bit of wiggle room during the second half of the day: The more we lagged behind at the start, the harder it would be to get back on schedule later.


  Karin—who’d had his hands stuffed into his pockets the whole time we’d been walking around in the chocolate shop, like he thought he was too cool for school—proceeded to bid me farewell with a similarly cool-guy send-off.


  “Don’t let anyone else try to tell you you’re wrong for being who you are, Chizuru. Just enjoy your special day in your own special way.”


  “What is that, an elementary school motto? Am I gonna see you again after this?”


  “Go on, now. Run along, kiddo.”


  And with that, he turned and walked away just like Mai had earlier. I assumed he was emulating her on purpose, as I could see him chuckling just before he disappeared around the corner, so I turned to Mai and let her know one of her agents was teasing her.


  As I explained to her what we’d bought at the chocolate shop, we made our way slowly down the concrete sidewalk. Our next destination was apparently fairly close. Sure enough, after just three blocks and two left turns, I saw a very familiar face standing outside a very familiar place.


  “Happy birthday, Chizu-nee!” said Kao.


  “Thanks!” I replied. “Honestly, I would’ve expected Mai to put Hibiki at the music-related store, but hey! No complaints here!”


  “Yeah, I wanted to get some little toy instruments for the kids.”


  “Oh, so today’s not even about me, then! I see how it is!”


  As we both chuckled, Mai wished us a pleasant shopping experience and made herself scarce by stealing away into a nearby alley.


  “I know it probably seems like she just disappeared into a magic portal,” said Kao, “but don’t worry, she’s just gonna get a li’l cup o’ joe down the street while she waits.”


  “You and your inconsistent Kansai accent, I swear…” I muttered.


  All cups of joe aside, I was secretly very excited to go shopping at this particular store, despite having been here in the past. Mai really did know me well.


  This entire building was one huge, lavish music store, complete with a concert hall and even private classrooms for music lessons. I still remember the one time Hibiki and I came here to do some window shopping with the other members of our band back in college. The main entrance area was so grand and awe-inspiring, it felt more like a luxury hotel than a music store. Definitely a perfect choice for a special day.


  “I’ll buy you whatever your little heart desires,” Kao said confidently. “What’s it gonna be, birthday girl? A new guitar?”


  “Either you don’t know how much those things cost, or you’re trying to set me up to buy you something I can’t afford in return,” I said. “Let’s try to keep it relatively low-key, shall we? Also, I’ve already decided what my next guitar is going to be. It’s one I’ve ­always wanted, but could never justify as a simple hobbyist, so I kept putting it off, saying it would be my gift to myself once I finally turned thirty.”


  “Hey, I don’t mind getting you an expensive gift if it’s something you’ll actually use for the rest of your life. I mean, what else are BFFs for?”


  “Oh my god, I haven’t heard someone say ‘BFFs’ since junior high… Anyway, I appreciate the sentiment, but I think I’d prefer to buy that sort of big-ticket item myself.”


  I was feeling a little rattled by Kao suddenly dropping “BFFs” like that without warning—so much so that I could actually feel a bit of a cold sweat beginning to form on the back of my neck. It wasn’t just that I had both positive and negative associations with the term, but also that I simply didn’t think our relationship fit even the minimum criteria for such a label by any stretch of the imagination. Was she just trying to mess with me, or did she think we were a lot closer than we actually were?


  With these questions weighing on my mind, we got on the escalator and headed down into the underground portion of the building—me in front, and Kao close behind. We didn’t exchange a single word until we arrived at the next floor. The specific brand of awkward tension I generally felt when hanging out with Kao one-on-one felt about 10 percent more awkward after that last comment, and with her lingering behind me.


  It felt like we were staring each other down in an old Western shoot-out, waiting on pins and needles for the other person to reach for their pistol. I assumed Kao felt the same way, at least—my impression was we both recognized our personalities weren’t the most compatible. So she probably was just teasing earlier, now that I took another moment to think about it. But I still couldn’t help feeling a bit tense regardless.


  The shoot-out metaphor might sound a bit harsh to an outside observer—but it wasn’t my intent for it to come across that way. You see, it’s not that I was afraid she might shoot me—more than anything, I was afraid of messing up and shooting her by accident.


  We were friends, yes. But if I was being brutally honest with myself, out of everyone in our friend group, she was the one person who I didn’t feel especially secure in my friendship with. I could totally see us being on good terms one day, then having some sort of disagreement that would make us hate each other the next. And I was relatively certain that Kao felt the exact same way about me.


  But right now, we were friends. Like the nuanced scent of cinnamon, our relationship treaded a dangerous line between sweet and spicy. And yet, I considered that unpredictable essence of our relationship a sort of special bond between us in its own right, even if it was nothing like the sense of security I felt with Karin. Though obviously I’d never brought it up to confirm whether or not Kao felt the same—for all I knew, she just considered us to have a peace treaty at the moment, and I was too scared to find out.


  It would take ages to explain how our relationship got to this point, but it all started back in our sophomore year, after a series of pretty intense disagreements led to some serious glare-offs and us giving each other the cold shoulder for months at a time. Now that I was older and (hopefully) more mature, I could look back on that time and see both of our opinions were valid—we just had different morals and ethics that tended to clash from time to time. But even to this day, I’d never once tried to sit down and have a mature chat about all that stuff with Kao, and all of our friends recognized that period of time was a pretty hot-button issue as well, so they never brought it up either.


  “Ooh, look at that!” said Kao. “Feels like we’re at a music studio all of a sudden!”


  “What, have you never been here before?” I asked. “Well, I say that—but I’ve only ever been here once myself.”


  They didn’t carry the guitar I’d mentioned I was planning to purchase a moment ago—or anything by that manufacturer, for that matter. But Kao still wanted to see what my dream guitar looked like, so I did a quick web search and opened its product page.


  “This is the one,” I said, showing her my phone. “It’s called a Black Falcon.”


  “Ooh, I like it,” said Kao. “It feels like exactly the sort of thing a dumb, angsty teenage boy would come up with—both its name and design.”


  This statement rubbed me the wrong way, as it would many guitarists, for a whole lot of reasons—the least of which being it was low-key gender exclusionary. But Kao simply added, “And I mean that as a compliment!” and moved on. Did she think she could get away with saying anything she wanted as long as she clarified she’d meant it in a positive way?


  “Though the price tag sure isn’t something a teenage brat could afford, that’s for sure,” she continued. “I can see now why you could never justify it.”


  “Honestly, the teenage brat in me kind of wanted to just say fuck it and buy it anyway, even though I knew it would be a horrible financial decision,” I said.


  “Ah, but it’s the yearnings we let go that always shine brightest in our memories. Anyway, are there any other instruments you’d want to try that I could buy for you?”


  “It amazes me how you can drop a famous-quote-tier line like that and then just move on like nothing happened… Oh, wait!”


  Setting aside Kao’s tendency to devalue her own words of wisdom for a moment, her suggestion did remind me there was a type of instrument I’d been wanting to pick up for one of my band’s new songs, and ideally so that I could use it on stage as well. Plus, the price tag would probably be a lot more reasonable for a birthday gift.


  “Maybe a tambourine is the way to go,” I said.


  “What, as a toy for my kids?” asked Kao.


  “No, for me.”


  “Huh? Chizu-nee, I thought you were in a rock band, not a circus parade.”


  “Hey, rock bands can totally use tambourines! Wait—I know! You could buy matching ones for your daughters too, and then we could all play them together!”


  “Can I just say it’s a tiny bit creepy how hard you’re trying to bond with my kids by reducing yourself to the same mental age?”


  She was trying to dissuade me, but this only made me that much more set in my decision. But since we were here, I figured I might as well take a look at what else they had for sale anyway—I wanted to make the most of our little one-on-one time, after all. As we perused the selection of instruments ranging from professional to beginner-friendly, Kao and I idly talked about what kinds of music we’d been listening to lately.


  “Is that band you used to love still together, Chizu-nee?” she asked.


  “Yep!” I replied. “Just had a new release the other day, actually. They still sound just as good as they always did, and their lyrics just keep getting better and better.”


  “See, I don’t really care that much about lyrics, myself.”


  “Yeah, you’ve always said that. I remember thinking, ‘People like that exist?!’ the first time you told me you felt that way.”


  “I mean, I don’t mind if a song has lyrics, but I tend to focus more on whether the syllables sound nice together with the music rather than whether they have meaning or anything. Which is why I kind of prefer if they’re in a language I can’t understand.”


  This was part of the reason she and I had never gone to see a show, or even gone to karaoke together, unless it was a group thing. And the few times we had done karaoke as a group, she only ever seemed to pick Nakajima Miyuki songs. Maybe that was her vibe.


  Eventually, we took the elevator up to the floor where the percussion instruments were located. Upon asking the male store clerk there where the tambourines were, he tried to sell us on a concert-grade model that went for a few hundred dollars.


  “For a tambourine?” Kao questioned, voicing the same reaction I had to its price tag.


  The clerk apparently got the message and proceeded to show us an alternate model that was not made with the high-quality leather. Unfortunately, this was still a bit too fancy for something little kids were going to play with, so I promised to find a cheap, kiddie version at a different store and then send them to her another day. She also did briefly consider getting them a small keyboard to share, but I thought it would be far better if she got them each their own thing that they could both play with together.


  After Kao checked out and got the tambourine gift wrapped, she handed it to me, and I gratefully accepted.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll be sure to let you know when I use it in concert.”


  When our hands touched as she handed it over to me, I could feel her grip loosen on it almost instantly. And I could tell it wasn’t that she didn’t want to touch me, but that she was feeling a little embarrassed. This famous artist who lived in an upper caste of humanity was, for whatever reason, too shy to take a simple thank you. I wondered why. Maybe she’d had to deal with one too many clients profusely expressing their gratitude.


  Still, she seemed surprisingly reluctant to end our little date. And here I’d been expecting her to whip out her phone the literal instant we walked away from the register to summon our little wizard who was out having coffee—but she didn’t. So when we took the elevator back down to the first floor and walked outside, Mai naturally wasn’t there to greet us.


  “Want me to LINE message her?” I asked, thinking that perhaps Kao had simply forgotten her phone at home or something. But then she shook her head.


  “Actually,” she said, “could we talk for a bit first?”


  “Sure, what’s up?”


  We took about five steps away from the entrance, then turned to face each other. We were standing so close that if it weren’t for the stream of pedestrians passing us by, you would be forgiven for thinking one of us was about to ask the other out.


  “Well, I just figured now’s probably the only chance I’ll get to bring this up, and I really don’t think I’d ever talk about it otherwise, so…”


  “Okay, now you’re starting to freak me out a little bit,” I said.


  If there was something she’d been deliberately not saying, typically that would imply that it was the sort of thing she either didn’t want to say, or knew she shouldn’t say.


  “I mean, I’ve kept it bottled up this long already, after all…” she said.


  Before I could even jump to any conclusions, she straightened out her posture. Then, with her arms hanging straight down at her side like a soldier, she bent her body at the waist and bowed her head to me.


  “I’m sorry for how I treated you that one time,” she said. “Realized I never did apologize for that.”


  The human memory truly was a fascinating thing—so complex, and yet so simple. Kao did not elaborate whatsoever on what she meant by “that one time.” And yet, the moment I heard those words, a flood of all the possible moments she could have been referring to came rushing to the surface—a flood of images, scents, and feelings that flashed one after another through my mind in rapid suggestion.


  All at once, her figure began to blur in my vision.


  “You can’t do this to me out of nowhere, Kao! You’re going to ruin my makeup!” I exclaimed, then lowered my head as well. “Well, I’m sorry too! I know I should’ve apologized back then, but I was too stubborn to acknowledge it!”


  Even with my face turned directly parallel with the ground, for some reason, the tears didn’t drop straight down onto the concrete and still ran down my cheeks. I could feel the gazes of every passerby looking at us; we were a pretty weird sight, to be fair.


  If only they knew we were finally burying the hatchet here for a fight that happened more than ten years prior. They’d probably scoff at our immaturity, no doubt.


  I wasn’t sure if I could even give a more detailed explanation for what happened between us back then if I tried. No combination of words could possibly convey the vividness of each distinct memory from that time—the sharpness of the pain in my fingertips after having my hand slapped away, or the sheer depth of the bitterness in my gaze as I coldly glared at this woman I’d once called a friend. 


  We each thought the other’s very way of life was cowardly and pathetic—and eventually, we told each other as much. But to try to describe the conflict now, to an outside observer, it would probably just sound like a classic case of two young girls getting in a fight over something totally inconsequential. Which was why there was just no way another adult could possibly comprehend what it meant to have this weight I’d been carrying in my heart for so many years stripped away after all this time.


  “I definitely thought to myself, ‘I’m gonna murder this woman’ at one point,” said Kao. “Sorry about that.”


  “No, don’t be,” I said. “I had the same exact thought.”


  We probably sounded like two little kids making up with each other, and yet for us, this was the sincerest of apologies. God, between Christmas and now, just how many tears am I gonna have to shed apologizing to my friends this winter? Thankfully, being a mother, Kao was far more prepared than me, and she pulled a neatly folded, luxury-brand handkerchief out of her coat pocket and placed it firmly in my palm.


  “Here,” she said. “Another birthday present from me. Since I figured you might cry.”


  “And you still decided to say it when you knew I have other friends to see after this?!” I protested. “But thank you. I really appreciate it.”


  As I used the handkerchief to dab at the corners of my eyes, I noticed it had a very nice scent to it, like a fancy perfume. I felt a bit trashy for doing this, but I used the window glass of the store we were standing in front of like a mirror to check my makeup.


  “God…” I said. “There’s a time and place for these things, Kao…”


  “Just figured it was about time we did the grown-up thing, now that we’re both thirty and all,” said Kao.


  “Yeah, no… I’m glad you did, but still…”


  “You can thank Mai for giving me the opportunity. Trying to think if there’s anything else I should tell you… Same goes for you, Chizu-nee—since it’s your birthday, feel free to hit me with any questions or criticisms you’ve been holding back. Promise I can take ’em.”


  “Who, me?”


  As I continued dabbing my eyes, I gave it some thought. From the way Kao had phrased that, I got the sense that there was something she wanted me to bring up so that she could address. But unlike Hibiki, I didn’t have any other long-held secret emotions toward Mai that I’d been unable to say. The only thing related to her I could think of was…


  “Wait,” I said. “Don’t tell me…”


  Yeah, no—it has to be that.


  Fearing that Mai might be waiting in the wings nearby, I closed the distance between me and Kao by two steps. She picked up on why I was doing this, apparently, as she leaned her head in close so that I could whisper in her ear.


  “You’re not talking about the whole thing with you and Karin, are you?” I asked. “That little one-night stand you two had before his wedding?”


  I’d never seen Kao make an expression quite like the one she did in the next moment. Her eyes immediately shot wide open, and she began trembling slightly before she eventually couldn’t contain herself and burst out laughing, as she clutched her stomach.


  “Wow, Chizu-nee!” she said. “You’re one to talk about time and place!”


  “Wait, was that not what you meant?!” I said. “Oh god, I’m sorry! It’s just a little rumor I heard, is all!”


  “No, no, it’s fine. Although, I’m pretty sure you probably just sent a cold sweat running down his back, wherever he is. Poor guy—still feel pretty bad about that.”


  She was practically sobbing with laughter now; as I watched her wipe the tears from her eyes, I found myself more in awe of how unapologetic she seemed than her wickedness.


  “Well, if you ask me,” I said, “he’s more in the wrong for that than you are. It’s not like you had a partner you were cheating on at that point—let alone one that you were already engaged to.”


  “I dunno about that,” said Kao. “But I do prefer to believe that no matter how much something feels like a mistake in retrospect, those feelings were still real in the moment. Even if the optics do look pretty bad in this case.”


  “Yeah, no kidding…”


  Whether they’d officially tied the knot yet was beside the point.


  “Especially since now I get to tease him about it for the rest of his life,” said Kao. “That’s always fun.”


  “Never mind, I take it back,” I said. “You’re totally just as guilty as he is.”


  Shortly after her complicity in this crime had been exposed, Kao pulled out her cell phone and got in touch with Mai, saying she didn’t want to make her wait any longer. In spite of her occasional ruthlessness, she really was considerate of others like that, even when they weren’t around and couldn’t know we were having an extremely important discussion right now. About three minutes after she sent the message, my guide appeared from around the corner at the nearby intersection.


  “What the… Mai, are you mad about something?” I asked.


  “Who, me? Of course not!” she replied. “How could I be mad on such a happy day as this? Kao—do I look mad to you?”


  “Not at all,” answered Kao.


  Mai clapped her lightly on the shoulder, then proceeded to inform us of what the plan was from here on out.


  “All right, it’s now time for our little girls-only lunch hour,” she said. “Since Kao told me in advance there was a chance you’d cry, I made sure to pick a spot where you could take some time to fix your makeup.”


  “How are you so good at this?” I asked.


  I appreciated this very much. Even setting Hibiki aside, I didn’t want to have to face Taiga-san and make him worry about me or wonder why I’d been crying on a day like this. Just because I was used to that sort of thing happening didn’t mean I enjoyed it.


  Mai had made reservations at a nice pasta restaurant inside the department store where we’d first met up this morning. Since we still had a bit of extra time to spare, I did take her up on her thoughtful offer and stepped into the powder room to quickly touch up my makeup. When I came back out, I caught Kao and Mai whispering to each other before looking up at me with eerily artificial smiles on their faces. Perhaps they’d been discussing some surprise they had planned for me later in the day; maybe I should have taken a bit longer fixing my makeup.


  Thankfully, we didn’t engage in any sappy reminiscing over the course of our lunch that might make me cry again and instead opted to talk about other things. Like how, since company health checks were way too lax, I should probably schedule a full checkup with my actual doctor now that I was thirty years old. Or what a toll giving birth took on the mother’s body. Or how anyone who thought maternity leave was just a glorified vacation should be rounded up and killed for the sake of the betterment of society. Et cetera. 


  Back when I was a teenager, I never would have imagined myself casually engaging in conversation about these topics over pasta, but here we were. I did still feel a bit like a fish out of water, though, as I was the only one here who had no real interest in ever having kids, so I couldn’t really be much of an active participant in these discussions. But alas, that, too, was just a part of being a grown-up.


  After about an hour or so of mostly pleasant conversation, Kao said her goodbyes to me for the day, as she apparently had to go pick up the kids from their grandparents’ house later that evening. I thanked her again for her time and the lovely gift—and sure enough, she got a little bit awkward and shyly turned away, just like before.


  “Here,” said Mai. “I can hold on to the tambourine for now.”


  I took her up on this offer and handed her the shopping bag as we headed to our next destination. I didn’t know if she was planning to stow it away in her own little magic wizard locker or to hand it off to Karin or Hibiki at whatever café they were twiddling their thumbs at while I spent time with the others. Either way was fine with me.


  I had a pretty good guess as to what the next store would be, and who would be there. When I turned out to be right about this, and I saw him standing in the corner of a building with several different storefronts inside of it, I said, “See, I knew it!” out loud.


  “Happy birthday, Chizuru-san,” said Taiga-san. He was the only one in our friend group who referred to me with honorifics; perhaps the reason for this was, to borrow Hibiki’s words, because I had a “very intimidating face card.”


  “Thanks, Taiga-san,” I said. “Y’know, I had a feeling you’d be stationed at a place like this, based on the sort of stuff you were talking about on the road trip.”


  I pointed to the signboard nearby, which was advertising a popular outdoor brand that was renting a space in the building. Taiga-san shrugged his shoulders sheepishly.


  “What can I say? Guess I’m just a little too predictable.”


  “Okay, I’ll see you two later! Have fun!” said my wizard companion before vanishing into thin air for the third time now. A few moments after, Taiga-san wondered aloud if whatever magical realm she’d disappeared to was the same place she got all her crazy ideas for new and innovative candies, an idea I thought was pretty cute.


  It had been eight years since Taiga-san and I spent time together one-on-one like this. And yes, I knew it was exactly eight, because I remembered exactly when the last time was: when we got lunch together at our college cafeteria right before graduation. That being said, I wasn’t uncomfortable around him by any means, and I was pretty sure he felt the same way about me. 


  There were times back in our college days where he and I would be the only members of our friend group in a given class together, and at least one point when we’d all gone on a camping trip together at his suggestion. When we’d been talking about that sort of thing while drinking on the road trip, and Hibiki mentioned he’d started hiking with one of his coworkers, I voiced my interest in maybe getting into hiking myself—at which point Taiga-san had said he could introduce me to some pretty good beginner hikes. This was why I’d been anticipating he would take me somewhere like this today: so I could get some outerwear or a hiking backpack. I had to admit, still having friends who were so excited to help you get into new hobbies, even at the age of thirty, was a pretty special feeling.


  “I dunno if it’s just that I’m the oldest one here, or what,” said Taiga-san, “but whenever I get inspired with a great gift idea for one of you guys, I just have to go for it, no matter how expensive it might be.”


  I’d met him at the age of eighteen. At the time, I’d found it pretty damn hard to be casual around someone three years my senior. I mean, hell—by the time I entered high school, he’d already graduated.


  “Oh yeah? Maybe I’ll just have to pick something out that looks real fancy then, without even looking at the price…”


  You’d think that maybe I just learned to loosen up around him over time, since we were in the same year at college, but that wasn’t it. I mean, maybe that could have been a part of it, but in Taiga-san’s case, it felt like a different dynamic entirely.


  The best way I could think to describe it was that we, as a group, had collectively made him being older than us into a sort of inside joke. Sometimes, we’d tease him about it, and other times, he’d jokingly lord his title of “the oldest” over us, as though that were some sort of argument-winning trump card. We were all in on the joke, him included—which was why I still called him “Taiga-san,” despite us clearly considering ourselves on equal footing as friends. It wasn’t like with Mai, where we both went out of our way to pretend the age gap between us didn’t exist.


  I wasn’t sure why I was overanalyzing my relationship with Taiga-san all of a sudden. Maybe it was because of that conversation I’d had with Kao earlier. Not that there was anything wrong with it, mind you—I felt like a little introspection was warranted, now that we were all over the age of thirty. Heck, I’d been doing the same thing trying to reflect on my relationship with Hibiki, albeit for entirely different reasons.


  The first thing we did upon stepping into the open-concept storefront was browse through their selection of self-branded items. I had to admit, outdoor gear was kind of beyond my wheelhouse—even more so now that I was working for a company that left me with very little spare time for hobbies. Outside of that one group camping trip back in college, and a few trips to popular tourist destinations, the only memories I had of being out in “­nature” was going to a summer music festival way out in the middle of nowhere with Hibiki and the others. Which mainly only stuck out in my memory for how goddamn hot it was sitting in direct sunlight all day on a cheap blue tarp.


  “I guess a windbreaker would probably be the safest choice,” I said.


  “Feel like you could do a bit better than that,” said Taiga-san.


  I wasn’t sure if he was saying this from a price standpoint, or in terms of it being too unadventurous, but I didn’t ask. One of the things I’d always liked best about our rapport was that we just kind of said things like this and then didn’t elaborate. There was something sort of fun about restraining yourself from making the “easy” comebacks and just moving on with the conversation like it didn’t even matter.


  Come to think of it, there’d been a time back in college where we’d randomly bumped into each other downtown and gotten so excited about the coincidence that we went into a nearby convenience store, bought a couple of beers, and then chugged them right there on the street before saying goodbye and going on with our respective nights. It had been such a bizarre interaction, looking back on it—but that was exactly what made it feel so fun and spontaneous. Although it was kind of weird that all these random moments were suddenly coming back to me now. It was almost like burying the hatchet with Kao had pulled the cork from all the memories I had bottled up, and now they were all rushing to the surface and overflowing.


  I took a peek at the price for a type of backpack I frequently saw people wearing around town. Call me a penny-pincher if you like, but if you asked me, it seemed way too expensive to me—regardless of whether I was buying it for myself or getting it as a gift from someone else. Meanwhile, Taiga-san was looking at a baseball glove nearby.


  “You know, I wouldn’t normally agree to this,” he said, vague as ever. I tried my best to deduce what he might mean by “this.”


  “What, you mean dedicating a whole day to celebrating me?” I asked.


  “Heck no. Although that would be a pretty funny thing for me to say right now, as you’re trying to pick out something for me to buy you. Me just being like, ‘Wow, Chizuru. You must think you’re so much more special than the rest of us, huh?’ or whatever.”


  “I know, right? Can’t believe you’d be such a dick, Taiga-san.”


  We both chuckled softly at this. I’d grown to really treasure the differing senses of humor I had in each of my friendships. I loved the way Karin and Hibiki and I could bust each other’s chops until we were all cackling like idiots, and the way Kao and I made knowingly catty little digs at each other—just like I loved these more earnest, innocent chuckles I shared with Taiga-san from time to time. These moments felt all the more important to me as reminders that I was still human, now that I’d become a cog in a soulless corporate machine.


  “No, I totally wanna celebrate your birthday,” he said. “I swear it’s not that. You know what, here—let me just start rambling to myself about it while you look through those T-shirts or whatever, and you can listen if you want to.”


  At his suggestion, we moved over toward a table piled high with expensive, name-brand T-shirts, and I started looking through all the different cute designs. These were definitely more reasonably priced for a birthday gift—although they didn’t feel very “outdoorsy,” which was kind of the whole point.


  “If I’m being totally honest,” said Taiga-san, “I think it’s pretty messed up to try to force a change of heart in someone, or make them see things your way even when they’ve explicitly stated they just don’t feel the same. In fact, I’d even go as far as to say it’s basically the height of hubris. You can’t change who someone is deep down that easily.”


  “That does sound like something a hippie like you would say, yeah.” I nodded.


  For a split second, I almost thought he was talking about Operation Heartbreak. But he couldn’t possibly know about that unless Karin had blabbed to him about it, and I was fairly certain he’d never do that. Plus, it wasn’t like I was trying to change Hibiki’s mind or anything—I was just trying to get him to confess his feelings to me.


  “But see, if you ask me,” Taiga-san went on, “there’s a difference between that and trying to make a person realize, deep down, their feelings actually aren’t that different from the feelings of someone they really care about. In those cases, I’d say it’s less like you’re trying to change who they are, and more that you’re just trying to make them realize something about themselves they weren’t fully cognizant of before.”


  “Uh… I think that makes sense?” I hesitantly agreed.


  “I think our little wizard friend has another big wish she’s trying to make come true today, aside from just celebrating you, is what I’m saying.”


  “A wish, huh…” I muttered as I folded up the T-shirt I’d been looking at and put it back on the shelf. I hoped Taiga-san would pick up on what I was trying to ask without me having to actually ask it.


  “In this case, I don’t really know if that wish of hers actually aligns with how you really feel deep down. But the reason I’m telling you all of this in advance—albeit by rambling vaguely to myself about it—is because as someone who’s friends with you both, I’d really like it if you could both give each other’s feelings the respect they deserve. And if possible, for you to leave enough room in your heart to at least consider her perspective.”


  He really was being as vague as possible, without giving me even a single shred of concrete information to go on. But my answer was already set in stone.


  These were my friends, after all.


  “Of course,” I said.


  “Phew,” said Taiga-san. “That’s a relief to hear.”


  Without exchanging a single glance across this entire exchange, we moved on to the nearby outerwear section. I knew the cold-resistant jackets cost a pretty penny, but the thinner ones were probably not too unreasonable for a gift between adults.


  “Sorry I even have to say this, but could you pretend like you’re totally oblivious?” asked Taiga-san. “I really wasn’t supposed to say anything about it, like I assume the previous two didn’t, so if you wanna hold it against someone, let it be me, not her.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “Not planning to tell anyone about some idle rambling I just so happened to overhear. Although if this ‘wish’ of hers is for me to run for political office or something, I’m afraid I’m gonna have to disappoint.”


  Taiga-san was kind enough to give a pity chuckle to this lame joke of mine.


  Then, just like we agreed, we went on to try on a variety of different jackets and compared and contrasted the different textures like nothing had even happened. In the end, I settled on having him buy me a relatively lightweight hoodie that I could wear all year round. According to the store clerk, it was both water and UV resistant. I had her set aside the one I’d picked out (in the aptly named “Mountain Blue” colorway) for me at the register while we went to pick a reciprocal birthday gift for Taiga-san.


  Obviously, though, my mind was somewhere else completely.


  Part of me wished Taiga-san hadn’t told me anything. Knowing Mai, she’d probably sworn him to secrecy, so for him to break that promise, it must have meant that this little “wish” of Mai’s was something he knew I’d take issue with. And no matter how hard I tried to focus on shopping to distract my mind from thinking about it, I just couldn’t stop myself from trying to figure out what in the world she could possibly be up to.


  Naturally, the first thing that came to mind was her trying to set me up with Hibiki. She’d made no secret of her intentions in that regard while we were in the hot springs last year, after all. But if that were the case, I was afraid I’d have to disappoint her. Because I already had a partner—and to be honest, even if I didn’t, I probably wouldn’t consider it. So if push came to shove, I might just have to be blunt with her about that.


  If anything, she should be grilling Hibiki about this, not me—he was the one who’d been not-so-secretly in love with me for years and refused to say anything about it. And there’d been plenty of opportunities throughout that period when I’d been single too.


  Granted, I was assuming a lot here. If this was actually about something else entirely, I had no problem hearing her out with an open mind. If she was about to propose to me that we start our own business together or something, I’d gladly talk that idea over with her; even if I couldn’t realistically jump into something like that right now, there was always the possibility we could make it happen in the future. I mean, hell, we already knew a good accountant.


  On the other hand, what if she wanted to confess to me? No, no—even setting aside the issue of gender, entertaining the notion that two of my friends were secretly in love with me was so hilariously conceited—I should probably just shut up already.


  Whatever Mai’s wish might be, I hoped I could grant it. Especially after she’d clearly put so much thought into planning today and had even given Kao the perfect opportunity to finally clear the air with me. Whether that was intentional on Mai’s part, or merely a byproduct, I still felt like I owed her big-time.


  God, what a hilarious friend group we were, each of us planning our own little operations and roping everyone else into them.


  “Okay, I think I’ll get this,” said Taiga-san. “And I promise it’s not just because I’m trying to be modest or whatever.”


  After considering a variety of options, he’d ultimately settled on a simple bucket hat, which was less than a third as expensive as the jacket I’d picked out. But according to him, he already had pretty much all the outdoor gear he could ever want. I suggested we could go somewhere else to find something for him in that case, but he insisted that wasn’t necessary and headed straight for the register with the hat still on his head. It did suit a guy like him pretty well, I had to admit—what with his tanned skin and friendly face.


  After checking out separately, we exchanged the gifts we’d bought for one another. Then, as I turned my gaze toward the exit to leave, I saw that my guide was already waiting for me on standby. When I told her she was giving off fantasy vibes today, both with her outfit and her way of suddenly disappearing, and that it made me wonder if perhaps she got all her new candy ideas from some magical realm, she kind of frowned.


  “I know you’re just joking,” she said, “but I’m a little insulted you’d think I’d just plagiarize product ideas from somewhere else.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Right, that was rude of me. Sorry.”


  “So, next time you try one of our new candies, and it tastes like something from a totally different world, do me a favor and let that be our little secret, would you?”


  As she held her index finger up in front of her lips, I couldn’t help but be reminded yet again that I had the best friends in the whole entire world.


  Chapter 9


   


  DESPITE A FEW MINOR MISHAPS—and an ice-cold glare of disdain from Mai-tan, who’d previously defended me as “too much of an upstanding guy and a devoted husband to cheat”—the operation was progressing quite smoothly, all things considered.


  During our New Year’s get-together, while turning our pricey cuts of marbled beef on the grill, we’d discussed what the best way to shake Chizuru’s convictions might be.


  “See, I feel like Chizu-nee’s so set in her ways that she refuses to even acknowledge the possibility of her and Hibiki being more than friends,” said Kao. “So I don’t think being aggressive or putting her on the spot about it is going to work; she’ll just shut us out. We’re gonna have to take things slowly and gradually, I imagine.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “She’s like one of those bosses that won’t take any damage until you painstakingly get rid of all her annoying summons.”


  “Sorry, I only play Pokémon, so I don’t get the reference.”


  “She’s like a Pokémon that can’t be one-hit KO’d.”


  “Gotcha. Anyway, so yeah, I think we’re gonna have to set the stage really carefully in advance for this to work. We need to lay the foundation for her to reexamine all of her thoughts and feelings about her relationship with Hibiki, brick by brick. We’ll lure her slowly into our trap, then once she’s snared, we go in for the kill.”


  Perhaps this was only the case in my own friend group, but I found it mildly unsettling how women would sometimes use hunting terminology in matters of romance.


  I had to wonder if this whole thing was even possible. Trying to manipulate the heart of an independent, free-thinking adult like this just seemed a bit too far-fetched to me. But when I voiced this concern to the group, shortly after getting in touch with Hibiki to let him know it was his job to make the restaurant reservations, I was assured it would be just fine: “She’s even more simple-minded than you are, Karin-chan.” To be quite honest, I really wasn’t sure how to take that.


  Sitting in the café meeting room we’d been using as our base of operations ever since this morning, I drank down the last few drops of my black coffee. Across the table from me was the tambourine Hanao had bought for Chizuru as a present, which Mai-tan had just brought back here to drop off. Since their mics had been off during lunch, I didn’t know what exactly Hanao had told her, but considering she’d been all smiles all day to everyone but me, whom she wouldn’t even make eye contact with, I could certainly hazard a guess—and it would probably take a fair bit of time to regain her respect.


  As I listened to Chizuru’s and Taiga-san’s conversation via my wireless earbuds, I thought about what to do next. Not in terms of salvaging my reputation with Mai-tan, but regarding Chizuru and Hibiki. Whether the plan today went well or not, I’d have to probably swoop in and give some after-care to everybody either way. Especially to Chizuru, if things didn’t go as planned: My collaboration with Mai-tan and the others was effectively betraying her, in a way. I’d owe her an explanation.


  That wasn’t to say I thought I was doing the right thing here. In all honestly, my usual preference probably would have been to just sit back and not get involved. I mean, we lived in a society where one in three marriages ended in divorce; if things turned out poorly, it was entirely possibly that Chizuru could be single again in two or three years, and still in her early thirties, with more than enough time to start a new life with Hibiki. Or, hell—with their rapport, the two of them could probably make it work even if they didn’t get together until their forties or fifties. The only reason I’d decided to take action, rather than bank on the likelihood of them still ending up together somewhere down the line, was because I didn’t want to have to see Hibiki wait around for her that long, or for Chizuru to have to go through that kind of heartbreak. This operation today was a product of our entire group’s genuine desire to see the two of them find happiness, together or not.


  And yes, if someone were to suggest that we were doing this in large part for own satisfaction, I wouldn’t deny it. I didn’t think any of the four of us taking part in this operation had any delusions that it wasn’t. 


  The problem now was that I was starting to lose sight of how I could possibly find any sort of satisfaction in any of this. After all, it wasn’t as if I had some sick desire to see Hibiki confess only to get his heart broken, or for Chizuru’s marriage to fail. And yet, now that I’d signed myself up for this, there was also a part of me who’d already written those things off as “unfortunate necessities” for the sake of seeing this through to the end.


  I listened through my earbuds as Taiga-san vaguely alluded to what this operation was actually about. It had been Hanao’s idea to “leak” this information to Chizuru well in advance so she’d have some time to mentally “cushion” herself from the inevitable blow of what we were trying to do here. Eventually, I could hear them bring this conversation to a close as they headed to the register to settle up.


  I pressed the call button on the table to summon a waitress, then ordered an iced café au lait.


  Chapter 10


   


  GIVEN THAT I NOW KNEW Mai had a secret alternate objective here, I was all but certain what the remaining order would be. I could already see Mai putting herself as the final boss, greeting me with her smug-faced expression—and assuming this did have something to do with Hibiki, then it stood to reason that she’d try to weaken my emotional defenses by having me go shopping and joke around with him immediately beforehand. And yes, this would totally work on me, for the record.


  And if indeed it was about Hibiki, chances were it was also something romance-related. That was pretty much the only thing that hadn’t happened between us that I could imagine her “wishing” for. Well, assuming you didn’t count me climbing on top of him and trying to kiss him on Christmas, but Mai wouldn’t know about that…


  “Next, we’ll be going over to that building there,” she said. “Which, believe it or not, is one massive, multi-floor stationery store. You’re gonna love it, trust me.”


  “That does seem fitting for an accountant,” I said, wincing.


  “Oh, sorry,” Mai interjected. “I’m next on the docket, actually. Not Mr. Accountant Boy.”


  “Wait, huh?! I thought for sure you were going to be last!”


  I felt quite proud of myself for pivoting from this slip of the tongue to focus on Mai rather than Hibiki without missing a beat. I’d have to tell Karin about this later.


  “Why, were you hoping to see our little accountant next?” asked Mai.


  “Huh?” I replied. “I mean, n-no… It’s not that…”


  I admit this attempt was a lot less convincing. Mai would have been fully justified in grilling me for it (not that I wanted that), and yet she didn’t press me on the subject of Hibiki any further. When we reached the store, she just bowed her head to me and immediately switched from guide mode to shopping date mode.


  “They say it’s the biggest stationery store in all of Japan,” she said. “You ever been?”


  “Nah, I’m not that fussy about paper products, so I usually just buy them at my local office supply store,” I said.


  “Well, you’re in for a treat, then. And no offense to the others—but I went ahead and stretched this leg of the trip out a bit longer than the rest.”


  “Wow, didn’t know your magic could stretch the fabric of time itself. Don’t think anyone’s gonna give you flak for that, Ms. Time Wizard.”


  Jokes aside, I immediately jumped to the conclusion that she’d done this because she was planning to tell me about her little “wish” while we were alone, and felt quite satisfied with myself for making this deduction. And yet at the same time, I felt like a jaded, cynical grown-up, trying to suss out my friends’ intentions like this—I really didn’t like it. Especially when I usually took so much pride in being upfront and honest with people.


  Upon walking inside, I was immediately baffled to see that a store like this had a counter with drinks for sale. If it had been a little café area or something, I might have understood, but it looked like literally all they sold was lemonade.


  “You want a drink?” asked Mai.


  “Think I’m good for now,” I said. “Don’t tell me—did Hibiki pass on being stationed here because of all the lemons?”


  “What, does he hate them or something?”


  “He can’t stand sour stuff or things like guaraná. But he still forces himself to eat them for some reason—pay attention next time, it’s really funny the way his face puckers up. Although he doesn’t seem to mind wine all that much.”


  “Huh, interesting. Well, can’t say I’m a fan of guaraná myself.”


  Mai shrugged her shoulders with an expression that suggested she was still playing dumb about the whole Hibiki thing. What was it about adults and feigning ignorance? It was like they just reveled in teasing and manipulating while pretending it was totally unintentional. But I could tell deep down she was amused by me jumping right into a trap she hadn’t even laid—even though it wasn’t weird at all for me to bring Hibiki up in conversation, given that he was one of my best friends. Also, who didn’t like guaraná?


  “I actually have a present candidate for you in mind already,” said Mai. “It’s on the fourth floor, so why don’t we start on the seventh and work our way down? Gotta get in the mood before we hit the main event.”


  “We did grow up in the era of songs with really long intros, after all,” I pointed out.


  “Personally, I kinda like songs that hit you with the catchy part right off the bat, but that’s just me.”


  That honestly makes sense for someone whose company makes candy commercials, I found myself thinking as we took the elevator up to the seventh floor.


  The vibe up there was totally different from the first floor—a very colorful, conceptual space. I could see why Mai had suggested we start here. It was so vibrant, it was almost dazzling. What felt like thousands of different colors were spread all across the walls and shelves in the form of colored paper and pens. If there was a little witch out there somewhere who loved drawing and handicrafts, I imagined this was what their lair might look like. I picked up a magic marker in a color I didn’t even know existed and thought to myself, Maybe it would be fun to write my business proposals with this.


  “To be honest, my present idea’s a lot cheaper than what the others bought you,” Mai confessed. “So if you see anything else you want, feel free to throw it in.”


  “Oh, no—I’m not worried about the price,” I said. “I know it must be something you really put your heart into picking out, so it’ll probably trounce the others anyway.”


  “Wow, you’re really setting the bar high for me, huh?!”


  “Isn’t that the standard you always hold yourself to, though?”


  Mai was perhaps the most capable person I knew. Her skills made her invaluable in all kinds of situations. I’d almost come to be a bit too dependent on them since our college days, as I relied on her for things like event planning and presentation help more times than I could count. That said, she’d also made it abundantly clear to all of us that she’s not the sort of person who wants to have to shoulder everything all by herself, and that give-and-take relationship is why we’ve managed to stay such good friends to this day.


  The moment she told us this was honestly one of my fondest memories of her.


  While I couldn’t speak for Kao, I knew for a fact that I’d been unintentionally taking advantage of her goodwill pretty much constantly up until that point, leaving her in charge of planning everything from drinking parties to study sessions to school festival events without even realizing I was being a freeloader. Then one day, after this reached a breaking point, she called me and Kao over to her one-bedroom apartment, where we found her sitting on her knees in formal posture on a floor cushion. Hibiki was there too, wearing his usual wry smirk when we walked in—apparently, she’d asked him to be there as a witness because she was worried she might lose her temper otherwise. She was much more rational than either Kao or I were, as two friends who’d been in fights where things got absolutely vicious. 


  We sat across from her on the floor, and she started off admitting that it was partially her fault for letting the situation go on so long without saying anything, before criticizing our behavior and telling us we needed to at least try a little harder to show that we were willing to help pull our own weight. She didn’t yell—only scolded. Mind you, this was in an era when we would scoff out loud any time a customer at our work criticized us for anything—and yet, this earnest expression of frustration from our good friend really hit home, at least for me. It was something I appreciated even more now that I’d entered the real workforce; I felt like Mai bearing her heart and talking things out with us not only made me a better friend but a better member of society as well.


  We did a quick circuit of the whole floor, then took the stairs down to the sixth, which had a much more laid-back, homey vibe to it. Items on display here included things like photo albums and picture frames. I was reminded of that photo on the corkboard at Hibiki’s place; since I still owed him an apology for Christmas, I figured maybe I could at least get him something nice to put it in. And not just for the sake of the operation.


  “Hey, can I do a little personal shopping while we’re here?” I asked.


  “Sure,” said Mai. “I’ll buy whatever you want.”


  “No, I’ll get it. It’d be a present for someone else.”


  “Oh? For who?”


  “F-for Hibiki.”


  Clearly, I hadn’t thought this through before bringing it up.


  “Oh really, now…” said Mai.


  “I was over at his place the other day, and I saw that he had that nice photo of us just tacked lazily to his bulletin board, so I figured hey, why not?” I said, trying to make excuses while simultaneously digging myself into an even deeper hole. I felt a bit like I was dribbling my way straight into my own goal here at this point. Hoping to play it off, I reached for one of the colorful photo albums nearby and started idly flipping through it. “He has a pretty big place, you know. We should have a drinking party there next time.”


  “I heard you two spent Christmas together there.”


  Just who on earth had she heard that from? Surely, Karin wouldn’t have told her. He was my accomplice, after all.


  “Yeah, we went out for dinner,” I confirmed. “Then back to his place for drinks.”


  “Heard you spent the night there too,” said Mai. “At least, ­according to Kao, who says Hibiki-kun told her himself.”


  Goddammit, Hibiki! Don’t go spreading things around that’ll make people think there’s something going on between us! Especially when you can’t even find the nerve to confess! Why do you always have to be such a cheeky little brat?!


  “Hey, we all used to crash there back in college,” I said. “Guess I’m just the only one who still takes advantage of that hospitality.”


  “What a guy,” intoned Mai. “Just imagine where you’d be right about now without him selflessly supporting you for all these years.”


  “God, this is so cute, isn’t it? I should get him this—it’d totally make him blush.”


  I knew better than to agree with this assertion, so I just ignored her and changed the subject. It was plainly obvious what she was really trying to say: I should just hurry up and get together with him, already. But unfortunately for her, I was already spoken for. Something I could hopefully come clean about before terribly long. Sorry, Mai.


  I bought him a cheap floral-patterned picture frame—which the store clerk wrapped for me in even cuter wrapping paper—then stuffed it in my shoulder bag. Today, I was actually wearing a coat with pockets for a change, so the only other things in my bag were my wallet and makeup.


  Next came the fifth floor, which was a lot more like what I pictured the platonic ideal of a stationery store would be. There were a lot of much more practical office supplies, some of which were marketed as “life hacks” for making your workday that much easier. I almost wanted to come back here with some of my coworkers someday. That could be pretty fun—obviously we couldn’t expense it, but it could be a nice team-building exercise to have everyone buy something for each other. We took a quick look around the floor, then headed down to the next, where Mai’s present idea apparently awaited.


  The fourth floor was full of things like notebooks and pencil cases.


  As soon as I realized this, I had to admit, this felt like a very typical “Mai” sort of present—giving someone something practical that they’d use in their day-to-day life. It was so predictable I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d worn her usual smug-faced grin while teasing me about the idea earlier. But for the umpteenth time my dear organizer-slash-presenter-slash-candymaker-slash-wizard friend subverted expectations.


  “So basically, they let you design your own notebook here,” she said. “You can pick out what color and material you want, et cetera. And I figured what better way to commemorate this special day in a way you’ll never forget than for us to make some special notebooks together we can always keep with us? According to their website, there are over forty million possible combinations!”


  “Whoa… Wait, that’s actually really cool,” I said.


  “We can each design our own, or we could both get matching ones, or we could even each design the other’s—whatever you think would be most fun!”


  “Oh, man. Tough choices right off the bat… Maybe we should design each other’s, then—or, wait… On second thought…”


  Just as I was about to go with my first gut instinct, I was reminded of that vacation planning game Hibiki and I had played and changed my mind. I didn’t want to ruin her gift by associating it in my head with a total blunder of a night like that. Even if I had recovered from it at this point, I really needed to learn to stop making a fool of myself in a way that put my friends out. I couldn’t just expect them to smile and laugh it off and forgive me over and over again—hadn’t I already learned that lesson from Mai, way back when? Maybe I hadn’t grown up as much as I thought I had.


  “Actually, I think we should make matching ones!” I said. “With our powers combined, and your good instincts, I bet we can come up with something extra special!”


  “Well, okay,” said Mai, “but I’ll be counting on you to lend me your energy too!”


  “It’s all yours, don’t worry!”


  As Mai and I flirted with one another, we set to work designing our special notebook—which actually had even more customization options than I was expecting. I figured we’d only be able to pick a size (A4 or B5 or whatever), choose a color, and maybe write some words to put on the front, but the first question was actually about whether you wanted it to be wire-bound or adhesive-bound. We went with the former, since it just felt like it had more personality that way. Next, we had to pick a paper size, as well as what template to use for the front and back covers, followed by what coloring we’d prefer for the binding rings. 


  The customization options that surprised me most, however, were for the inner pages. Not only did you get to choose what rule and layout you wanted, you also got to pick what paper material you wanted, which affected how smoothly you could write on it. On top of that, you could do multiple different materials and formats in a single notebook, as long as each section was in a denomination of ten pages. I could see obsessive and/or indecisive people having a very hard time actually completing one of these notebooks.


  Thankfully, I was generally the type to go with my first instinct on decisions like this, so we made it through the interior page design process relatively swiftly. Finally, we got to choose whether we wanted a clasp of some sort or a text engraving on the front cover. Since it was a special occasion, we went ahead and splurged for the real leather snap. As for the engraving, Mai offered a pretty clever suggestion: “What if we put today’s date, as well as the names of everyone who participated today in a small font, and then our own initials in a bigger font right in the center?”


  “Oh my god, I love it,” I said.


  I was all for this idea. Immediately, I started typing our names out in alphabetical order: first CHIZURU and HIBIKI, then KAO and KARIN… On second thought, maybe this order is a bit too incriminating. That said, I figured I’d probably be stirring up a hornet’s nest by bringing it up, so it was probably better not to… But still.


  “H-hey, Mai,” I said. “Why don’t we use ‘Hanao’ instead of ‘Kao’ for this?”


  “Yeah, that sounds good to me,” said Mai.


  It was a desperate, grasping-at-straws suggestion, and yet Mai surprisingly hopped on board with it with a mildly eerie smile. I was all but certain she’d make some sort of quip about my and Hibiki’s names being right next to each other, but she didn’t. And with Kao’s nickname now right in between us, the two most deadly name combinations had been safely averted.


  We made my front cover blue, and Mai’s yellow. Side by side, it almost looked like we were going for a “sky and sun” motif. Apparently, it would take about thirty minutes for our notebooks to be done after placing the order, so we headed back down to the first floor, got some lemonade, and then started meandering our way around the floors that allowed food and drink. There was even an area where you could write letters and send them off right there, which looked like a little witch’s workshop for writing down magic spells and potion recipes or something.


  After killing time for a while, we headed back to the fourth floor to find our notebooks were ready for pickup. When the clerk handed them to us, I got all excited at the thought of getting back into journaling. It was almost like buying a good luck charm during a shrine visit and feeling like my life had already gotten better, even though it hadn’t granted any wishes or anything for me yet. I’d have to take care not to waste a single page.


  After the cashier gift-wrapped it and put it in a bag, Mai held it out to me.


  “Happy birthday, Chizuru,” she said. “And welcome.”


  “Oh, am I getting my ticket to enter your wizarding world now?” I asked. “Thanks, Mai—for this, and for everything today.”


  I knew she meant “welcome to your thirties,” but I couldn’t help but crack one more joke on that front. When I took the bag from her, however, I was surprised to find it felt a lot heavier than I would have expected for a single notebook. And I knew it wasn’t just the fancier material. No, this was like that moment that happens when you go out drinking and suddenly the alcohol catches up with you all at once. Only it was extreme tension I was feeling, not drunkenness.


  Because my shopping time with Mai was now over, she was probably going to bring up her other “wish” for me any second now. Judging from how Taiga-san described it, it probably wasn’t going to be something I’d take too kindly to. But I’d already made up my mind that I was going to hear her out and think it over properly. Still, I couldn’t help but feel nervous. Was I even mentally prepared to give her the thoughtful, considerate answer she deserved?


  Taking the escalator back down to the first floor, we stopped by the lemonade counter to give the worker our empty cups, then headed outside. If this was going to follow the same shtick as Kao’s date, she’d probably address me right after we got out onto the sidewalk. On second thought, it was likely a little rude of me to refer to Kao’s earnest attempt to make amends with me as a “shtick.”


  Kao had her way of approaching delicate matters, and Mai had her own, surely. I tried my best to imagine what that could possibly be. And, for the dozenth time today, and probably the billionth time in my life, she completely subverted my expectations in the most unfathomable way. Once we were outside, she just turned to me and gave a little bow.


  “Okay, my work as your guide today is officially done,” she said. “You’re on your own from here on out.”


  “Wait, huh?!” I gawked, flabbergasted. “But what about Hibiki?”


  And what about your “wish”?


  “Sorry—now that I’ve been a date for you myself, I can’t go back to being your unbiased guide-wizard again,” explained Mai. “I’d like to be able to enjoy more dates with you in the future, after all, and I’d prefer to avoid any conflicts of interest.”


  “I mean, yeah, I had a lot of fun too…”


  If only we could see eye-to-eye on everything this easily, I found myself wishing. I watched her reach into her coat pocket with a complacent smile and pull out a white envelope, which she handed to me.


  “From this point on, the contents of this envelope should be enough to guide you,” she said. “There’s a map in there too.”


  There was a pregnant pause after this, during which I thought she might slip in one of her usual smug-faced grins, but instead, she just took a deep breath and looked me straight in the eyes, as though she was trying to gaze into my very soul.


  “It’s also got a message for you, from your past self,” she said.


  “From…my past self?” I asked.


  “Yeah. She gave it to me and told me to deliver it to your current self.”


  “Wow, I didn’t realize wizards were capable of time travel nowadays.”


  There was nothing written on the outside of the envelope, and obviously I couldn’t see inside. But judging from the fact it was sealed with a little sun sticker, I assumed I wasn’t meant to open it until Mai was already gone. That said, I couldn’t imagine what sort of message my past self could have possibly entrusted Mai to give to me.


  “If you have any problems, I’ll still be in this general area, so feel free to get in touch,” offered Mai.


  “I’d like to think I’m old enough now that I wouldn’t get lost,” I replied. 


  We both chuckled briefly at this quip, and then Mai’s face turned serious again.


  “Before I go,” she said, “can I make a request?”


  Here we go. Finally.


  For a moment, I braced myself for impact, then remembered Taiga-san’s words and tried to chill out a bit so I could listen with an open mind. I took a deep breath, though not so long as to seem suspicious or overdramatic.


  “Yeah, what’s up?” I asked.


  Just what—and how big—was this request going to be?


  “Chizuru,” she began. “At this next shop, I want you to take selecting a gift with Hibiki-kun as seriously as you possibly can. I want you to pick things up and hold them in your hands—­examining their color, texture, smell, et cetera—and really think hard about whether this is what you want or not before deciding. I want you to pick the one you know you’ll want to have for the rest of your life. And if I could only ask you for one favor for the rest of mine, it would be this.”


  “…This?” I asked.


  Obviously, I didn’t know what the next store was going to be like, so I couldn’t quite make heads or tails of what Mai was asking of me. But no matter what kind of establishment it was, it made me feel a little uneasy to think she’d use her life’s one hypothetical favor from me on a shopping trip with Hibiki, of all things.


  “Sure, of course,” I promised. “I’ll take it as seriously as I can.”


  “Thank you,” replied Mai. “Well, Hibiki-kun is waiting, so the two of you have fun. And be sure to get him to buy you something expensive while you have the chance.”


  “Oh, don’t worry—I’ll definitely be taking advantage of Sensei’s generosity.”


  “I’ll hold on to the notebook and Taiga-san’s present in the meantime.”


  I handed her my bags, and Mai told me the general direction I should be heading. She did not magically disappear this time, but instead stood and waved while seeing me off. I could still see her standing there until I turned and rounded the next corner, so I stopped and waved back to her a few times. She was so devoted to her role.


  Once I was alone, I stepped into the shadow of a building to get out of the wind, then immediately opened the envelope. Not just because I was extremely curious what it might say, but because I literally wouldn’t know where to go next until I did. I didn’t even have the slightest clue on either front.


  I peeled off the little sun sticker carefully, like the seal on a cute box of sweets. Inside the envelope were two folded up sheets of notepaper. I unfolded the first one to find a simple, hand-drawn map. The names of several important buildings and landmarks I knew were labeled, but the destination was simply labeled “HERE” with no further information. If it were anything like the previous destinations, though, I’d probably be able to recognize it by spotting Hibiki standing outside.


  Now for the real question, I thought as I pulled out the other sheet of notepaper. Just what message could my past self have possibly left for Mai to give me? I had no memory of ever leaving any sort of “time capsule” type letter with anyone, so I genuinely had no idea how Mai could have come into possession of such a thing.


  With much hesitation, I slowly and fearfully unfolded the page.


  I ran my eyes across the letters written there.


  And as soon as my brain parsed the words, I experienced a similar phenomenon to the one I’d felt with Kao earlier this afternoon, where a flood of images, scents, and memories came rushing back to me all at once in the span of a single instant. Though in some ways, this was entirely different. The memories Kao had called forth were more like emotional baggage I’d sealed away, but still knew I’d been holding onto, stored somewhere safe and out of mind.


  These, however, were something I’d misplaced and forgotten all about, to the point I almost couldn’t even believe they were mine. Mai had effectively dragged out a huge cardboard box filled with all kinds of latent memories from a dusty closet in the back of my mind. They felt a bit more organized and neatly packed this time, though—maybe I’d done a bit of mental spring cleaning in the process of dragging out Kao’s.


  Regardless, these newly unearthed memories, combined with the situation I was in now and the words Mai had said to me a moment ago, made it abundantly clear exactly what the true aim of her request was.


  “Fuck,” I muttered aloud.


  I was now standing stock-still in the middle of a pedestrian walkway, about to break down and cry over a letter that was a single sentence long. I was a real piece of work. Lost, I let out an agonized sound that was more like a hum than a groan. Because there was more emotion to it than a mere groan. And almost a kind of melody to it as well.


  “If we get to age thirty and neither of us are married, I promise I’ll think about a relationship with Hibiki for real.”


  I could even remember where my mind had been when I’d written this too—those feelings had all been sealed up within that same box. At the time, I was going through breakups what felt like every other month—and each time, Mai and Kao would try to convince me to just date Hibiki already. But I only ever interpreted this as their way of teasing me, especially since even Hibiki only thought of me as a friend back then. So when I made this little “promise” to get them off my back, I hadn’t even meant it, really.


  I couldn’t believe my own heartlessness. How cruel was that to Hibiki? And more than anything, how cruel was it to Mai, who’d taken that offhanded comment I didn’t even mean and held on to it for all these years, who’d planned this whole well-thought-out operation just to remind me of this promise to myself and to hold me accountable to it?


  And then I realized: Mai’s request to me wasn’t about choosing a present at all. When she said “I want you to pick the one you know you’ll want to have for the rest of your life,” she wasn’t talking about a birthday gift.


  Somehow, she knew about my current partner. Maybe she’d heard about him from Karin, or maybe she remembered me mentioning I was dating someone on a call a year or so ago and had correctly surmised that we were still together. Either way, I didn’t care.


  The important thing was: She knew.


  And she was telling me to choose Hibiki regardless.


  I knew she wasn’t the sort of girl to give blatantly unconscionable advice like that so lightly. Telling someone to just dump their fiancé and start seeing someone else instead should, by rights, be a huge violation of her own moral code and integrity.


  “Mai…”


  And yet, she wasn’t a wizard, so calling her name did not make her magically appear. But of course she didn’t—she wasn’t actually some time traveler who’d come here for the sole purpose of bringing me this blast from the past. She was just an old college friend of mine, who was growing older just like I was, who still made time to get together on birthdays and at the end of each year, even if none of us could afford to hang out as much as we used to anymore.


  She wasn’t the only one I wanted to call by name either. There was also Taiga-san, obviously, but I assumed even Kao and Karin probably knew what Mai had been planning here today. And while I couldn’t say for sure whether they fully endorsed it or not, they certainly hadn’t done anything to stop her. When I parted ways with Karin, he’d told me to not let anyone else try to tell me I was wrong for being who I was. Before I said goodbye to Kao, she’d gone out of her way to create a chance for us to reevaluate a similarly long-standing status quo. Taiga-san had told me to at least hear her out, regardless of whether what she was asking initially felt difficult to accept.


  I didn’t feel ganged up on, nor did I feel betrayed by Karin in the slightest. After all, Mai and Hibiki were his friends too, just like I was—and I was sure he must have really felt conflicted when they hit him with this proposal. That was just the sort of guy he was, regardless of what you said about his beard.


  Which was why I wanted to consider Mai’s point of view.


  I wanted to give this suggestion an honest chance.


  Really, I did. From the bottom of my heart. And yet…


  I reached into my pocket to grab the handkerchief Kao had given me and used it to dab the corners of my eyes. Good—the tears hadn’t overflowed yet.


  I wasn’t going to just run away. Hibiki was waiting for me, somewhere beneath this cold winter sky. For now, I just needed to make my way to where he was.


  Checking the map as I went, I started walking toward my destination.


  Obviously, I’d considered the possibility that Mai knew how Hibiki felt about me too. She could have heard it from Karin, or simply pieced it together from his behavior and manner of speaking around me, like I had.


  If that were the case, though, there was absolutely no way Hibiki was in on the scheme, or that they were planning this whole event just to build up to one epic proposal-tier confession. No one who knew his personality would try to rope him into something like that. He simply wasn’t the type of guy who’d ever confess his feelings to someone in a situation where there were so many social pressures that might make them cave. He was a well-balanced guy like that, which Mai surely also knew. Hell, even if she didn’t, one of the other three would have no doubt stepped in to stop her.


  In other words, Mai’s plan had nothing to do with Hibiki.


  She was asking me to be the one who brought it up.


  My whole body was stirring with conflicted emotions, which were bubbling up so violently it was a struggle to stand still. I needed to stay in motion—and yet, unfortunately, every city block had traffic lights. All I could do, as I waited for the signal to turn, was bounce on my heels impatiently (though only ever so slightly, so as not to draw undue attention) and reflect on my conversation with Mai just now.


  She’d told me I should make him buy me something expensive. But just what in the world did she have in mind? Surely, something that would make it easier for me to broach the subject of us, in her hypothetical ideal scenario.


  I looked around me. Certainly, there was no shortage of expensive gifts to be found, in this posh entertainment district full of tourists and sightseers. But even as the light changed, and I crossed the street along with them, I hadn’t the foggiest idea what Mai wanted me to choose. A bouquet? Champagne? Jewelry? S-surely not a ring, right?


  As I nervously walked toward my destination, I grew closer to the station as well, and the street grew more crowded. Eventually, I spotted Hibiki standing up ahead, fiddling around on his smartphone while he waited. He was wearing his usual coat and slacks.


  Perhaps he’d just gotten an update from Mai, as he looked up and glanced around, which led us to make eye contact even though I hadn’t crossed the crosswalk to him yet. You’d think this might only make my nervous tension skyrocket—but no. Even at a time like this, just seeing his face was enough to make me feel calm and reassured. I waved to him as I approached at my usual walking pace.


  “For a second there, I thought you were an elementary schooler,” he said. “Who waves at someone while crossing the street like that?”


  “Wow. That’s your opening line?” I questioned.


  Despite all my overthinking, I was still able to interact with him just like always and gave the same natural reaction to his quip that I would have any other time.


  “Happy birthday,” he said.


  “Thanks, big guy,” I replied. “And sorry again about Christmas.”


  “Okay, you don’t have to give me five hundred apologies,” he said with a cynical smile. “Better save some of them for the next time you pull a stunt like that.”


  There was a small disconnect here. He was forgiving me for my drunken behaviors in and of themselves, whereas I was apologizing for having come onto him like that in principle, despite us just being friends. I would not let there be a “next time” for that.


  “Did Mai-san tell you where we’re going?” he asked.


  “Nope,” I replied.


  Following the map had led me to a large building fairly close to the station, though not one with any obvious street-level retail businesses visible from the outside.


  “Okay, then let’s just get going, I guess,” said Hibiki. “She did ask me to ‘be your guide,’ or whatever.”


  “Yeah, you’d better be,” I said. “Don’t go screwing up my birthday, pal.”


  “What happened to that somber, apologetic look on your face a minute ago? Can we go back to that?”


  He was the same as ever. And so was I.


  We headed into the building. Judging from the info board outside, it seemed like it was mostly filled with relatively standard retail chains, so it certainly didn’t seem as ritzy at first blush as the previous locations had been. But I knew better than to underestimate Mai by this point, so I braced myself for impact. With each ascending escalator we took up, I hardened my resolve as I stared at Hibiki’s back. Jewels, rings, whatever—I was prepared for any eventuality. My only caveat was that, if it was someplace that was truly ungodly expensive, I’d insist I couldn’t possibly accept something so nice, and refuse to take it.


   


  Once we reached the third floor, Hibiki stopped ascending toward the heavens. Now that we were on equal footing again, I surveyed my surroundings. There was a glasses store, a Starbucks, and a few other things—but after I made eye contact with Hibiki, he lifted his hand and pointed it, palm up, to indicate the largest retailer on the entire floor, by far.


  “Here?” I asked, doing my very best to conceal my confusion and failing miserably. I wasn’t sure what exactly I’d been expecting, but it most certainly wasn’t this.


  It was an ordinary lifestyle goods store, filled with simplistically designed basic necessities like garbage cans and towels. Their stuff wasn’t dirt cheap or anything, mind you, but it certainly wasn’t fancy or expensive by any stretch of the imagination. Surely, Mai wouldn’t have been so blatant as to tell Hibiki we should pick out matching toothbrushes or something couples-y like that—so what were we doing here?


  “Before we start shopping,” said Hibiki, “there’s something I need to apologize to you about too.”


  “Oh yeah?” I asked. “And what’s that?”


  This was a very uncomfortable place for an apology.


  “When I was talking with Mai-san about gift ideas for you, I accidentally let slip that you’re gonna be moving here in a bit,” said Hibiki. “Guess I didn’t realize or consider that you hadn’t already told her. Sorry about that.”


  “Oh, is that all?” I replied, relieved. “Don’t sweat it. That actually got put off for a while, speaking of which—couldn’t find someone to fill my current position, apparently, so it probably won’t be happening for another six months to a year, at least.”


  It was a bummer to have to wait that long for my promotion, for sure, but such was the life of a corporate drone.


  “Oh, no kidding?” said Hibiki. “Shoot. Then I guess maybe this isn’t gonna be such a great gift opportunity after all…”


  “No, no—it’s fine,” I said. “I can always use more towels or a new garbage can.”


  “Uh, well… Mai-san asked me to help you find some new furniture, actually.”


  Aha. So that’s her game.


  “…Furniture?!” I shouted. “Oops… Sorry, didn’t mean to yell.”


  I possessed both a child’s lack of social awareness and an adult’s sense of shame. Lucky me. Not wanting to cause a scene, I screamed again internally: Furniture?!


  “That’s way too expensive!” I insisted.


  “I mean, yeah, I’m not offering to buy you a sofa that costs a thousand dollars or anything,” he said. “But I figured a chair or side table or something might be nice.”


  “Hibiki…”


  The price wasn’t even my main concern here.


  I hadn’t even fully disclosed this to Karin yet, but the real reason I was moving was so that my fiancé and I could move in and start our life together as newlyweds. This meant Hibiki would effectively be buying furniture for me and my future husband to enjoy together in our new home. And I’d be accepting that as a gift from a guy I knew was in love with me. I would definitely have a few choice words for Mai once this was over.


  No, no—even assuming she did know about the engagement, surely this must have been Kao’s idea. A good girl like Mai would never do such a thing. I could almost hear Kao’s voice in my head: So what’ll it be, Chizu-nee? You ready to dive into this hell of your own making, or are you gonna take responsibility and own it?


  “Uh, why the awkward silence?” asked Hibiki.


  “Oh, sorry—I wasn’t thinking about furniture options or anything,” I said. “Guess I’m just kinda speechless is all.”


  This really was beyond the pale. But I figured neither Mai nor Kao would ever deliberately try to torture me that badly—they probably just wanted this to be a thought exercise where I imagined what it would be like living together with Hibiki. Even though I’d already experienced “living” with him for two or three days straight at a time back in college. I thought back on what Mai had said: She wanted me to really take my time and consider my options before “picking the one I’d want to have for the rest of my life.”


  She wasn’t just trying to stir the pot. She was trying to flip the whole table.


  “And now you’ve got your hand on your chest?” said Hibiki. “Listen, if you’re not feeling well, we can sit down for a while. This is the last stop, so we can afford to take our time.”


  “No, I’m fine,” I said. “Just marveling at how Mai can continue to surprise me, even after twelve years of knowing her.”


  “Yeah, no kidding. When she first told me about the plan today, I was honestly kind of against it at first. How come you got this whole special full-day event for your thirtieth birthday, and I didn’t?”


  This was a bald-faced lie. I knew he was probably on board from the very second she brought it up. And I felt lucky to have such good friends, don’t get me wrong—but it still left me at a loss as to what I should do here. I mean, what options did I even have?


  Option 1: Tell him straight-up that furniture is way too expensive for a birthday gift, and have him buy me something small and practical instead.


  Option 2: Play dumb and let him buy me a nice piece of furniture for the new place. Actually, I didn’t even need to play dumb—he’d probably do it anyway.


  Option 3 (and probably the one Mai was hoping for): Pick out a piece of furniture I could see myself using with Hibiki in the future.


  Even when counting them out in my pocket, I still had fingers left over. These were the only realistic options I could think of—and as much as I wanted to eliminate Option 3 right off the bat, I felt like that would be kind of disrespectful to Taiga-san and Mai, after I’d promised I’d face their wishes head-on and give them proper consideration.


  Not to mention the promise my past self had made.


  “Well, you don’t need to know what you want right off the bat. Why don’t we start by just taking a look around?” said Hibiki. “Curious to see just how much cash Mai-san is expecting me to drop here.”


  “Sounds good,” I said.


  I promised I’d think about a relationship with him for real. And that was something I could do, right here and now—there was no harm in merely thinking about it.


  As he turned his back on me with a cynical smirk and started walking into the store, I made a little bulletin board in my head and started pasting all the various emotions and impressions I had regarding this man to it like mental sticky notes. I wanted to give myself a fresh, unbiased look at the bigger picture of our relationship, like I’d done with Kao.


  And in Hibiki’s case, it didn’t take long at all to fill this impression board up.


  For starters, he was a genuinely good guy. This was the biggest prerequisite. Next, he had a mediator’s personality: always careful to never swing too far in one direction over the other. He also had a great sense of sarcasm, though he never used it in a way that made other people feel like they were being put down. He was extremely generous and forgiving—not just to me, but to everyone. He was a certified public accountant, so he made good money. He liked the same bands I did, and we’d been in one together (I’d need to hold him to his word about getting back into playing guitar again). He was my gamer buddy (even though we hadn’t played together since the start of the new year). He was also my drinking buddy. He was a pro at exercising restraint. We also knew a ton about each other already (including some pretty embarrassing stuff).


  Above all else, though: He was my friend.


  “Damn, is this how much sofas go for nowadays?” muttered Hibiki, running his hand along the cushions of a green loveseat. “If I got you something like this, I’d better get gift credit for the next three birthdays after this, at least.”


  He grinned at me, clearly enjoying himself. He probably would buy it for me too, if I told him I was willing to cash in my next three birthdays for it. And then I’d totally forget all about it next year, and he’d have to remind me, no doubt. But he’d probably still end up getting me something anyway. Not just because he had feelings for me, but because that was just the type of guy he was.


  “Wow, Sensei,” I said. “Already thinking about where our friendship will be three years down the line? How romantic of you.”


  “Okay, now you’re just being cheesy,” said Hibiki. “Or trying to make things awkward—one or the other.”


  “You’re right. Should’ve kept that one to myself.”


  “Ah, yes… Buying a couch… The absolute height of romance…”


  As I chuckled at his little quip, I picked up one of the matching throw pillows on the sofa and looked at the price tag.


  I was reminded of that sweet, pear-like scent yet again—though it wasn’t so much a literal scent as it was a sort of emotional wavelength my intuition picked up on. It wasn’t that I even disliked the smell either; I just felt bad about the way things had turned out.


  I mean, this was Hibiki we were talking about—someone who was utterly irreplaceable to me. And so even now, when I was making a genuine effort to reassess our relationship out of respect for Mai and the others, I just couldn’t bring myself to arrive at any other conclusion than the one I always did: I didn’t want things to change between us.


  God, I’m such a bad person.


  And here I’d said during the road trip that I wanted us to be able to face those emotions, no matter how uncomfortable they might be, so that he wouldn’t have to shoulder them all by himself forever.


  And here I’d thrown all of my morals out the window on Christmas just to try to force him into making a mistake together with me.


  And here I was now, telling myself that maybe it wouldn’t hurt to double-check one last time, even though I knew it was a shitty, underhanded thing for me to do as his friend.


  There’d been a time when I despised these underhanded tendencies of mine. But with age, I’d learned to live with them; I couldn’t deny they’d proven useful in adulthood.


  “Okay, I’ll walk back the cheesy romance comment,” I said. “But you have to admit, it’s been pretty crazy that we’ve been friends for twelve whole years now, isn’t it? Like, just imagine all the different points at which we could’ve branched off onto a totally different timeline, but nope—here we are, still going strong.”


  “You mean timelines like in the multiverse sense?” asked Hibiki.


  “Yeah, like parallel worlds. Ones in which we didn’t end up in the relationship we have with each other now.”


  And here I was, just twisting the knife again like it was nothing.


  “You ever think about that sort of thing?” I asked. “Like, what if things had played out completely differently, even before we were born, and as a result we ended up being siblings, or cousins, or went to the same elementary school?”


  I didn’t make eye contact with him for added nonchalance.


  “Or boyfriend and girlfriend,” I said. “You never know.”


  “Mmm… Nah,” said Hibiki. “I mean, sure, if you wanna talk about altering stuff that happened before we were even born, things obviously might’ve been way different, to the point that I wouldn’t even consider us the same people… But if we’re just talking about the you and me that are standing here today, and who met in the way that we did, then no—I don’t think there’s any timeline in which we didn’t end up as friends.”


  Right… Yeah, that makes sense.


  “Wow,” I said. “And you said I was being cheesy.”


  “I know—double standards, right?” 


  As he snickered, I elbowed him in the gut. Not because I was genuinely annoyed, but because I wanted to clear the air of the lingering scent of my own underhandedness. The last thing I wanted was him sniffing out even the slightest trace of the putrid thought I’d had just now—that if only I could keep my marriage a secret from him forever, and nothing would ever have to change between us, this would all be so easy.


  Still, I knew one thing for sure now: Hibiki was definitely in love with me.


  Chapter 11


   


  “SO YOU THINK it’s a ‘lady doth protest too much’ situation?”


  Flash back to our very first strategy meeting. Folding my arms and tilting my head, I tried to wrap my brain around this theory Chizuru was trying to sell me on.


  “Exactly,” she said. “I mean, you know how Hibiki is—he pretty much never takes a strong stance for or against anything. Which is why you never hear him say a bad word about anyone without couching it in disclaimers, and why he always makes an effort to hear out both sides of a story and give everyone the benefit of the doubt. And when neither party is clearly, objectively in the right, he just refuses to take a side at all.”


  “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I said.


  “And yet, whenever the topic of a hypothetical romance with me comes up, even as a joke, he always shuts it down right out of the gate. First time I noticed it was probably around a year after I moved back to Tokyo. We’d made plans to go drinking that day, but then suddenly his sister showed up to stay at his place for some reason, so I ended up meeting her. And when she asked if we were going out, he was immediately like ‘No way, absolutely not.’ Which wouldn’t have stuck out to me as weird, except for the fact that immediately after that, she kept grilling him, asking if he was going out with Mai-san, or even you, Karin—and this time, he was like ‘Well, I guess there’s always a possibility…’ and just kind of laughed it off.”


  Listening to this anecdote, I couldn’t help but get a few flashbacks of my own. Back in our college days, people used to tease that me and Hibiki should “just hurry up and date already,” and he’d always play along with these jokes in a way that only added fuel to the fire. Back then, he probably would have done the same thing with Chizuru as well.


  “Yeah, it’s interesting,” I said. “Especially considering how much he seems to take pride in being a balanced person who treats everyone equally.”


  “I mean, I think that’s exactly the issue,” said Chizuru. “Maybe it’s just me, but I don’t get the impression that he’s shutting down those jokes about me because he’s flustered or embarrassed or whatever. I think he’s quite literally trying to ‘balance out’ his inner feelings for me through his outward behavior.”


  “What, you mean you think if he didn’t deny it so hard, it’d tip the scales too far in one direction and he’d fall so madly in love with you he couldn’t possibly contain it?”


  Chizuru’s face went beet-red, and I could almost see steam coming from her ears.


  “Do you see the problem here now?!” she shouted. Then, not two seconds later, she lowered her voice and added, “Oops, sorry… Didn’t mean to yell!”


  Then she proceeded to clutch her head in her hands and start groaning to herself, as she said, “Man, what does he even see in me, anyway?” like some brooding teenager.


  Ever since that day, I’d made several attempts to independently verify this theory, and came to the conclusion that Chizuru was right on the money. Hibiki absolutely went out of his way to thwart any suggestion about him and Chizuru having any sort of relationship other than the one they had now.


  Once Chizuru and Mai-tan were done at the stationery store, I went ahead and took out my earbuds, as there was no need for them anymore. We hadn’t given Hibiki a wireless mic, since he obviously wasn’t in on the plan, so the next date of the day would be truly just between him and Chizuru alone.


  We were leaving the rest entirely up to them. This was a promise the four of us had all made at the very start of planning this operation. We were not going to try to persuade or coerce them into any one outcome, even indirectly. All we wanted to do was present Chizuru with the possibility of choosing Hibiki, and give her a chance to consider a hypothetical future with him.


  Taiga-san had left the café a little while ago to go for a walk. Hanao had already gone home—not just because she needed to pick up her kids, but also because she recognized that, depending on how things played out, she might not be able to control herself from trying to change Chizuru’s mind again or unconsciously communicate that she was displeased with the decision through her tone and facial expressions.


  Hanao and I had come to the same conclusion as to how this would probably play out, and in the end decided that there was no need for both of us to stick around after we’d already played our part. I had no strong reason for choosing to stay behind—maybe just a desire to see things through to the end, or thinking maybe I could run in and lend a hand if something unexpected were to happen. But if I was right about where this was going, there probably wouldn’t be any need for that.


  We weren’t expecting Chizuru to come to any sort of final decision today. Chances were she’d need to go home and sit with the question by herself for a while. Assuming she at least did that, one could argue our operation had been a success. Merely making her consider the possibility of dropping her engagement and getting together with Hibiki was all we were really aiming to accomplish. And while on the one hand, yes, this did seem once again like something no reasonable adult should be doing to their friends, it also simultaneously felt like something we could only pull off because we were adults.


  I was sure Chizuru must have picked up on what her guide was trying to do by now. She had to recognize, just knowing Mai-tan’s personality, that there was simply no way we decided to throw together this whole event on a whim. And Chizuru didn’t strike me as the sort of person who’d spit in the face of those feelings.


  With nothing to do now that my own role in this was over, I just sat around idly playing mobile games on my phone while I waited. Around the time I finished my cup, a notification pop-up slid down into the upper portion of my screen. When I glanced up to see what it said, I got so worked up that I accidentally pressed the wrong button in my game and screwed myself—but I couldn’t care less about that right now.


  “Chizuru just called for me. Here goes nothing.”


  It seemed the time had come at last. Dying to know how things had played out, I shamelessly scrambled to put my earbuds back in.


  Chapter 12


   


  ONCE WE WERE FINISHED shopping, we exited the building and gazed up to see that the sun overhead had already begun to set, casting long shadows over the narrow city streets that made downtown feel more claustrophobic than it already was.


  “Wonder what Mai-san’s got planned next,” said Hibiki. “Did she tell you?”


  “Nope,” I replied. “Just said I could get in touch with her if something came up. But I’m guessing since you’re still around, she’s probably planning for us all to go out for dinner or something. You got anything going on after this?”


  “Nope, I’m free all night. Sounds like we should probably reach out to her, then. Especially since something did kind of come up—to put it mildly.”


  He flashed me a sardonic smirk.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Although, I’m really sorry, Hibiki—I kind of wanna talk to Mai alone for a second. Do you mind waiting in the wings for a little bit?”


  Obviously, I knew he couldn’t say no to this.


  “Sure thing,” he answered. “Definitely thank her for everything on my behalf too, while you’re at it. Maybe I’ll go try to hunt down Karin or something in the meantime.”


  “Pretty sure they’re both camped out in the same place, so you might wanna go check in that general direction,” I suggested. “Just look for a guy with the beard—can’t miss it.”


  He laughed, then waved me goodbye for now and walked off. I remained standing in front of the building and shot Mai a quick LINE message. She responded almost immediately and asked if I wanted to go sit down somewhere and chat over coffee or something, but I declined on the basis that I didn’t want to keep Hibiki waiting too long. I knew that if we sat down, we’d probably end up having a much longer discussion.


  Since Mai didn’t want to just talk on a random sidewalk, she told me to meet her instead at an open plaza in front of a large nearby event facility, just one street and one set of train tracks away. She probably chose an open area with good visibility so she could see right away if anyone we knew came walking by. She was a pro like that.


  I didn’t know where on earth she’d been waiting, but somehow she managed to beat me there, even though it was only a five-minute walk for me. She was still wearing the same outfit she’d been wearing all day, minus the hat. There was no one else in the plaza but us, thankfully.


  I took my hands out of my coat pockets as I walked up to her. With each step I drew closer, my thoughts fluctuated back and forth as to what my first words should be. However, only when I came to a stop in front of her and looked into her eyes did I ultimately land on what was probably the single most disrespectful option.


  “Hibiki is my friend,” I said.


  I could tell from her expression this was all that needed to be said.


  I was certain we both knew exactly where the other stood. We simply were never going to see eye to eye on this issue, period. So, in truth, there wasn’t really much point in talking about it further. But even knowing it was entirely unnecessary, I needed to explain myself. To forcibly cast aside that cowardly perceptiveness I’d cultivated in adulthood to simply guess how the other person felt without either of us saying a word.


  “So, no—there’s nothing there,” I continued. “And I know that’s not the answer you were hoping for, before or now. And I’m sorry about that.”


  I could tell that Mai felt the same as I did about actually having this conversation. Especially because she didn’t immediately back down and let it go.


  “But didn’t you say he’s the person you feel safest around?” asked Mai.


  “I thought about it,” I insisted. “Really, I did.”


  Maybe not as much as she hoped I would. But I did genuinely try.


  “I wanted to give the idea an honest chance,” I said. “I even sat myself down and tried to seriously reassess what love even means to me, fundamentally, which is something I haven’t felt so conflicted about since I was in high school or college.”


  And in doing so, I finally realized what the biggest difference was between the way I viewed things and the way everyone else who participated in this today most likely did. Hell, it was possible this disparity existed even between me and Hibiki, which might explain a few things.


  “For me,” I said, “simply feeling a sense of security around someone isn’t the same thing as love.”


  I was effectively spitting in the face of the promise my past self had made, which she’d been holding on to for nearly ten years now—and by extension, rejecting her and everyone else’s wishes for something to blossom between me and Hibiki someday. So, I could totally understand where she was coming from when her tone suddenly turned much more desperate and forceful.


  “But there has to be some sort of affection there for you to feel that way, right?!” Mai questioned. “I mean, haven’t you ever gone out with someone before where you weren’t entirely sure how you felt at first, but still gave him the benefit of the doubt, and then ended up naturally developing romantic feelings for him later?”


  “I have,” I said. “Several times, in fact.”


  “Then why can’t you—”


  I knew my next words were going to sound disrespectful too—this time to all of the time and effort Karin and I had put in over the past few months for this operation, and to the feelings Hibiki had been harboring for me for years. But I couldn’t help it, not without being completely dishonest about how I really felt, at least.


  “You want to know what the difference is?” I asked. “It’s that all of those guys actually confessed to me.”


  Growing up, I probably would have laughed at the notion that you could end up falling for someone simply because they told you they had feelings for you. But now that I was older, and a bit more eloquent when it came to boiling these things down succinctly, I realized that maybe it really could be that simple, in a lot of cases.


  “I have a lot of respect for people who are willing to put themselves out there, despite the obvious fear of rejection, and tell someone exactly how they feel,” I said. “It makes me want to learn more about them, and what it is they like about me to begin with. And in the process of getting to know them, you start to get little glimpses of who they are deep down. Which, at least in my experience, often ends up with you realizing they’re a much cooler and more attractive person than you ever would have thought. And then, before you know it, boom—you’re the one who ends up being head over heels for them.”


  And yes, I still remembered what Karin said about how romantic confessions weren’t something most people did anymore once they were grown up.


  “If you wanna call that a childish approach to love, then feel free,” I continued. “But the simple fact of the matter is I’m just not gonna go confessing to the friend I feel safest with, and Hibiki sure as hell isn’t gonna confess to me either. Which means there just won’t ever be an opportunity for any sort of romance to bloom between us. Simple as that.”


  I didn’t think Mai and the others were doing anything wrong, for the record. It was totally understandable why: When they’d see how close we were, they’d think we were meant for each other and then want to create an opportunity for us to spend the rest of our lives with each other. There wasn’t anything weird about that at all, in my view. What wasn’t okay, however, was me taking matters into my own hands, and trying to reach in and forcibly pluck out the tiny seed of romantic possibility buried between us before it had shown even the slightest hint of sprouting.


  “I’m sorry, Mai,” I said. “I should have told you sooner.”


  “Well, what if he does confess to you? What then?” asked Mai—but she was missing the point. That wasn’t what I was talking about anymore.


  “I’m engaged, Mai.”


  I watched her swallow her next words, then just kind of stare at me in disbelief. After bowing my head to her in apology for a moment, I reiterated myself.


  “I’m getting married—to someone I truly love,” I said. “Someone who did confess their feelings to me.”


  Mai didn’t say a word to this. She just kind of looked at me for a moment. Her eyes widened ever so slightly before she eventually blinked—but only once.


  “I really wish I hadn’t waited so long to tell you,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


  “What’s he like?” she asked.


  “He’s all I could ever ask for. As irreplaceable to me as you are.”


  This would probably be the first and last time I’d tell one of my closest friends I was getting married and the first words out of their mouth were not some form of congratulations. It would also no doubt be the first and last time we had a conversation in which she started tearing up before I did.


  “I’ve told him all about you, by the way,” I said. “And about Hibiki too. And Kao, and Karin, and Taiga-san as well. And how much you all mean to me.”


  Why? Because I wanted him to know what incredible friends I had.


  “I realize now just how wrong it was for me to keep him a secret from the group,” I said. “Especially when he means just as much to me as all of you do. I’m really sorry.”


  Mai frantically wiped the tears from her eyes, apparently ashamed of the fact that she was crying over this. Unfortunately for her, I still had more I needed to share.


  “And that’s why,” I said, “I went ahead and told Hibiki too.”


  Her lips parted ever so slightly, and I could hear the tiniest hint of a gasp escape from between them.


  “I told him I’m getting married,” I said. “Just now.”


  “And…how did that go?” asked Mai.


  Here we were: two grown women in our early thirties, finally facing each other about this, with tears in our eyes in the middle of downtown, after years of existing in this sort of moratorium state of uncertainty where we’d just had to guess what the other person was feeling. She knew she didn’t have to ask me these questions to get the gist. And I knew I didn’t have any obligation to answer. But I told her anyway.


  “He was so happy for me, you wouldn’t believe it.”


  I wasn’t sure what came over Mai just then—but all of a sudden, she hugged me tight. And once again, instead of congratulating me, or saying she was relieved to hear this, she simply apologized. As she trembled in my arms, I gently rubbed her back.


   


  “Okay, y’know what?” I said. “No, I can’t do this.”


  “Pardon?” said Hibiki. “What are we talking about?”


  As we’d been perusing the furniture section—talking about whether we preferred harder cushions or soft, and testing out various different sofas neither of us had any intention of buying—I’d been doing a lot of thinking. And I’d finally made up my mind.


  “I can’t let you buy me furniture for my birthday,” I said. “It’s just too expensive.”


  “What, you’re still getting caught up on the price tag?” asked Hibiki. “I told you, it’s really no big deal.”


  He flashed me a friendly smile, then moved to stand up—but I placed my hand on his knee to keep him from doing so. Naturally, he looked confused by this.


  “It’s not just a matter of price,” I said.


  “You don’t wanna have to deal with moving it later?” he asked.


  “No.”


  For once, I almost wished I was still the whiny little kid that Hibiki always joked I was. Then at least I could say that the tears I began to shed about thirty seconds into this discussion weren’t exclusively tears of joy, and mean it.


  “It’s that I already made plans to go furniture shopping with someone,” I said.


  Hibiki was probably sharp enough to get the message from this alone. And yet, he simply furrowed his brow and waited for me to go on, like any good friend should.


  “Hibiki, the truth is…” I began, then paused to take a breath as I mentally apologized not just to Karin, but to everyone who played a part in this. “I’m getting married.”


  “…And you’re telling me this now?!” Hibiki exclaimed.


  Although he looked quite startled by this at first, with each passing second his lips broadened into the biggest smile I’d ever seen. I tried as hard as I possibly could to sear this expression into my memory.


  “Are you kidding me?!” He sounded overjoyed. “Well, shit! Congrats, Chizuru! No, that totally makes sense, then. Can’t have someone else buying you furniture… So, that’s part of the reason you’re moving too, huh? God, I feel kinda dumb now—I didn’t pick up on that at all.”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry,” I apologized. “Had my reasons for keeping quiet about it, but I really wish I could’ve told you sooner.”


  “Nah, it’s totally cool! Man… Can’t believe little Chizuru’s getting married!”


  There was only one emotion on his face and in his voice: 100 percent pure joy.


  “Hey, whoa there!” he said. “You’re not seriously gonna start crying right after telling me you got engaged, are you?!”


  “No, no… I just…didn’t think you’d be so excited about it… Thanks, Hibiki.”


  “If you don’t cut it out, they’re gonna make you buy this sofa anyway, y’know. They’ll say it’s got too much emotional significance to you now to sell it to anyone else.”


  As usual, he hid his consideration behind a safe layer of snarkiness. All I could hope was that my nose would hurry up and get stuffy before I completely bawled my eyes out. Not that it made much of a difference.


  “Well, you definitely chose a weird place to make the announcement, but seriously, congratulations on your engagement, Chizuru.”


  “Thanks so much—really. But yeah, so I think I’d prefer something small, if you don’t mind. Ideally something we can both get as matching gifts for each other. I mean, we are BFFs, after all.”


  “Wow. You know, the last time I heard anyone use that term, it was the girls in my junior high class.”


  I pulled out the handkerchief Kao had given me and then lightly dabbed my cheeks and eyes dry. Not wanting the store staff to start calling us “that weird couple in the sofa corner,” we stood up and made our way over to the kitchen utensils section.


  “So, when you say you’re engaged, I take it that means you haven’t officially filed the marriage paperwork yet?”


  Obviously, I knew he had no ulterior motives in asking this.


  “Yeah,” I said. “We haven’t even told our parents yet, honestly. Planning to go do that next month.”


  I had to deeply apologize to Karin internally for what I was about to say next. But I’d already decided that I wasn’t going to operate based on how I assumed the other person felt anymore. I was going to bear my heart to my irreplaceable friends, so that they could share in the joy of my upcoming marriage with me. And in order to do that, I had to have faith—both in them, and in this latest version of myself.


  “We’re hoping to have a wedding, though,” I said. “If we do, would you come?”


  “Of course!” Hibiki answered. “You think I’d miss the chance to see you rip off that wedding dress between the ceremony and reception to reveal a leather jacket and a Gretsch case underneath?”


  “You laugh, but I bet you wish you could flaunt how you’re secretly a rock star to your coworkers and clients like I do.”


  I didn’t think of this as some cool, noble outcome in which he and I had come to an unspoken agreement we were better off staying platonic, since both of us were determined to stick to our principles. This was just a product of me looking at the situation holistically and deciding—with both my heart and my head, after taking everyone’s feelings into consideration—that the strongest emotion I felt for Hibiki was friendship, and that everything else paled in comparison.


  Though you could also totally say we were effectively just two overgrown teenagers who decided we’d rather hurt each other than set aside our own stubbornness, and I wouldn’t even be able to argue with that.


  I suggested to Hibiki that maybe some high-quality towels would make for a nice gift. There was a little extra significance to this too, as ever since we were in college, I’d use towels to help warm up my vocal cords before shows or jam sessions by covering my mouth and shouting into one anytime I was somewhere not soundproofed.


  “It’ll be a good gift for you too,” I said. “Might motivate you to hurry up and start that new band already.”


  “There are other uses for towels, you know,” said Hibiki.


  I let him pick out the colors. For me, he chose a light blue.


  “The wedding’s not for a while, but ‘something blue’ seems fitting for the bride to be.”


  I didn’t know this until I’d started doing research for my own wedding, but apparently blue was considered a good color for ornaments or jewelry for the bride to wear during the ceremony, and for wedding gifts from friends. It was said to symbolize wishing them a lifetime of happiness.


  Since the towels came in boxes that were actually a lot larger than we expected, we decided to shell out for the home delivery service, even though it was a bit indulgent. But I knew I definitely didn’t want to have to worry about lugging it around the rest of the day.


  After checking out, the clerk at the register gave Hibiki the two tracking stubs for our respective shipments. Once we walked out of the store, he turned and held mine out to me with both hands like a proper birthday gift.


  “Happy birthday, Chizuru,” he said warmly. “And congrats on your engagement.”


  “Thanks,” I said as I accepted it. “Man, it feels so weird to hear you say that…”


  At this, his smile naturally broadened even further.


  “I really hope you find happiness,” he said.


  “You too,” I replied—even though it felt like a mildly awkward sentiment to reciprocate in this particular context.


  Hibiki laughed and sheepishly scratched his head.


  “Y’know,” he said, “maybe we should’ve just taken the towels after all.”


  Chapter 13


   


  AFTER HEARING CHIZURU tell Mai about her engagement, I took out my earbuds as a show of courtesy. Glancing down at my phone, I saw I had a new LINE message from Hibiki asking where I was. I ignored it for a moment and instead opened the group chat between the four of us who’d put together the operation today.


  I typed out: One day, we all really need to apologize to Chizuru for this.


  Almost immediately, I got read receipts from two of the other three—though in the end, nobody ever replied.


  Both operations were now officially over. All that was left for us to do now was to come to terms with our own failure. I wasn’t sure how Mai-tan and the others were going to take things, but it seemed like Operation Heartbreak’s mastermind had chosen to blow everything up herself rather than risk letting our military secrets fall into enemy hands. Meanwhile, I’d been outed as a double agent, so it wouldn’t surprise me if I were to be tried by a kangaroo court and executed for high treason.


  While I wasn’t actually prepared to die for this betrayal, I did think she totally had a right to slap me in the face once or twice, so I invited her over to my house for one final debriefing-slash-postmortem. Thinking Chizuru might blow a gasket on me, I deliberately chose a day when my wife wouldn’t be home—but when she arrived, she was actually surprisingly calm and composed. As she apologized uncharacteristically for the intrusion and stepped up into the foyer, I belatedly realized that this was the first time I’d ever had her over to the new place we’d moved into after getting married.


  “I’d like to formally apologize for changing the plan without consulting you first,” she said—lowering her head to me right after I finished setting the table with two glasses and some light snacks. And here I’d been expecting a beatdown, not an apology.


  “You’re all good,” I said. “I mean, it was your operation to begin with.”


  Honestly, I kind of wished she’d blown up at me, as that would probably make it easier for me to find closure on this whole thing. But that was selfish of me.


  “So how are things?” I asked.


  “With Hibiki, you mean? Seems to be doing just fine. At least on the surface, he’s been acting the same as always.”


  “Not just talking about him—what about you?”


  As Chizuru took a sip of her barley shochu cut with water, her eyes darted up toward the ceiling for a moment.


  “Mmm… Less than ideal,” she answered. “But I don’t think there was really a right answer here, so I’m just trying to come to terms with it in the ways that I can.”


  This wasn’t like her. It sounded almost like she was trying to convince herself more than anyone. And even a cursory reading between the lines made it clear she still had plenty of regrets about the way things went down.


  “Also, I feel like I kinda owe it to everybody to put the past behind us and just focus on thinking positively as we move toward the wedding,” she explained. “I mean, things are only gonna start getting busier from here on out, so I’d better get my act together.”


  “Yeah, it definitely creeps up on you,” I agreed. “One night, you’ll go to bed feeling like you’ve still got plenty of time left to prepare, and the next thing you know, you’ll wake up and it’s your wedding day. And we took things pretty slow, since we got married way back in our mid-twenties, so I assume you’ll wanna zoom through the process a lot faster.”


  “I’d like to say we’re trying not to do that, but you’re probably right.”


  From where I was sitting, her smile looked to be the same as usual.


  Obviously, I didn’t know how she felt deep down. But whether she was faking it or not, there’d soon come a day when she’d have to make that her default expression—and smile like she truly meant it all the time, even on days when she didn’t. This was just a simple fact of life, however, not exclusive to adults. It was something everyone had to do, at one point or another, in order go on living in this world.


  As we slowly nursed our drinks, we talked about potential wedding venues and how weirdly expensive the ceremony alone could be. 


  In the middle of the conversation, while making herself another drink, Chizuru suddenly said, “Oh yeah, that reminds me!” in such a perfectly measured tone of voice that I could tell that this wasn’t a spontaneous realization. She must have practiced bringing this up at least a dozen times in her head.


  “So I was thinking it might be nice for everyone to meet my fiancé at some point before the wedding,” she said. “Maybe go out to dinner or something.”


  “Who’s everyone?” I asked.


  “You and the others.”


  The mature adult thing to do here would have been to smile and say I’d be happy to—but instead, I tensed up and struggled to maintain eye contact with her. But I figured I could just blame that part on the alcohol.


  “I think maybe I’m gonna have to bow out on behalf of the guys, at least,” I said. “If the other girls want to meet him, though, maybe just make it a girl friends thing.”


  “But—”


  “Put yourself in my shoes, Chizuru. Would you want to be in that position, after what we just did?” I gave her a very unamused look. 


  She gave a sheepish grin and grumbled out a little. “Okay, fair enough—thanks.” Not sure what she was thanking me for, though.


  I’d invited her over so we could have a postmortem, and yet we didn’t end up talking about that day very much at all. I learned that she’d told Hibiki about her engagement, and about his happy reaction via LINE message while waiting at the café. And I heard more about who’d bought her what, and all that, during the little after-party we threw immediately afterward. Otherwise, I was presenting as though I didn’t know every minute detail of how things went down. I could confess to her later that I’d been listening in on all of her dates (aside from the one with Hibiki) once things had calmed down.


  Chizuru expressed to me a desire to have Hanao draw a welcome board illustration for her wedding, assuming she had the time. And I was quick to let her know exactly how much a company like mine typically pays a professional illustrator for a piece like that. We engaged in all manner of boring adult conversations throughout the course of the evening. There was only a single time when Chizuru brought up Hibiki of her own volition. Just once, while resting her head on her palms, her cheeks flushed slightly red.


  “You know, we talked about parallel worlds at one point,” she said. “Me and Hibiki.”


  “You mean, like, the multiverse and stuff?”


  “Yeah, exactly.”


  She let out a sigh, then munched on some of the peanuts I’d bought for tonight.


  “I know things didn’t play out so well in this timeline,” she said, “but I wonder if there’s a world out there where everything worked out perfectly, you know?”


  “…Nah, pretty sure he’d be a snarky little punk in any universe,” I dismissed.


  “Yeah, probably so,” Chizuru agreed, chuckling. I wasn’t sure if she’d taken this as a joke, or as me trying to make her feel better, but we drifted to another topic from there.


  In truth, it was closer to a wish than either of those things: a wish that there was no other possible hand but the one we’d been dealt. Being jealous of some alternate versions of ourselves, who magically happened to get a perfect storybook ending without even trying? It just wasn’t productive. All we had was this now. We had to live with our choices, in this reality, with all the struggles and suffering that came along with them.


  Since she didn’t seem to be too distraught or on the verge of tears, I invited her to come with me to a local bar in the neighborhood. We laughed to ourselves about how we hadn’t gone out for drinks together this late at night since college (though the drinks we ordered were a whole lot pricier than what we would’ve been able to afford back then). We made a toast to the operation’s failure and to ourselves, who had no other choice but to go on living in this world and this timeline.


  And so time passed. With no tasks left to complete, all the rest of us could really do was look ahead to Chizuru’s wedding date, whenever that would be, and steel ourselves to celebrate with her as best we could, despite some complicated emotions.


  I figured everything would be swift and straightforward from here on out.


  And indeed, the next few months flew by in the blink of an eye—not just because we were all in our thirties, but because we all had jobs and families of our own, with little room for friends or hobbies in between our other life obligations. We barely had time to even think about Chizuru’s wedding anymore before it started creeping up on us.


  Around the time that the last few cherry blossom petals fell from their trees, Chizuru finally reached out to ask if it was okay to send me a wedding invite. The topic came up during one of our usual gaming sessions (Hibiki was there too), and she revealed that the date had already been set way back in February.


  I thanked and congratulated her again over the phone. There were still a lot of questions I had for her, deep down, but none of them were really okay for me to ask at this point, so I kept my mouth shut. The operation was already over, after all. Any emotions I had about this other than wishing her a life of happiness were unnecessary.


  The dinner with her fiancé would be taking place as planned, and she did indeed use the out I’d given her to have a female-friends-only get-together. Mai-tan and Hanao alone would be going to a fancy Japanese restaurant downtown to meet the two of them this upcoming weekend.


  On the night of, I couldn’t help but feel a little antsy about things, despite the fact that I hadn’t even gone. And there was another part of me that felt bad for making the two other girls go all by themselves. If my wife had been home, I could have at least gone drinking with her or done something to get my mind off of things. But alas, she was out with friends and wouldn’t be home until late into the night.


  After eating dinner out at a nearby ramen chain restaurant, I headed home and tried to spend the evening reading through a proof copy I’d been given of a new book by an up-and-coming novelist who was about to make their print debut with my company—alas, I just wasn’t in a reading sort of mood.


  Shortly after 10 p.m., I pulled a beer out of the fridge and cracked it open. Surely, Chizuru and the others had finished up at the restaurant—the real question was if they’d go out for more drinks at a second venue. There was a good chance that Hanao would head home before the rest of them, given her kids.


  As I sat in the living room idly watching random TV shows and wondering how things might be going, one of my two smartphones that were lying on the coffee table lit up all of a sudden. It was a call on my personal phone.


  I turned off the TV and answered it, then said the first words that came to mind.


  “Wow, can’t remember the last time I got a call from you,” I said.


  “Ha ha, hey, Karin-chan… Sorry for calling you up outta the blue.”


  Judging from the mild slur in her speech, she sounded rather intoxicated, at least by Hanao’s standards—which was pretty rare. I could hear the sound of cars driving past in the background. It seemed like she was standing outside somewhere.


  “Is there a problem?” I asked. “Did something come up?”


  “Nah, not exactly,” said Hanao. “I just wanted someone to vent to. Also, I just realized—we haven’t talked since January, have we? Long time no chat.”


  “No kidding. What do you mean by ‘vent,’ though? Also, are you outside right now?”


  “Yeah, I try not to do too much shit-talking at home where the kids can hear me. Don’t wanna set a bad example.”


  Probably a good idea, I thought to myself. Yet as much as I respected this parenting policy, the implication she had some pretty major grievances to air made me feel a bit nervous.


  “Everyone else is already in ‘Oh, I’m so happy for you!’ mode,” she said. “So you’re kind of the only one left I can vent to, Karin-chan—sorry.”


  “You make it sound like I’m not happy for her,” I said.


  “I mean, I dunno how you’re presenting yourself on the surface, but I’m pretty sure the Karin-chan I know and love wouldn’t be all that pleased about this current state of affairs. Not deep down, anyway.”


  The me that she “knew and loved,” eh… 


  Was I really that transparent? I mean, I knew my reputation as an “upstanding guy and a devoted husband” had long since been rescinded at this point, but I didn’t realize she could read me like a book.


  “But anyway,” she went on, “I think this is the second-most pissed off I’ve ever been at that girl, in all the years that I’ve known her.”


  “I thought you two made up, though,” I said.


  “Well, she set me off again. I literally can’t believe her. I’m disgusted.”


  “Just what in the hell happened?”


  Had Chizuru rebuked Hanao for her “underhanded way of getting ahead in life” or whatever, like she had back in college? That was pretty much the only thing I could think of—though when Hanao went on to preface it by saying, “And you can tell any of the others I said this too—including her—I don’t even care,” I realized this was no joke or game to her.


  “You know her dating history, Karin-chan,” she said. “So you know what sorts of guys she typically goes for, right? I’m sure you’ve met at least a few.”


  “Yeah, back in college,” I said. “One of ’em I was even pretty good friends with.”


  “Well, lemme tell ya, it wasn’t obvious to me from the picture she sent of him, but as far as I’m aware, she’s never gone for a guy like this before… Oops, hold on.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Sorry, I was just crossing the street on a Don’t Walk signal… Anyway, I’m saying he’s the only guy she’s ever dated who looks like you-know-who.”


  Now it was my turn to pause in the middle of the conversation. But unlike her, I didn’t have an excuse, because I was sitting on the couch in the comfort of my own home.


  It wasn’t that I didn’t know what she meant. I knew exactly who she meant by “you-know-who.” Unlike her, I’d noticed it from the moment I laid eyes on his picture.


  Obviously, it wasn’t an exact 1:1. And I didn’t know what the guy was like. But seeing that photo of them standing side by side like that was enough to make me wonder just how much that general appearance entered into her decision. And I could see why that might rub Hanao the wrong way. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it either.


  “God, I was so fucking pissed the whole night, I just let Mai do all the talking while I fake-smiled and downed one drink after another,” she continued. “Started complaining like a little kid about my cushy job at one point too. They probably thought I was one of those pretentious ‘artiste’ types who doesn’t know how good they’ve got it.”


  “I mean, aren’t you?” I said.


  “Excuse me?! You wanna say that again, Mr. Cheat-On-My-Wife?!”


  This was a fair-play comeback. I had no rebuttal for this.


  “Sorry, that was too far,” she said. “It’s not like that, Karin-chan.”


  “Not like what?” I said.


  “So, hey—I’m almost to the station. Your wife home today?”


  “Not at the moment. She’s out right now.”


  “Then maybe I should just drunkenly swing by your place real quick. Whaddya say?”


  “Go home and go to bed.”


  I could hear the sounds of laughter and trains zooming by on the other end of the line. I knew she was only joking, so I chuckled along with her—but then all of a sudden, Hanao stopped laughing and let out a mousy little, “Sorry about this.”


  “But don’t worry,” she said. “This’ll be the last time I let it get to me like this. I promise I’ll be normal at the wedding. Thanks for hearing me out, Karin-chan.”


  “Don’t mention it,” I said. “Least I can do.”


  If this venting had come from a place of actual resentment for Chizuru, I probably wouldn’t have been willing to lend her an ear. But I knew the truth: Hanao was genuinely happy for Chizuru. It’s just that we were both Hibiki’s friends too, and those feelings were hard to reconcile. I knew her mousy little apology wasn’t directed at me, really—but I’d accept it on the true recipient’s behalf.


  “Oh yeah—the other three went on to keep drinking elsewhere, by the way,” she said. “But I figured they didn’t need a messed-up, spiteful mom like me dragging them down, so I went home early.”


  “You’re not messed-up,” I said.


  “You’re too kind. Anyway, thanks again. Have a good rest of your night.”


  I wished her the same and told her to be careful on her way home before hanging up. Now alone again in the silence of my living room, I turned the TV back on to keep my ears occupied. I wasn’t really in the mood for talk shows or the news, so I opened the Netflix app and just put on the first Hollywood film that caught my eye.


  After finishing my beer, I took the empty can and walked back over to the kitchen. Grabbing a rectangular bottle of whiskey my wife had bought a few days prior, I made myself a highball on the rocks and took a sip. It had quite the kick to it—though maybe that was in part due to the words Hanao had left me to reflect on.


  It probably wasn’t just her either. Surely, everyone who’d been a part of this felt like they’d messed up here somehow—including me and Chizuru. But that was simply a result of us having reached out our hands for a desired result we didn’t end up getting. It was only natural that a failure to achieve that objective would bring with it the feeling that we must have messed up somehow, or made the wrong choice somewhere along the way. Which was why we all just had to force ourselves to try to swallow this pill now.


  But what about you, Hibiki?


  By all accounts, he seemed genuinely happy for her. And if Chizuru was getting to marry a man she genuinely loved, the best thing we could do as her friends was to wish her well—and the same was true for Hibiki. And as long as he felt like this was the best possible outcome for everybody, there was nothing more to say.


  But at least for me, that was still a pretty big if.


  Way back in the day, we’d never been ones to make plans in advance. 


  We were just guy friends, after all—it wasn’t like he was my girlfriend. And so we would just call each other up, and if neither of us were busy, we’d go hang out somewhere. Or maybe we’d bump into each other on campus and decide on a whim to drop everything and go get drinks together somewhere.


  Obviously, now that we were both adults, each with our own set of responsibilities, this approach didn’t fly anymore. Sometimes, even when we did make plans to hang out, something would still come up, and we’d have no choice but to reschedule.


  So I knew what I was about to do was extremely selfish of me—and most definitely not what a mature adult would do in this situation. This sudden flash of common sense was enough to give me pause, and make my fingers hesitate for just a moment.


  But the next thing I knew—or before I even knew it, rather—I’d changed out of my sweats, grabbed my keys, phone, and wallet, slipped on my shoes, and transferred at the right station to hop off the train in Hibiki’s neck of the woods. I’d even gone ahead and swung by a nearby convenience store to buy some booze and snacks I could use as a pretext, which were now dangling from my hand in a cheap plastic bag.


  I’d run out of the house of my own free will. And now here I was, standing outside Hibiki’s apartment building, getting ready to call him out. I knew that if I’d gotten in touch with him beforehand, I might have chickened out—and this way, if he wasn’t home, I could just chalk it up to bad luck. That would be my excuse to stand down and force myself to accept that it simply wasn’t meant to be. I had a plan all laid out—and yet, here I was, getting cold feet at the last second anyway.


  But I knew I couldn’t just keep standing here in the entryway, obstructing the building’s residents from getting in or out—so I took a soft, deep breath, then forced myself to press the call button for Hibiki’s room number.


  I could hear the doorbell chime, but there came no response. When I realized that, I actually felt a slight sense of relief, a sharp pang of guilt, and enough shame to make me hang my head—which was probably why I didn’t notice him at first.


  “Karin?” came a voice.


  “Whoa!” I shouted.


  “Fancy seeing you here.”


  Standing there in my miserable shadow was the very friend I’d come here to see. He’d come right as the doorbell’s final echo faded away, wearing a bulky jacket and carrying a 7-Eleven bag in one hand, just like me.


  “Man, how the hell do you have such good timing?” I asked.


  “I could feel your beard hairs vibrating from a mile away,” Hibiki replied.


  “How dare you. Don’t ever feel that again.”


  He’d been out drinking with a senior colleague all night, apparently, and was only getting back just now. He didn’t even ask me if I wanted to come inside—we just kind of naturally moved through the automatic doors together like it was totally expected. He didn’t look the slightest bit annoyed by me showing up unannounced, and I didn’t look remotely apologetic for being there either.


  He was probably the one friend with whom I could say that, as soon as we met up, it was like we were right back in college all over again. Granted, I felt that way with Chizuru too, on some level—but certainly not to this degree.


  We got on the elevator and took it to a much higher floor than the one he used to live on back then. It had been a long time since I last visited his apartment. We kicked off our shoes without much ceremony, then set our bags on the living room coffee table. I took a seat on the large rectangular ottoman.


  “You’re more than welcome to sit on the couch, you know,” said the host as he brought out two glasses with ice, a half-empty bottle of gin, and some soda water. 


  “Nah,” I said. “I can’t take the good seat after barging in on you like this.”


  He ultimately helped himself to the sofa with a somewhat apologetic look on his face.


  “Well, one of our friends certainly doesn’t have a problem doing so.”


  As he flashed his trademark sardonic smirk, I pulled out a bag of buttered peanuts and two craft highballs I’d found at the convenience store. I set the snacks and one of the drinks in front of him. He graciously accepted this offering and got up to go put the soda water back in the fridge for now. He was just courteous like that.


  Normally, I would have just drunk straight out of the can, but since he’d gone to the trouble of putting ice in a glass for me, I went ahead and poured the highball into that.


  “All right—cheers,” I said.


  “Cheers,” said Hibiki.


  We clinked our glasses together lightly, then each took a swig. Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d met up with an old friend from college after entering the workforce and been sober the whole day.


  “So you said you were out drinking with a colleague?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” said Hibiki. “Other than that, pretty typical day. Went to the gym in the morning, got tempura at a local joint, then went to see a movie afterward before getting invited out for drinks.”


  “Sounds like a pretty ideal day off to me.”


  “There were some freshly picked wild vegetables in the tempura too, so that was a highlight. Feels like spring’s finally here to stay. Anyway, how was your day?”


  “Well, definitely not as poetically elegant as that, that’s for sure. By the time I woke up, my wife had already left the house, so I just got up and did a little work, then chilled out for the rest of the day. No real highlights on my end. Well, except…”


  Unfortunately, this was where the feeling of being back in our college days again ended for me—because I knew the real college-aged version of me wouldn’t have felt the need to concoct a pointless lie like the one I was about to feed him.


  “I got a call from Hanao a little while ago, actually,” I said. “Just about work stuff, mainly, but apparently tonight was the night the girls went out for dinner with Chizuru’s fiancé. Made me wanna come over here and have a little guys’ night of our own.”


  “Ah, so that’s why you came crawling to my doorstep,” said Hibiki. “Is this work stuff under NDA, or are you allowed to tell me about it?”


  “Nah, it’s fine. She just drunkenly called me up after the dinner was over and asked my opinion on some artbook proposal my company made to her, that’s all.”


  “Sounds like maybe she got a little lonely after having to leave the party early.”


  “Think she was just bored on her way home, honestly.”


  Hibiki reached into the bag of buttered peanuts, which I’d opened wide for sharing, and grabbed a couple to munch on. There were times like this between us where the conversation just died for a while. Neither of us expected our hangouts to be a constant stream of one joke or surprise after another.


  “Come to think of it,” said Hibiki, “the movie I went to go see was based on a book your company publishes, I’m pretty sure.”


  “Oh yeah?” I asked. “How was it?”


  “Well, I haven’t read the original book, so I can’t really say how good of an adaptation it was, but I’d say I was pretty split on it. There were definitely some parts that I liked, and others I felt like they could’ve done way better.”


  I’d seen the film he was talking about in a pre-release press showing. Frankly, it was hilarious to me how much kinder and more metered Hibiki had been to the film in this brief review than those of us on the original book’s production team. We hated that thing.


  “Only realized your company was involved after seeing its name in the end credits,” said Hibiki. “I was like, yeah, this seems like something that’d be up his alley.”


  “I actually volunteered myself to spearhead the book’s marketing team.”


  “See, I knew it.”


  Hibiki knew my taste in media all too well. He could pinpoint exactly what types of books I’d like in the same way I could guess which female celebrity or idol would be his type out of a given lineup.


  “What can I say? I just love clichéd, overly sappy melodramas,” I said.


  For example, I was a sucker for any stories about dysfunctional families slowly coming to understand each other, or ­boy-meets-girl type romances about a summer to remember, or even underdog sports stories about a ragtag team of misfits setting aside their differences as they competed to be number one in all of Japan. And I was sure that I’d recommended Hibiki books or films in all of those genres before. No wonder he knew my tastes so well.


  I just loved stories like that. Simple stories that, despite having their fair share of drama, always ended in a way that put a smile on your face and made you want to gush about them with your friends and family as soon as you finished.


  “Sorry, Hibiki,” I said. “I lied.”


  “About what?” asked Hibiki, his brow furrowing at this sudden admission. “What, you mean you don’t actually like clichéd, sappy stuff after all?”


  “No, I do. From the bottom of my heart, I do.”


  I’d never once lied to Hibiki about what kinds of media I liked. Nor would I.


  “I lied about the phone call from Hanao,” I said. “Not that it happened. And not about the artbook either—that should pan out, assuming all goes well.”


  “Cool, glad to hear it,” said Hibiki. “But then, what did you lie about?”


  “Well…”


  I’d lied to him many times over the past several months: about the purpose of the road trip, about why I was offering him my Christmas dinner reservations, and everything to do with getting him on board for Mai-tan’s birthday operation.


  But none of those were the lie I was talking about right now.


  “About why I came here,” I said. “It didn’t have anything to do with Hanao—it was just me being selfish and impulsive. I wanted a chance to talk to you, heart-to-heart, man-to-man, at least once. But then when you showed up while I was standing there in the entryway, unsure if I even should’ve rung the doorbell, I got flustered and scrambled to come up with some sort of lie about why I was here. But in reality, it’s just that I wanted to talk to you, and I didn’t have the time to come up with any better excuse. So here goes—hope you’re ready for an embarrassingly sappy little speech from the clichéd-melodrama-lover himself.” 


  It was probably the most disjointed declaration of intent I could have possibly made—and yet despite his obvious perplexity, Hibiki still gave me the floor to speak.


  “What’s this all about?” he asked.


  “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I asked in return.


  Any casual outside observer could have probably looked at the situation and said I should’ve just been upfront with him like this from the start.


  “Are you okay with things ending like this, between you and Chizuru?” I clarified.


  But as for me, I’d only come to this conclusion after countless twists and turns, and really beating myself up over what the right thing was to do here. But in my opinion, that long, arduous, seemingly pointless emotional journey was a necessary detour to arrive at where I was now, when I finally had the resolve to properly convey what I wanted to say and how I felt. So in that sense, Operation Heartbreak hadn’t been for nothing—even though it still wasn’t something any proper adult should’ve taken part in.


  Hibiki was quiet for a few seconds, then took a drink of his highball before letting out a short little chuckle of resignation. The corners of his lips curled up ever so slightly, and he gave two tiny nods before looking me straight in the eye. 


  I wondered what had gone through his mind just then. Maybe he’d flashed back to the end of last year, to a scene at that fancy restaurant I’d invited the two of them to under dubious circumstances.


  He folded his hands together and lowered his gaze, staring down into the placid liquid in his glass. Then, for a short while, he did nothing other than blink and breathe. The atmosphere was so tense and quiet, for a moment I caught myself thinking it felt like maybe he was about to confess his feelings to me—as ridiculous as that sounded.


  I was prepared to wait as long as it took. Even if I had to sit here all night for him to give me an answer. And yet, the moment I lifted my glass to take a drink of my highball, he suddenly opened his mouth—almost as if he’d been waiting for me to give him an opening to catch me off guard. The words that came out, however, were nothing like any of the possible answers I’d been envisioning in my head.


  “You’ve been working in sales for a long time, haven’t you, Karin?” he asked.


  Now it was my turn to be perplexed.


  “Huh? I mean, yeah,” I said. “Though I’ve worn some other hats too, like training seminars for our bookstore clients and whatnot.”


  “Do you have an actual objective you’re working toward?” asked Hibiki. “That makes you want to stay in the publishing business? A dream you want to achieve?”


  I didn’t know what he was getting at, but he didn’t seem to just be messing with me. I figured I’d answer the question honestly.


  “Well, for me, it’s always been about wanting to help give the books I genuinely love that extra push they need to be bestsellers,” I said. “Always thinking about that.”


  “And that’s your end goal?” asked Hibiki.


  “Nah, I wouldn’t call it a goal, per se. I mean, we’re gonna keep pumping out books regardless, as long as our company’s still in the black. But other than that, I dunno… I guess I’d like to make more money, so maybe working my way up to becoming an executive someday.”


  “I see.”


  Hibiki nodded for some reason, then took a sip of his drink.


  “Do you remember back on the road trip,” he went on, changing the subject, “when you said your wife scolded you once for wasting your whole day off running around playing some open world game?”


  “Yeah, I remember,” I said. “Happened once more after that too.”


  We both shared a quick chuckle.


  “There’s an awful lot to those open world games, isn’t there?” Hibiki mused. “Like, you can just focus on the main quest, sure—but if you wanna do all the side content and see everything there is to see, it almost feels like you could keep playing forever.”


  “I’m mostly just in it for the story, so I don’t generally get that invested, but there are definitely speedrunners out there who know so much about how a single game ticks that they could probably qualify for a college degree in it. Hell, they’re still finding game-breaking bugs in stuff that came out over twenty years ago.”


  I could yap about this sort of thing with him for hours. But I didn’t see what any of it had to do with the question I’d asked. And then before I knew it, Hibiki changed the subject yet again.


  “Speaking of the road trip,” he said, “I think I also mentioned that I haven’t really been playing guitar all that much since graduation.”


  “Yeah, you did,” I said.


  “There’s actually a reason for that. You see, back in college, I asked myself once: At what point do I get to officially call myself a great guitarist? If it pays the bills? If I can get hired as a studio musician? If I can play any song I want to? If I can shred the fastest heavy metal licks? So on and so forth—you get the idea.”


  I was about to lose my patience here, so I was glad he finally seemed to be getting to the point.


  “What I ultimately concluded,” he said, “was that it all boiled down to one thing: At what point would I be satisfied with myself, and the things I’d achieved?”


  Suddenly, all the other sounds in the apartment seemed to silence themselves out of respect for Hibiki’s next words, and the music playing in the background faded away.


  “And I realized,” he said, “I’m already satisfied with where I’m at.”


  In the silence that followed, I finally figured it out.


  This was Hibiki’s confession. These seemingly random anecdotes were his way of confessing how he felt—albeit in his own suitably cynical, roundabout manner.


  It felt weird to finally have confirmation at last. To be honest, there was a tiny part of me that had still been carrying the slightest seed of doubt as to whether we were all just completely wrong about how he felt and were jumping the gun by trying to set him up with Chizuru.


  “So what you’re telling me,” I said, “is that you prefer the relationship you have with her now to any other possibility.”


  “Yeah,” said Hibiki. “I guess I do.”


  “You’d better not just be saying that out of consideration for us, because you don’t want our group dynamic to change. Because we’re not worried about that.”


  This was a concern I’d been harboring for a long time. But Hibiki simply shook his head and vanquished it in an instant.


  “Not to be rude to you guys,” he said, “but it’s really nothing commendable like that. My reasons are a lot more selfish.”


  Then, the slightest of smiles crept its way onto his face, as though he’d just remembered something mildly amusing.


  “You know, I think it all started back in our junior year,” he said. “Ever since then, I’ve been the one she comes crying to anytime she gets her heart broken.”


  “Guess that explains why she’s never come to me about that sort of thing,” I said, reflecting. “I only ever hear about it after the fact. Though I can definitely imagine her bawling her eyes out over stuff like that.”


  “You’re not wrong. That is pretty much the long and short of it.”


  Even though I’d never witnessed it myself, knowing Chizuru, it wasn’t exactly difficult to picture the scene in my head.


  She probably would call Hibiki up and ask if he wanted to get drinks or something, despite obviously having something else on her mind. Then, within five minutes of her showing up to his place or the bar, she’d start tearing up in the middle of a totally unrelated conversation, before finally spilling the beans and hitting him with the full rundown of whatever fight or betrayal or rejection led to her heart being broken this time. She probably wouldn’t just badmouth the guy completely either: I figured she’d probably fit in more than a few comments acknowledging his good traits and how she really wished things could have worked out. And Hibiki would just sit there, listening to all of it in silence.


  “According to her,” he said, “she just finds me easier to talk to than her other friends, who’ll apparently chime in way too much when she tries to talk about that sort of thing. They’ll give their own takes, whether critical or sympathetic. She says she appreciates them caring enough about her to want to badmouth the guy on her behalf, but that it just makes her want to break down and cry even more when it happens.”


  Knowing their rapport, it wasn’t difficult for me to imagine why she felt more comfortable being open and vulnerable with Hibiki.


  “Okay,” I said. “But what does that have to do with your relationship?”


  “You know, she told me something once,” he said. “Around the same time as her first breakup after moving back to Tokyo.”


  None of the things he’d been telling me about Chizuru so far were remotely surprising. There’d yet to be a single revelation here that I couldn’t have possibly imagined on my own, or that she couldn’t have just told me herself. It was enough to make me wonder why we’d gone to all the trouble of planning some long, convoluted operation just for the ultimate answer to be this anticlimactic. It was enough to make me resent both myself and her, just a little bit.


  “She said,” Hibiki went on, “as long as she has me, she can feel safe in the knowledge that, no matter how many guys break her heart, I’ll always be there for her.”


  This, however, left my mouth hanging wide open.


  “Jesus Christ…” I said. “That girl is literally the devil.”


  “Nah, c’mon. I think that’s a little too far,” said Hibiki. “Pretty sure she doesn’t even remember saying it. Only stuck out to me because it was the first time anyone had ever told me something like that.”


  He took a casual sip of his drink, as if to emphasize just how little he claimed it fazed him, before continuing.


  “You might already know this, Karin,” he said, “but she only ever lets herself cry around her closest friends. She’d never, ever make herself vulnerable like that in front of a family member or lover—with them, she always puts up a tough front, no matter what.”


  “Yeah, she told me that for the first time last year,” I said. “Sounded a little counterintuitive to me, personally, but to each their own, I guess.”


  “Well, what that also means is that if she and I were to make a hypothetical family together, she’d lose the one person she could actually let herself be vulnerable around.”


  He said this with a straight face, as though the thought didn’t sadden him one bit.


  To be honest, I was baffled by this. Even if it meant that technically, my initial read on the situation was right, in a certain sense.


  The reason that Hibiki had maintained his silence and kept his feelings hidden for so very long was indeed a result of that balanced, cynical-yet-considerate personality of his, and his tendency to put everyone else’s wants and needs above his own. 


  I just never would have imagined he’d take it to this extreme.


  “Honestly, it’s not the sort of thing I would’ve ever felt the need to talk about,” he said. “Just thought maybe a little added context in that regard might help you understand where I’m coming from.”


  As I sat there grimacing in discomfort, he flashed me a wry smirk. This told me all I needed to know about his intent: He was never going to cave and tell Chizuru how he truly felt, under any circumstances. But even by Hibiki’s standards, this was far too self-effacing.


  “I thought you said your reasons were selfish,” I said. “That all sounds pretty damn selfless to me.”


  “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. Let me ask you something, Karin,” he said, calling me by name—but not in a patronizing way, by any means. “You know ‘Honey Moon Song’?”


  As a matter of fact, I did. And I’d been asked this same question not too long ago.


  “Yeah,” I said. “That’s the one you and Chizuru did a cover of together, right?”


  “Right,” said Hibiki. “Well, there’s a part in the chorus that goes ‘Just you wait—I’ll come steal you away, from the place that’s stifling you,’ if you remember.”


  I did remember, in fact—I’d gone back and searched up the original via my subscription streaming service after Chizuru brought it up. I could even hear the melody in my head as Hibiki recited the words. 


  “Every single time I hear those lyrics, I think of her,” said Hibiki. “When it comes to things like love and romance, or a happy family, I don’t care if she gets those things from someone other than me. I just want to be a place for her where she doesn’t feel stifled. Somewhere safe, where she feels like she can actually breathe. And I don’t say that for her benefit either: That’s what I want, selfishly, for myself.”


  “Okay, you guys seriously need to—”


  But I couldn’t bring myself to finish that sentence.


  I couldn’t just keep clinging to an alternate interpretation of those same lyrics forever—not to mention one that was predicated on an end goal that the man himself was telling me he wasn’t even shooting for. And at the same time, it felt like I now had no choice but to accept that the relationship they had was the only one they would ever have—and that no matter how much they might have been perfect for one another, the harsh reality was that it hadn’t played out that way. Which was a hard pill to swallow.


  I took a generous swig of my highball. He and I had definitely drunk an awful lot of far worse, far cheaper alcohol than this over the years.


  “Goddammit, Hibiki…” I said, letting out an exaggerated sigh. “If you wanna talk about ‘stealing her away,’ you could at least commit to the bit. Won’t catch me complaining if you decide to crash the wedding and run off with the bride, for the record.”


  “What, just bust through the doors right at the last minute and shout ‘I object!’ or whatever?” said Hibiki. “That does sound pretty fun, honestly—but nah, I think I’ll pass.”


  “Yeah, that’s not really your style.”


  “But I’m sure you’d just love that, wouldn’t you, Mr. Melodrama? Look at you, running in here trying to convince your friend it’s not too late to express his feelings… Feel like modern audiences don’t really go for that sort of thing like they used to, though—I hope you don’t let your personal bias get in the way of your marketing work.”


  “Nah, trust me—I’m very careful about that sort of thing, because I know my tastes are super old-fashioned.”


  In that moment, as I looked at him wearing the same wry grin as he always did, I finally felt like I was ready to throw my hands up and admit defeat.


  “You’re sure you won’t regret this?” I asked.


  “She’s my best friend,” asserted Hibiki. “How could I not be happy for her on her wedding day?”


  “God… You’ve just always gotta be a cool guy about these things, don’t you?”


  “Wouldn’t say it’s intentional or anything, but I’ll take the compliment, thanks.”


  “Just shut up and drink, dumbass,” I said jokingly, before lifting my glass for a toast.


  Hibiki chuckled and obliged as he clinked his own glass lightly against mine.


  “So when did you first realize it?” I asked. “That you had feelings for her, I mean.”


  “Probably that time I took the train up to go visit her by myself,” he said. “Back when she was still living up north.”


  “Yeah, that sounds about right… Well, I don’t wanna give you too much advice, but unless you’re trying to make it obvious to her, I’d suggest you get yourself a girlfriend for the sake of plausible deniability. I mean, hell, even Mai-tan and the others sounded pretty concerned about you being single for so long.”


  “It’s like I told you, man—I just don’t meet girls anywhere nowadays, unless you count the occasional new hire at my agency’s reception desk. And I don’t think I’d want to date a coworker or colleague, anyway. Too messy. Plus, it just wouldn’t feel right wasting someone’s time like that when I know I’ll always be thinking of someone else deep down.”


  I made a quip about how this would have sounded a lot more convincing coming from a guy who hadn’t gone through girls one after another like they were disposable back in college, a comment to which he naturally returned fire with an equally snarky comeback. As we laughed, I could feel the oppressive, heavy atmosphere of our previous conversation clear away in no time at all. It had been a moment I knew I’d probably look back on, sometime down the line, and maybe even smell that dreamy scent of nostalgia Chizuru always talked about.


  Once I downed the rest of my highball, I asked Hibiki to make me a gin and soda. After reminiscing for a while about our favorite Chizuru memories throughout the years, my glass eventually ran dry again, and I realized I still needed to clean the bathtub before my wife got home like I’d promised. So I let Hibiki know that duty called and apologized again for dropping in on him—a courtesy I would never have dreamed of giving him back when we were in college.


  We promised to schedule an online gaming session sometime in the near future, and I took the elevator back down to the first floor. On my way back to the station, I felt a drop fall on my head from a dark rain cloud that had most definitely not been there when I left the house. When I opened my palm and held it up toward the sky, I felt another drop.


  The moment that raindrop hit my skin, I could feel Hibiki’s words echo through me like a ripple on a placid pond: 


  “I’ll always be thinking of someone else deep down.” 


  But I just clenched my fists and tucked that feeling away inside my chest.


  Chapter 14


   


  WHAT MADE YOU DECIDE to get married?


  This was a question I’d asked both Kao and Karin in the past, long before I’d even considered getting engaged.


  Kao’s answer had been quick and simple: It would make things easier. Given that modern society still tended to favor those who were legally married, she decided to save herself the added hassle of all the extra paperwork, explanations, and tedious discussions that tended to come along with less “traditional” lifestyles. More than anything, she claimed she did it to get her parents (who had very old-fashioned values) to help out with their grandchildren. But it was clear that she did not romanticize the idea of being married one bit—which was probably why she never had a ceremony or reception.


  Karin, meanwhile, tried to sound suave and say it was his way of “drawing the line.” Or, to use a tired old phrase: He felt like he had to “take responsibility” for making his wife spend the best years of her youth—her late teens and early twenties—on him, like he had an obligation as a man to propose at that point. I didn’t know about his fling with Kao back then, so I remember thinking it was pretty noble of him at the time. Now I felt like I should probably give him a good slap across the face on his wife’s behalf. To his credit, he did throw her a pretty spectacular wedding reception.


  As for me, though—Karin had asked me this same question about a year ago, when we were drinking at a nearby izakaya, right after our first strategy meeting.


  “It’s always been what I wanted in a relationship,” I’d told him. “It just so happened that this was the time it actually worked out.”


  I realized that this might have come across as somewhat haughty and pretentious, and so I felt the need to elaborate, so as not to embarrass myself to a long-time friend.


  “I don’t want to have to fall in love again. I want this to be the last time.”


  At the time, it felt like something that had to be said, for better or for worse. And since I knew Karin cared a lot about Hibiki too, it did seem to help him realize how serious I was about this and allow him to more fully devote himself to the operation. Though not before he let out a little wolf whistle to tease me for it, which did grind my gears—but I tried to blame this on the alcohol and shrug it off.


  To me, the purpose of submitting our marriage registration was to make our vows to spend the rest of our lives together into something more tangible and solidified. And the purpose of holding a wedding ceremony was to properly introduce my new life partner to all of my irreplaceable friends and family members. And, well, I couldn’t deny I also kind of wanted to wear one of those ridiculously elaborate and expensive wedding dresses at least once in my life.


  In other words, I was very actively interested in getting married—which might have part of the reason I’d been able to avoid getting any pre-nuptial doubts like some people apparently did. Of course, my partner’s support in keeping my spirits up as the day drew nearer and nearer helped a lot with that as well. I couldn’t thank him enough for that.


  Karin had been totally right—the months leading up to the wedding really did zoom by in the blink of an eye. Part of that was no doubt due to the fact that I was in my thirties. But also, having to spend so much time on wedding preparations in addition to all of our other normal obligations made us too busy to even look at the calendar.


  There was definitely a period of time where it all felt like way too much for me to handle, as someone who’d never gone through the process before, but after reaching a certain point of no return, it felt like I suddenly had everything totally under control. Whenever push came to shove, I always managed to power through by sheer grit alone. 


  This was why I was able to sleep stress-free, like a baby, the night before the wedding. The ceremony was set to begin at noon, which meant I didn’t have to wake up earlier than I normally would. I managed to sleep soundly all the way until my usual 6 a.m. alarm. 


  That said, it wasn’t like I could afford to just laze around either. After a quick morning check-in call with my partner to make sure we were both awake, I took a shower and ate a proper breakfast. I remembered being a kid and dreaming about what sort of luxurious meals the bride and groom would have prepared for them on their wedding day—but in reality, food was the least of my concerns today.


  As I nibbled on some toast and grilled ham, I shot off simple LINE messages to all of my friends and family members who’d be in attendance today, thanking them. This included my coworker Kii-chan, who’d apparently suspected my partner and I were an item all along. She’d be playing the role of usher at the venue for us today; I thanked her for that as well.


  It would have been nice if I had the time to call them each up over the phone and thank them more personally, but alas, I had to keep myself on schedule—and not just because we needed to get to the venue on time. My partner and I were going to be meeting up at the government office to file our marriage paperwork after breakfast. It had been him who’d suggested we do this, right after our wedding date was settled. It delighted me, honestly. I loved that our official marriage anniversary would be the same day all our loved ones got together and celebrated with us.


  I’d been expressly told to show up to the venue without makeup on. As such, since I was still a thirty-year-old woman who cared about my appearance, I put on a face mask and baseball cap to cover myself up, then headed out the door as soon as I’d made sure I’d packed everything I needed.


  The next time I returned home, I’d be a married woman. The idea still felt crazy to me no matter how many times I thought about it. I wanted to believe the beautiful clear sky overhead today was not a mere coincidence, but a product of all the hard work by me, my partner, and everyone attending the ceremony to make today happen.


  As for my relationship with Hibiki…


  It had been over half a year now since the whole Christmas debacle, and we’d long since fallen back into our usual rapport. We still played games together online all the time, with or without Karin, and we’d made time to meet up for drinks twice this year so far. Every time we got together, we’d get drunk and laugh and promise to meet up again sometime soon. In light of this, I’d decided not to overly concern myself with Hibiki’s feelings for me anymore, as I felt like it would be doing a disservice to him as my friend. Which was the last thing I wanted to do, obviously.


  In truth, I was finding myself admiring him more and more for his restraint lately. It was hard not to feel like he’d bested me in that regard—but at the same time, that was just the type of guy he was, so I wasn’t sure why I’d ever expected any different. It made me feel like I owed it to him to focus on the future and live my best life for myself.


  We submitted our marriage registration without issue at the after-hours counter. Assuming there were no issues with our paper­work, we would be considered officially husband and wife as of today. Since we had a little bit of time to kill while waiting for our cab to arrive, I took off my mask and cap and expressed once again my sincerest wish for us to have a lifelong, happy marriage together—this would probably be the only alone time we’d have the rest of the day. It seemed this sentiment hit him right in the feels. He almost started tearing up.


  Once we made it to the venue, I was immediately whisked off to the dressing room to get my hair and makeup done. I’d experienced this feeling once before at my coming-of-age ceremony, but getting all dolled up like this as a bride definitely put me right in the proper mood and mindset for the day. It was as exciting and nerve-racking as getting ready to walk out on stage in a brand-new leather jacket. It felt like I was “putting on my combat uniform,” as Karin would say.


  Once I was all dressed and made up, it would be time for the groom and I to have our first look, followed by photos and various rehearsals, as well as greeting our respective families—but before any of that, I had another very important job to do: check the welcome cards that had been delivered just prior to the event. I’d been shown the image beforehand, but actually seeing the fully hand-drawn illustration in person gave me an even greater burst of energy than I’d ever expected. Amid Kao’s usual insanely vibrant color palette and adorable characters was a whole host of meaningful imagery clearly intended as her way of wishing us well. The cranes—a symbol of marital harmony—seemed like they might fly right off the cardstock.


  “God, my friends are so awesome,” I said. I’d told her as much when we last met up and she showed me the illustration, but I couldn’t help but reiterate the sentiment.


  During the photoshoot, I accidentally put on my typically forced, “picture-friendly” smile, and was asked to try smiling more naturally. Attempting this made me feel a bit bashful, honestly—but apparently that was exactly the expression the photographer was looking for. After our dress rehearsal and a quick meeting with the venue staff (who’d been so wonderfully helpful leading up to today), it was time to greet our respective parents, who’d arrived at the venue’s waiting room earlier than the other guests.


  Not to sound like I’m tooting my own horn or anything, but while people close to my age often saw me as a bit cheeky and audacious, I’d found throughout my life that people significantly older than me were usually quite charmed by my personality, and we’d typically get along quite well. The bridegroom’s parents (who were quick to let me know how much they simply adored my dress) were no different. My partner and I had dinner with them several times over the past few months, and we’d even gone to karaoke together on multiple occasions. Each time we had an absolute blast—something Karin and Kao couldn’t believe when I told them.


  On the other hand, I hadn’t even met my fiancé’s older sister until today, so I felt quite nervous introducing myself to her—though I knew I probably wasn’t half as nervous as my fiancé. It seemed men in this day and age still cared an awful lot about ensuring these sorts of family interactions went off without a hitch.


  As for my own family, there was no clichéd “bride’s father and brother gang up on the groom and scare him into treating her right” type moment. The greetings went smoothly and everyone behaved about as pleasantly as one could possibly hope. I found it funny that I felt almost closer to my partner’s relatives now than my own family, whom I rarely, if ever, saw by virtue of them living much farther away.


  After returning to our waiting room, my partner and I shared our impressions of how the family greetings went. Immediately after, the ushers started showing up one after another. I knew it was going to be a hectic day, but boy, was it ever.


  Since it was a workplace marriage, we’d (apologetically) asked the coworkers we’d invited to handle most of the tedious tasks today. A grand total of four of our peers and subordinates showed up to tease the bridegroom about his tuxedo, while simultaneously offering the expected congratulatory felicitations. 


  Not long after that, an amusing factoid about Kii-chan came to light: She was actually a massive fan of Kao’s work, and her eyes lit up like the night sky in disbelief the moment she saw the welcome card illustration. After (perhaps carelessly) telling her she could meet the artist later to let her know what a big fan she was, I went back into the waiting room and sent a quick heads-up and apology to Kao. She replied, I’ll just tell her I’m a body double, which was extremely her style. 


  She and the others showed up to the venue about twenty-five minutes later. Since I wasn’t supposed to let any of the other guests see my face before the ceremony began, I figured I probably wouldn’t get a chance to talk with them until the reception. It was funny how much I was looking forward to simply talking with them today, these close friends I’d had thousands of interactions with over the years already.


  I used to think weddings were primarily for the bride and groom—their “big day,” as it were. But over the past year, I’d come to realize that they actually represented the culmination of so many choices made by every single person in attendance, all of which came together to make this day possible.


  All I could do was pray it would be a genuinely great day for everyone who’d chosen to be here to support me. Surely, I had the power to help make that happen.


  I was the bride, after all.


  Chapter 15


   


  THAT NIGHT, I more or less came to terms with things. After hearing my friend express his wishes in no uncertain terms, I had no choice but to respect them.


  And yet, while waiting for it to be time to depart after eating breakfast on the morning of, I was visibly quite anxious—at least according to my wife. She went and pulled out some photos from our own wedding to help get my mind off of things in the meantime. You’d think there wouldn’t be much difference between the way we looked now and the way we looked back in our mid-twenties. But for some reason, in those pictures, I could see something in our younger selves that I didn’t really feel anymore—a reckless lack of inhibition.


  In one of the photos, taken during the reception when my wife and I went around lighting candles at all of our friends’ tables, I could see Chizuru and Hibiki sitting right next to each other. They were both smiling from ear to ear.


  “Come to think of it,” said my wife, “didn’t we go to a festival once, the four of us? You, me, Chizuru-chan, and Hibiki-kun?”


  “We sure did,” I said.


  It was back in our junior year of college. The three of us had been talking about wanting to go out to do something stereotypically summery together, when Chizuru suggested I bring my (at the time) girlfriend along. There was just something about drinking beer from a plastic cup in the middle of a huge crowd that made it taste so much better than usual. I could still remember the sizzle of carbonation running down my throat.


  “Just between you and me,” said my wife, “I was one hundred percent sure they were dating back then. Like, not a shadow of a doubt in my mind.”


  “Nah,” I said. “Just friends.”


  It was only after I said this that I realized it could be interpreted in three equally valid ways: that they’d only been friends back then, that they’d remained nothing more than friends to this day, and that friends was all they would ever be, now and always. 


  After looking at old photos and reminiscing with my wife for a while, the time finally came for me to get ready to leave. Once I groomed my beard and did my hair, I put on the suit I’d picked out. Judging from my reflection in the mirror, I sure looked like I was ready to celebrate my friend’s big day—and yet, it felt like there was something I still needed to do. Feeling a nostalgic urge, I went into the kitchen to make a request of my wife, who was still busy drinking her coffee.


  “Hey, can we do a quick huddle?” I asked.


  “Ooh,” said my wife. “Been a while since we did one of those.”


  With no hesitation whatsoever, she got up off the sofa and we put our arms around each other’s shoulders. Then we both hunched over a little bit and let out a stifled cheer to pump ourselves up. This was something we’d done a lot when we were younger, as a way of encouraging each other on mornings when one of us had a written exam, or a final job interview, or a big presentation at work. But as we got older and faced fewer nerve-racking situations, we’d gradually stopped performing this little ritual.


  “Not sure what you need to get pumped up for, though,” said my wife, after we broke the huddle. “It’s Chizuru-chan’s big day, not yours.”


  A fair point. 


  And it did feel a bit silly to have a huddle like this between only two people. And yet, seeing the smile on her face made me picture a future with one or two more people added to these little family huddles. That thought made the tension in me melt away.


  On my way out the door, my wife warned me not to drink too much today, and gave me a message for Chizuru, telling her to come visit the next time she was home. Then she kissed me goodbye, and I made my way to the venue.


   


  “Morning, Karin-chan,” said a voice.


  Of course the person I’d see first, after a sweet, harmonious conjugal scene like that, would be Hanao. How very typical.


  The venue was in a hotel, and we’d all decided to meet up in the lobby. Right as I was approaching the main entrance, after walking from the nearest station, Hanao pulled up via taxi. She wore a red dress with a black jacket over it.


  “Morning,” I replied. “Been a while, hasn’t it? Don’t think we’ve seen each other since that whole birthday orienteering event.”


  “Sure haven’t,” said Hanao. “Have you seen the others since then?”


  “Went drinking with the guys once, including some others who weren’t invited today—but even that was like six months ago. Haven’t seen Mai-tan since either. Saw Chizuru like three months ago, after Hibiki invited me out to an izakaya, and she was just there for some reason.”


  “Oh, you don’t say.”


  From her tone, I could tell she clearly had some far more catty and judgmental thoughts about this, but I didn’t probe her any further. It was too nice a day for that.


  Thankfully, that would be the last hint of that sort of negativity from Hanao today. She quickly pivoted to making a more earnest request of me. 


  “Apparently, one of Chizu-nee’s coworkers is a big fan of mine, so please stop me if I start drinking too much.”


  When we walked inside the lobby, Mai-tan and Taiga-san were already there. The latter was in a standard suit, while the former wore a fairly muted affair comprised of a beige dress and a black bolero.


  “Morning,” I said. “Surprised you’re not wearing your wizard outfit today, Mai-tan.”


  “No magic needed for the bride and groom today,” she said, grinning.


  In all honesty, since I hadn’t had a chance to talk to her since, I was a little worried she might still be kinda pissed about the whole infidelity thing. But when she flashed me her trademark smug face, I breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Where’s Hibiki?” asked Hanao.


  “Haven’t seen him yet,” said Taiga-san.


  A few months prior, this answer might have worried me a bit. But I knew now there was very little risk of him crashing the ceremony and absconding with the bride. And sure enough, the man himself soon came waltzing into the lobby, wearing a bright white necktie only outshined by the beaming smile directly above it.


  “Morning,” he greeted us. “Would’ve bet money on you shaving the beard for a special day like this, but I’m glad I didn’t.”


  “Morning,” I replied. “I did groom it, for your information.”


  I wasn’t about to tell anyone this, but there was actually a reason I left the beard—and not just out of laziness, or because I didn’t want to have to grow it out again. Since Hibiki had chosen to live life his own way, I’d decided I was going to operate based on my own sense of propriety as well, without caving to peer pressure.


  “Y’know, I used to be pretty anti-beard for you, Karin-chan, but I’ve really gotten used to it lately,” said Hanao. “Mai said it looked really bad on you too.”


  “Hey!” said Mai-tan. “Don’t go telling on me, you little narc!”


  “Damn,” I said. “I’d expect that sort of comment from Hanao, but et tu, Mai-tan?”


  “I just meant you look more reputable and honest without it. But on second thought, shaving it wouldn’t help much in that regard at this point.”


  Ah. It seemed the adultery thing wasn’t just water under the bridge to her yet after all. Which made sense—there’d been a whole year in college when she, I, and my wife were all in the same classes together. I couldn’t expect her to forgive me that easily. I’d just have to resign myself to my fate, it seemed.


  Not a moment too soon, Taiga-san suggested we head inside.


  Since this was a workplace marriage, it seemed there were going to be an awful lot of guests today. As such, we’d all been sent guest cards in advance, which we’d use to gain entrance.


  “Congratulations on your loved ones’ special day.”


  When it was our turn in line, we handed our guest cards and monetary gift envelopes to the usher lady at the reception table. Most weddings, I never knew what sort of envelope design to choose. This time it was easy as pie: I’d picked one with flying cranes on it. They weren’t just a symbol of a happy marriage—Chizuru’s name had the character for “crane” in it too. It seemed everyone else had the same idea.


  After being ushered into the guest waiting room, I was finally greeted by the giant illustrated welcome board in all its glory. I just stood there in awe, admiring it for a moment—and not just because the artist was a friend of mine either. The two girls who’d been in front of us were taking selfies with it to commemorate the moment. I wanted nothing more than to give it a huge round of applause. It was so lovely and professional—there wasn’t even a hint of the negative emotions its creator had called me up to vent about. Instead, the four of us simply stood there as we heaped heartfelt praise upon Hanao’s incredible artwork. She tried to act aloof, but I could tell she was blushing deep down. She was just that sort of woman.


  After receiving our welcome drinks, we found ourselves an open four-seater table and took a load off. Mai-tan had insisted on remaining sober until after the ceremony, and Taiga-san decided to join her in this. Hanao and I chose sparkling wine.


  As we waited for the ceremony to begin, Taiga-san related to us his experience getting a full checkup at the doctor’s office recently. Apparently, the endoscopy had been even more uncomfortable than he was expecting, but not unbearable.


  While we were sitting there, having a conversation that made me feel extremely old, a group of four women approached our table. Apparently, they’d been members of Chizuru’s music club back in college, which meant they obviously knew Hibiki as well. One was also an old friend of Mai-tan’s, from when she worked on the special events board—apparently they were both in charge of organizing the after-party together. I didn’t know a single one of them, but I greeted them pleasantly nonetheless. We were all here for the same reason today, after all: celebrating Chizuru.


  Once the five of us were alone to engage in mindless chitchat again, Hanao revealed she’d booked a hotel room downtown for tonight and made a harrowingly ominous statement about how she wouldn’t “let us get away that easily” if we’d been planning to head home before the last train. 


  At this point, the ceremony was only ten minutes away. The guest waiting room was bustling with celebratory spirit as everyone eagerly anticipated the moment we’d all been waiting for. As groups slowly began to be called into the ceremony hall based on relationship to the bride and groom, I cast a furtive glance over at Hibiki, only to find him glancing right back at me. We both chuckled at this random yet meaningful eye contact. From his grin, I could almost hear him say, “You’re not still worried I might pull something, are you?”


  After everyone had entered the chapel area, the ceremony promptly began.


  It was, for lack of a better word, an unremarkable ceremony. Of course, by this I just mean it had fairly run-of-the-mill proceedings—obviously, the fact it was my good friend’s wedding made it feel special regardless.


  When Chizuru first walked down the aisle in her wedding dress, I genuinely thought to myself, Damn—didn’t think she’d be able pull off that look so well. For some reason, I’d been expecting her to walk in wearing the same adrenaline-pumped, beaming smile she wore when walking out on stage at a concert, or if not that, at least the usual carefree smile she wore when hanging out with us. But no—to my surprise, she actually looked quite graceful and demure.


  Keeping my needless worries to myself, I kept an eye on Hibiki throughout the ceremony. From start to finish, he had the biggest grin. He seemed genuinely happy for his friend. Personally, I definitely wouldn’t have been able to sit back and watch a girl I was in love with exchange wedding vows with some guy I didn’t even know, all with a smile on my face. So when I applauded, it was partly directed at Hibiki.


  There was an even greater fear of mine I was extremely relieved to learn had been needless. Not about Hibiki, but about Chizuru. I’d wanted nothing more than for her to be able to set everything else aside, just for today, and focus on herself and making this the happiest day of her life—and by all accounts, it seemed my wish came true.


  Once the vows were exchanged, and a shower of flower petals began to fall over the newly wedded couple, we all pulled out our phones and cameras to take pictures. Through the rain of petals, the bride made eye contact with us—and for a split second, her uncharacteristically ladylike expression gave way to a more typical combat-ready visage. I assumed she felt a little embarrassed for us to see her like this. It was a much-needed, tiny glimpse of the real Chizuru, hidden amid a scene that was very much not her usual vibe.


  Once the photo op was over, we all gave another round of applause as the bride and groom walked back down the aisle and said goodbye to the gallery for the time being. The guests were then ushered back into the waiting room, where we had a bit of free time to kill until the reception began.


  “Man, that’s gotta be the most grown up I’ve ever seen her look,” I said.


  “No kidding,” said Hanao. “All right, now all that’s left is to kick back, get drunk, pig out, and watch some corny montage video about how they first met.”


  Although Hanao was being perhaps a bit too honest, I couldn’t help but agree with the sentiment. Mai-tan, however, was quick to chime in.


  “You’d better actually watch it,” she said. “It’s got photos and videos of us from back in our college days too, courtesy of yours truly.”


  “Damn, you even helped out with that, Mai-tan?” I asked.


  Beside me, Hibiki raised his hand slightly.


  “I gave them some old band photos too,” he said.


  One might have been forgiven for wondering if he was up to something. But I’d checked in with him beforehand to make sure he wasn’t about to pull some stunt where he suggested the bride get on stage and play a cover song together, or anything like that. Showing a few old band photos was indeed a much more metered idea, typical of a balanced guy like Hibiki.


  The musical entertainment would instead be provided by an ensemble choir of friends of both the bride and groom, all of whom had apparently been members of their respective high schools’ choral clubs. It was nice to know I could watch this without having to worry about one of my friends climbing on stage and embarrassing themselves.


  “Honestly, if we’re gonna show embarrassing photos, they should’ve just gotten Chizu-nee to throw on her leather jacket and play us a song,” said Hanao, now drinking her second glass of sparkling wine. “Sounds like she finally bought that fancy new guitar she wanted, so might as well let us hear it, right?”


  “Or you could’ve graced us with one of your infamous live painting performances,” I said. Now that the ceremony had concluded without issue, I felt relaxed enough to engage in some light teasing banter.


  “Yeah, it’s funny how everyone’s got some past mistakes they really wish people would stop bringing up in front of everyone, huh? Isn’t that right, guys?”


  It seemed I’d dug my own grave by kicking the hornet’s nest. Mai-tan grinned deviously at this comeback, while Taiga-san winced awkwardly. Only Hibiki responded by making a counter-quip about how her performance fee would be a lot higher nowadays.


  They’d given us the seating chart for the reception at check in, so when we all agreed we were ready to sit down, we moved over into the spacious banquet hall, which was decked out to the rafters with celebratory razzle-dazzle. This sort of thing just reminded me of events I’d organize and attend for work, so I wasn’t as spellbound as the others.


  “Do they do literary award ceremonies at places like this too?” Taiga-san asked, almost as if he could read my mind.


  “You bet they do,” I said, keeping it short and simple. Hopefully, this curtness made it clear how exhausting I found those to be.


  Each of the round tables had seats for eight. The five of us were all at the same table, and we quickly found the placards with our names on them. In clockwise order, it was Hibiki, then me, then Taiga-san, then Hanao, then Mai-tan. I could feel the deliberateness Chizuru had put into choosing this particular order. She probably wanted to put the most sociable of us on the ends for the sake of the other three guests who’d be sitting at the same table.


  A group of three women soon joined us to take those very seats, and we greeted them as pleasantly as proper adults and members of society should. They introduced themselves as friends of Chizuru’s from high school, and we similarly revealed that we were friends of hers from college. Apparently, they’d heard a college friend had been the one who drew the welcome board. They asked if it was our doing, and we all immediately pointed to Hanao. They praised her profusely for how great it turned out, and she intoned a very obviously forced and fake “Thank you!” purely out of obligation.


  Just like we’d done at my own wedding, the name placards for each guest were folded in half, with the inside of each bearing a handwritten message from the bride. This made it the first time I’d ever received anything resembling a personal letter from Chizuru in all of the years that I’d known her. Mine read:


  “Thanks so much for coming! It’s thanks to your help and counsel on so many things that I’ve been able to make it to this special and wonderful day. You and your wife should really come get dinner with us sometime—we’ll make it a double date! Here’s hoping we can stay good friends forever.”


  Seeing how hard she’d tried to cram everything into such a limited amount of space felt more emblematic of Chizuru’s personality than any of the words she’d written.


  I looked to my right and saw Hibiki was looking at his placard now too. After reading it in silence for a while, he glanced over at me, and in a soft voice made a snarky quip about how she can “fake sounding grown-up pretty well when she wants to.” It seemed he’d come away with the same general impression as me, even though she’d obviously written different notes for each of us.


  We both put our placards in our chest pockets so we wouldn’t forget them. Not long after that, some staff members came out to take everyone’s drink orders. They suggested champagne for anyone looking to indulge today, so I gladly went with that.


  “Ooh, hey!” Hanao exclaimed with glee. “They’ve got foie gras!”


  Like me, she’d been looking through the menu as a way of killing time before the reception proper began. I’d never eaten foie gras with her before in the past, yet for some reason I felt confident she’d enjoy it.


  The music to which the bride and groom entered was not “Honey Moon Song” by a flood of circle, much to my relief. But when those big double doors opened to the tune of the classic wedding song everyone and their mother knows, they were greeted by such thunderous applause one might be forgiven for mistaking this for a rock concert.


  There was a moment, amid my wallowing in worry and self-doubt, that I caught a glimpse of both a very happy Chizuru and a grinning, applauding Hibiki in my field of view at the same time. And in that moment, I could tell it really wasn’t my place to meddle and hope for a different outcome than the one they’d both chosen for themselves. From then on, I decided to just enjoy the reception as earnestly as I could.


  We all gave the newly wedded couple a toast, and the festivities began. When the first hors d’oeuvres came out and happened to be a variety of pickles, I took great pleasure in watching Hibiki scrunch up his face with every bite as he forced himself to eat them. Meanwhile, we started sharing our favorite anecdotes and memories of Chizuru with the three girls who were sitting at our table. Apparently, she’d become something of a legend at her high school when, after being bullied by a female upperclassman for weeks, she stomped into her classroom and socked the other girl square in the face. Taiga-san went, “Yep, that sounds like her, all right,” and the rest of us in her college friend group all nodded in agreement.


  The guest of honor’s speech was given by a mutual superior of the bride and groom. They spoke at length about how Chizuru’s passion, drive, and charming personality made her deeply loved by clients and colleagues alike. As for the groom, they described him as someone with great people skills, both approachable and highly adaptable, which had earned him the undying trust of his seniors and superiors. In short, they were pretty much a perfect match for each other.


  After the final guest speech by one of the groom’s friends from elementary school, the newlyweds disappeared backstage to change outfits. In the interim, a video started playing on the big projector and showed videos and photos from their childhoods, as well as the early days of their relationship. When we made one of these for my own wedding, I remembered thinking “Does anyone even care enough to watch these things?” But in this case, as someone who’d only known Chizuru after she’d already turned eighteen, I was definitely curious to see her as a little tyke and learn a bit more about the man she’d chosen for her husband.


  The part that drew the biggest reaction from the crowd by far was a scene we knew all too well: Chizuru performing on stage in a leather jacket, then crying after the set, linking arms with her fellow bandmates from the music club, Hibiki included. This video created quite a stir among the wedding guests from her company, who apparently weren’t familiar with this side of Chizuru at all. But it relieved me to hear her high school friends, at least, knew this was the real Chizuru. They laughed along with us at the idea that she was a wolf in sheep’s clothing around all of her coworkers.


  The groom, meanwhile, seemed to live a very active lifestyle. His side of the slideshow featured many photos from his college days when he apparently went on quite a few backpacking trips. There were photos of him in foreign countries, smiling and laughing with the locals, with nothing but a rucksack on his back. This drew some mildly surprised reactions from his colleagues as well, and I could only imagine his closer friends were marveling at his ability to mask his true self at work as well.


  “Feel like you and him would get along,” I said to Taiga-san.


  “Yeah, I’ll have to drag him and Chizuru out on a hike one of these days,” he replied.


  This was the sort of idle chitchat we made while sipping our highballs and watching the montage video. I could totally see Taiga-san going up to the groom and trying to exchange contact info at the after-party.


  Another seat down from Taiga-san was Hanao, who was holding her glass of white wine up high as if asking for another refill. She could probably still get away with a few more drinks before I had to step in and cut her off. Probably. Mai-tan, meanwhile, was chatting pleasantly with the girl sitting beside her whom she’d just met, presumably giving their respective impressions of the video playing on screen. She was a socialite, to be sure.


  I didn’t really speak to Hibiki for the duration of the video, as I felt like any possible reaction I could give might potentially come across as inconsiderate. There was no need for me to concern myself with whatever he was feeling or going through deep down.


  Once the montage was over, the bride and groom reentered the stage in fresh garb. Despite teasing her about it prior to the event, Chizuru had not, in fact, chosen to change into a leather jacket. She instead wore a striking royal blue dress that complemented her strong facial features beautifully.


  It was time for another round of photo ops, now that the bride and groom had changed clothes, this time with guests at all the different tables. During the previous mingling hour, we’d deliberately not approached the bride and groom in order to give guests who hadn’t been able to attend the ceremony a chance to greet and congratulate them, so this was effectively our first and best opportunity to interact with the newlyweds.


  To kick things off, the bride and groom went around to all the different tables to smile and greet everyone, starting with the family member tables just off to the side of the stage. Many brides would probably start crying at this point, but Chizuru simply hugged her parents with a beaming smile on her face, which was nice in its own way. I was also surprised to see her similarly hug the groom’s mother, but that was just because my own family had a different dynamic where such a thing would never happen.


  After they finished taking photos at the family members’ tables, and greeted some of the groom’s friends at theirs, Chizuru finally dragged her husband over to our table. She made eye contact with each and every one of us as she thanked us for coming. Then she started taking photos with her high school friends first. She chatted casually with the three girls despite only having a limited amount of time, and the professional photographer captured those moments for posterity.


  When it was our turn, Hibiki and Mai-tan rose from their seats to bookend the bride and groom, who were standing in the center of the photo behind the rest of us who remained seated. I would later learn from Mai-tan that she had stressed herself out quite a bit about this particular arrangement, as she wasn’t sure who should be standing or sitting where, aside from the bride and groom being in the center. In the end, she apparently decided to stand next to the groom herself, so that the back row would “be in boy-girl-boy-girl order.” Taiga-san chuckled at this and said, “Yeah, might be a little too color-unbalanced if you put all the guys together, since we’re all wearing black.”


  I didn’t have to do anything but sit there and scoot my seat over a bit. As she stood behind me, Chizuru clapped me on the shoulder.


  “Have to say, the white necktie matches your beard pretty well,” she said.


  “I can be relatively stylish when I want to,” I said. “You look great too. Congrats.”


  “Thanks.”


  This brief and candid interaction was pretty standard fare for us. When the groom came over to greet me, I gave him a proper congratulations for good measure.


  There was no need to eavesdrop on the conversation taking place behind me.


  “Thanks for coming today,” said Chizuru. “Sorry I forgot my leather jacket.”


  “Hey, congrats,” said Hibiki. “And no worries. Glad you managed to find a dress that’ll match that towel I bought you.”


  “I actually brought it with me today, believe it or not.”


  They were interacting just like normal too. I felt silly for ever thinking the bond the two of them had built together might crumble due to some half-baked plan we thoughtlessly threw together. Really, that might be the single best summation of the strength of their friendship I could think of. So when she introduced him to her husband by simply saying they “used to play in a band together,” followed by a whopping thirty seconds of surface-level small talk, I got a little emotional—to the point that I wanted to stand up and clarify myself that the description in no way did their relationship justice. But I figured that was probably just the marketing copywriter in me talking, and decided to let it go. Today wasn’t about me, after all.


  We all promised to reconvene later, and the bride and groom moved on to the next table. Hanao, who was in much higher spirits than usual, urged the trio of girls she’d just met to indulge with her and order new drinks. Then the whole table made another toast to the newlyweds’ future.


  Once photo time was over, it was time for the next item on the agenda, which was a bit of musical entertainment. Two of the girls from our table, as well as three of the groom’s male friends from another table, stood up and walked onto the stage. One of the men played piano, while the other four sang in harmony. To be honest, I’d always had this impression of wedding entertainment music being the sort of thing you just had to kind of awkwardly smile at as you waited for it to be over. But I actually found the little coed choir’s performance quite spellbinding, surprisingly. But of course Chizuru would have musically talented friends—what had I expected?


  After a huge round of applause, the choir disbanded and returned to their seats. Next, it was time for the bride to read her letter of gratitude to all of the guests.


  To be honest, I’d been kind of looking forward to this part. Especially because, mostly, all the bride got to do at the reception was engage in performative traditions with her spouse, or react and give thanks to the guests who come up to offer their congratulations. But this would be all Chizuru. Finally, it was her time to shine.


  As she stood there on stage behind the microphone stand, I could almost see her wearing a leather jacket over her fancy blue dress. And I suspected I might not have been the only one who felt that way. Maybe everyone could see it, not just our college group of friends. She just gave off a very punk rock aura.


  It had been a long time since I heard her take a deep breath in front of the mic like this. I knew it was supposed to be her moment to thank all of her friends and family, everyone who’d supported her from the day she was born to the day she became a bride. It was supposed to encompass her entire lifetime thus far—and yet, try as I might, all I could think about was this past year. From the day she told me about her engagement, while we were playing games online, to now.


  “Thank you all so much for taking the time out of your busy schedules to be here today, to attend this wedding reception. I can’t tell you how grateful I am to be able to celebrate this day with all of my dearest friends and family.”


  She didn’t even bother reading from the letter she was holding. It remained in her hands, which were folded at her waist. Instead, she spoke confidently and with purpose while gazing out at the faces of every single person in the crowd.


  It really did feel like she was about to perform on stage.


  “Today, I’ve received so many well-wishes and words of congratulations—from family members, from friends, and even from coworkers—all people who’ve supported me day in and day out throughout my life. Only now do I finally realize just how blessed I truly am.”


  She made eye contact with me as well.


  “It is for that reason I have vowed to myself, just now, that I will do everything I can to ensure the two of us can forge a bond with each other that’s even deeper, and build a future that’s even brighter than either of us have ever known or imagined—as my way of proving to everyone here that this moment, this day, is irreplaceable to me. And yes, I know the road to get there won’t be an easy one. But I sincerely hope you’ll all continue to watch over us as we stumble and find our way down it. Because all I want in life is for the two of us to keep on growing, side by side, as we walk this road together. Your continued support and prayers for our happiness truly mean the world to me.”


  It was at this point I realized this speech was a two-parter—Chizuru finally unfolded the letter she’d been holding in her hands and started reading off it. But even then, her voice remained as passionate as a live event emcee, and she still regularly looked up at the crowd with an intensity in her gaze that couldn’t be overstated. She was baring her heart to the entire crowd, and didn’t once falter. She had guts, that’s for sure.


  “Now, if you’ll allow me to take just a bit of time for my own personal matters, I’d like to read out a letter I’ve written to my parents and to my brother.”


  The letter to her family members was genuinely quite heartwarming. In it, she expressed her gratitude, while also belatedly apologizing for a few specific instances when she’d caused no shortage of trouble for them as a young girl. All in all, you could tell from the way she’d written it that their family maintained a very healthy and strong relationship to this day, even now that she was living on her own. And, as she’d promised in advance, she didn’t shed a single tear throughout—though I nearly cried. But I resisted the urge, knowing she’d tease me about it until the end of my days if I did.


  As the crowd applauded, the bride and groom each presented bouquets of flowers to their parents. Then the groom delivered his closing remarks, which brought the reception to a close.


  “Pretty nice reception,” I said aloud as they exited the stage. But neither of the men sitting beside me said a word in response; Taiga-san was in the middle of taking a big drink of water, and Hibiki was reading the message on his name placard again. Which, fair enough, I could only blame myself for my own poor timing.


  It was now time for the bride and groom and their parents to see off the guests, as was customary. Chizuru had told me in advance we’d be getting little gifts on our way out: so-called “­wedding favor” cards that had become quite popular lately and were effectively catalogs that allowed the recipient to choose what gift they wanted from a given selection. This was a great idea, actually—so much so that I wished we’d thought of it for my own wedding. They were definitely much more convenient than a gift bag you’d have to lug around—especially for guests planning to attend the after-party, or for company bigwigs who had to attend several weddings like this in a given year.


  Our group waited for the right moment, then stood up from our table and joined the crowd heading for the exit. I offered my congratulations to their family members, none of whom I’d met before, and received my card from Chizuru. Then, I shook the groom’s hand and politely told him it had been a lovely reception. Unlike the deadbeats at my table, he actually gave me a proper response.


  And so I left the venue in a rather merry and celebratory mood, all things considered. It was enough to make me wonder how I’d ever been nervous that morning.


  The after-party wasn’t set to begin for another two hours.


  This was an optional event that had been put together by a group of four organizers—two friends of the bride, and two friends of the groom. To no one’s surprise, Mai-tan had been selected as the leader of the group. In the interim between the reception and the after-party, she had a lot of preparations she needed to make, so we left her behind while the rest of us went bowling at Taiga-san’s suggestion. Hanao happened to be on fire tonight with her two-handed throws, while Hibiki was clearly not playing his best, which resulted in him having to pay for her game as well as his own.


  With tired arms, we returned to the wedding venue, where the celebratory mood of the reception still lingered in the air. As usual for these types of things, most of the couple’s coworkers, superiors, and immediate family members hadn’t stuck around, while friends and colleagues from other departments who unfortunately didn’t make the guest list due to space or schedule constraints had shown up specifically for the after-party.


  I was glad Mai-tan had been chosen to emcee, because her speaking voice over a microphone was very pleasant to listen to. I indulged in the all-you-can-drink bar, played some bingo, and during the more extended social hour with the bride and groom, I took plenty of photos with Chizuru, who’d now changed into a light pink dress. At one point, Hanao was approached by one of Chizuru’s junior colleagues who’d been working reception at the wedding, and who claimed to be her biggest fan. Since the alcohol had her in a very good mood, Hanao gladly signed the girl’s phone case for her. The faint background music for the after-party was a playlist comprised primarily of rock band music, and I was fairly certain I heard some a flood of circle in there, but I didn’t know the song.


  Thankfully, all of the niggling doubts and meddlesome thoughts that had been plaguing me this past year seemed to have left. I didn’t feel any of them now.


  This realization came as such a relief that, as soon as Kii-san left our table, I couldn’t help but get up and sneak out to the smoking area. I knew one had to exist somewhere in the venue, as I’d seen Taiga-san disappear for a few minutes earlier too.


  It turned out that the lone ashtray was behind the building, near the parking lot. In the cool night air, I exhaled a thin, wispy trail of smoke from my IQOS. Feeling slightly tipsy, I gazed up at the moon and thought to myself, thanks again for the clear weather today—as though the moon could read my thoughts and that we talked like this all the time.


  Though I was reluctant to cut my smoke break short, I didn’t want to linger too long and miss any major events at the after-party. You never knew what might happen at those, after all. And so I shook off the urge to light up again and hurried back inside.


  I’d been planning to head straight back to my seat, but just as I passed through the automatic doors, I spotted Hibiki walking toward me from the bathroom to my left.


  “Hibiki.” I called him by name because he apparently didn’t notice me even though he was only a few steps away. This was probably because he was reading something in the palm of his hand, which he promptly slid into his chest pocket right after I succeeded in getting his attention.


  “Smoke break, huh?” he asked.


  “Just don’t tell my wife if you see her.”


  “I promise you she already knows, man.”


  We shared a laugh, then headed back to the event floor, where we grabbed some fruits and cheese from the refreshments table and sat back down. As I stabbed my fork into a piece of pineapple (which absolutely no one else was eating, apparently), it occurred to me that Hibiki had probably been reading his name placard message from the reception yet again.


  The party was nearly at its end. Mai-tan grabbed the microphone and revealed the existence of a mysterious “video message” that had been sent to the venue—which apparently even the bride and groom didn’t know anything about, judging from the way they looked at one another. The video began to play, projected onto the venue’s white walls. It opened with a closeup of a woman (the sender, apparently) who introduced herself with a laugh as not only a friend of Chizuru’s, but also someone who had a teacher-student relationship with the groom. Beside her was a tiny infant sleeping in a crib—the birth had apparently coincided too close to the wedding date, which had forced her to reluctantly turn down the invitation. As the whole venue was enveloped in a warm, fuzzy feeling at the sight of the baby’s peaceful, sleeping face, I could have sworn I saw Chizuru discreetly reach up to wipe a tear from her eye.


  The final order of business for the after-party was a few words of thanks from the bride and groom before taking a group photo of them with everyone in attendance. They spoke much more candidly now than at the reception, and Chizuru did not seem nearly as much like a rock star; I assumed she must have really psyched herself up for that. We all gave a round of applause, not only to the newlyweds but to the event planners as well.


  After three shutter-clicks of everyone crammed together in a fairly tight space, the full program for Chizuru’s wedding day was officially over.


  “Let’s all go to a sports bar where we can get chatted up by some foreigner, asking ‘You all are dressed up for a happy day today?’ or something,” Hanao said as we stepped out of the venue. Her face clearly showed she was several times more inebriated than she would normally be by this point in the night. And yet, despite this extremely puzzling proposal, no one objected to the idea. Taiga-san was all for it, and I was in high enough spirits I was willing to go along. And Hibiki never objected to anything. We also had to kill some time anyway if we wanted to show our appreciation to the bride, groom, and Mai-tan, who were still hanging back to clean things up at the venue.


  “Um, excuse me!” said a voice, as I was looking up nearby bars on my phone.


  “Oh, hey,” Hibiki called back.


  I turned around to see that it was the group of three women who’d been sitting at our table at the reception. The girl who called out had been the one who’d been sitting directly beside Hibiki, and she was standing a few steps in front of the other two.


  Normally, in these sorts of situations, you’d expect a bit of stammering or probing to gauge how the other might feel first, but this was one of Chizuru’s friends—naturally, she was clear and confident in her intent. She stated plainly that she found Hibiki to be quite charming and attractive, and wanted to exchange contact info with him. 


  Personally, I found that sort of straightforwardness quite refreshing. I hated it when people tried to be vague about it, inviting everyone to a “group chat” they’d never realistically use as a way to conceal their intentions. If you wanted to ask someone out, beating around the bush like that was just plain inefficient.


  After a bit of hesitation (and ignoring a wolf whistle by Hanao), Hibiki accepted the girl’s offer and traded LINE info with her. As you might expect, we teased him relentlessly about this as we headed to the bar for another round of drinks. But he just shrugged us off with a wry smirk. He seemed more concerned with the group of girls than us.


  “You think they’ll tell her to bail on me because I hesitated for a second?” he asked.


  “What? Nah, I highly doubt it,” I said. “I think a little uncertainty at first is totally understandable when someone approaches you out of the blue like that. Not that I would know—I’ve never had a girl hit on me before!”


  Hibiki just let out a weak little chuckle, but didn’t make any sort of quip in return. He was being awfully docile—though I didn’t suspect anything was wrong. He was probably just feeling tired after a very long day. Hell, even I felt pretty exhausted, and I hadn’t even done any behind-the-scenes work like Mai-tan had. I’d just been celebrating. And I was sure Hibiki probably felt several times more emotionally spent than I did.


  I’d have to make sure to get him home safely tonight, even if he got blackout drunk. But I kept this resolution to myself, as I felt like saying it aloud might downplay just how much I genuinely respected him for making it through the day.


  The sports bar I found on Yelp was pretty busy when we got there, but we still managed to find some open seats. We immediately agreed it might be a good idea to move somewhere with a more relaxed atmosphere once Mai-tan came to join us, but ­decided to order a round of drinks for now anyway. Beside me at the bar were two middle-aged men bickering about work—neither of them were overly friendly foreigners, sadly.


  For the umpteenth time today, we clinked our glasses together and made a toast. Not a moment later, Hanao immediately started pestering Hibiki about texting that “girl who wants the D,” but he shrugged her off and stated that if he sent the first text he’d basically be agreeing to go out with her right off the bat.


  In fiction, you often heard the phrase “like nothing had ever happened” used to describe scenes like this one, where everything seemed to have gone back to normal after a period of conflict or adversity. But for me, as I sat watching my friends smiling and laughing with each other like this, I felt quite the opposite: We’d been united by the adversity we’d faced, and we’d all come back from the brink of death bearing the same scars. 


  Obviously, that wasn’t strictly true. We’d all had our own agendas, and only cooperated when it suited us, keeping secrets and deceiving each other when it didn’t. But even so, it felt like a special kind of bond we now shared.


  For all our scheming and speculating about Chizuru and Hibiki’s relationship, we were all here together now celebrating our friend’s special day. And the next time one of us got married, we’d probably get together again and bicker about it, but still end up smiling and laughing with each other when the day finally came. Whether that would be Hibiki, or Mai-tan, or Taiga-san, who knew—maybe none of them would ever get married. It could also be when one of us became a parent, or achieved a dream. Honestly, it didn’t even need to be anything special. The point was that it felt like our bond was pretty much indestructible now, since we made it through this ordeal together—despite all of our own feelings and misgivings about it. But maybe that was just part of growing older: You learned to take the good with the bad and relish the experience regardless.


  I lifted my glass—not to take a drink of my highball but to make a secret, silent toast to our whole friend group, including Chizuru and Mai-tan, who weren’t here. Both of their operations had now officially reached their epilogues.


  About thirty minutes later, Mai-tan got in touch, so we decided to move to a different bar. I made a quick phone call to an izakaya I’d been to for a client dinner once before, and thankfully they had a private room open. We decided to celebrate with the head organizer of tonight’s festivities there.


  Hanao offered to pay the cover charge and our single round of drinks at this sports bar, since she hadn’t had to pay when we went bowling earlier. We gratefully accepted her offer. As she went to the register to settle our tab, Taiga-san excused himself to use the bathroom. And so Hibiki and I were left alone for a short while, sitting side by side at the bar.


  “Something tells me Hanao’s not gonna let this night end anytime soon,” I said.


  “Hey, nothing wrong with that,” replied Hibiki. “Gotta live a little sometimes.”


  This was a totally normal exchange for us, with no deeper meaning whatsoever.


  And there was no deeper meaning behind the next thing I did either.


  Hibiki had dropped something.


  He’d pulled his phone out of his chest pocket—maybe to text someone, I couldn’t say. Maybe his fingers were wet from the condensation on his glass, as they happened to catch something else, and I watched as Hibiki’s name placard from the reception fell to the barroom floor. It landed closer to my stool than his.


  And all I did was reach down and try to pick it up for him.


  “Karin!” he shouted abruptly, scaring me half to death just as I pinched my fingers around it. Wondering what was the matter, I quickly sat up straight and looked over at him. The crazed look in his eyes was unlike any I’d ever seen from him before.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked as I handed him the folded-up placard.


  Suddenly returning to his senses, Hibiki looked away and took a deep breath before he took the placard back and apologized.


  I had a whole heap of questions as to what just transpired, but before I could ask a single one of them, Hibiki gave me a very puzzling query of his own.


  “Wait,” he said. “So you wouldn’t mind if someone else read yours?”


  I was only barely able to intuit that he meant my name placard message.


  “Sure, I don’t see why not,” I said. “You want to read it?”


  I plucked my placard out from my own chest pocket and held it out to him. Hibiki hesitated for a distinct moment before he took it and then handed me his own.


  Just what in the world had gotten into him? Had Chizuru written him some totally scandalous secret message or something? Suddenly feeling a bit anxious, I flipped open the name placard labeled “Narahara Hibiki.”


  But even after reading it twice over, it felt—with all due respect to Chizuru and Hibiki—quite plain and run-of-the-mill, as far as thank-you letters went. It was basically just your standard fare, “thanks for coming today, hope we can stay friends forever” message like mine had been, with just a hint of Chizuru’s usual cheeky flair.


  Try as I might, I couldn’t read into it any further than that. There was no secret meaning to be found here, as far as I could tell. And yet, when Hibiki handed me back my own placard, I caught a brief glimpse of his expression, which by no means seemed like something a simple message could have elicited.


  I wanted to probe him further about it, but was thwarted by Hanao returning from paying our tab. As soon as Hibiki turned to face her, his expression was already back to normal again. It would have been weird and unnatural for me to bring it back up.


  But to me, at least, it had looked like the expression of a child thrown into a panic, right after they’d been caught in the act of making some huge mistake.


  Just what in the hell had happened to make him react like that?


  Chapter 16


   


  “THANKS FOR COMING TODAY! I truly believe that the deeply irreplaceable present we now live in was only made possible because the two of us stuck through it together and stayed unapologetically ourselves. Here’s hoping we can continue to grow together for many years to come. Also, please look forward to hearing me emcee on stage for the first time in a while, lol.”


  It was only at the end of the reception, when we were saying goodbye to the guests, that I knew for certain the message had gotten across. It had only been for a split second, but I distinctly saw Hibiki avert his eyes—something he would never do under ordinary circumstances. That all but confirmed it for me.


  I rewrote the last sentence countless times, and when I finally handed off the final version to the event staff for printing, I remembered my hands were shaking.


  I’d really thought each and every word through, so that he probably wouldn’t think anything of it on first read, and if anyone happened to look over his shoulder and read it they wouldn’t see it as anything but a perfectly ordinary thank-you message.


  I wanted to make sure it could only be understood by me and Hibiki.


  To borrow a turn of phrase from Kao, I wanted to make it feel like the whole world revolved around just the two of us, if only for a moment, but in a way that was only perceptible to him—which was why I’d told neither Karin nor my partner of my intentions. It was meant to be something just between us, one-on-one, fair and square.


  For the first half of my “letter from the bride”—a relatively common part of any wedding reception program—I’d given a speech thanking all of the guests for coming. This was something I’d rehearsed countless times in my head, even planning out in advance exactly who I was going to be making eye contact with for each individual part. There was nothing spontaneous or pure and innocent about it—and that was just fine with me. We were all grown-ups now, and grown-ups were nothing if not conniving.


  I was confident that seeing the way I positioned my hands while speaking into the microphone would remind Hibiki of how I used to emcee to the crowd between songs—and that would make him reflect on the last sentence of the message I’d written on his placard, which would make him start paying close attention to each and every word of my speech, so as not to miss any hidden meanings. So long as all that happened, I’d have him right where I wanted him.


  And it totally worked. I knew for a fact that my careful word choice and emphasis in both the placard message and the speech had made him pay close attention. You could even call it a psychological ploy: I’d used the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon to my advantage.


  He should have been the only one who picked up on it—and noticed that the “two of us” I was talking about in my speech weren’t me and my husband at all. Hibiki had to have realized I was actually talking about us.


  As I said the words, “all I want in life is for the two of us to keep on growing, side by side, as we walk this road together,” I looked Hibiki straight in the eye—and made such intense eye contact with him he probably thought I was staring daggers. But funnily enough, in that moment, I could feel this strange heaviness in my chest—like the weight of this messy, intangible something we’d built, and now had to carry together forever. It was a suffocating feeling. But it was exactly what I’d yearned for. And I knew Hibiki felt it too.


  Still, even though I knew Hibiki would probably be the only one to realize it, I’d deliberately worded it in such a way that the words “us” or “the two of us” could be taken to mean me and pretty much anyone there—aside from maybe some of my coworkers, the sentiment held true for all of them, be they a friend, a family member, or yes, even my husband. To say I wanted to grow alongside each and every one of them wouldn’t be a lie—I just knew they wouldn’t read into like that, as Hibiki would.


  And really, I wouldn’t have minded even if he hadn’t picked up on it.


  If I’d missed my shot, then so be it. 


  It didn’t really matter if I hit my target anymore.


  It didn’t matter if I never got that headshot.


  Hell, it didn’t even matter if I was only shooting blanks.


  I just knew I had to take that shot. It was for me more than anyone.


  If anything, it felt more like I’d had the gun pointed at my own head, not his.


  But I’d gotten the message across. He now knew that I knew. And I was pretty certain he’d be able to read between the lines as to how I felt about him from there.


  I wondered if there’d ever come a day when he would ask me why I decided to pull that kind of stunt during my one and only wedding ceremony. And if he wanted me to, I wouldn’t mind explaining it. Heck, I would tell him right now, if he came up and asked me.


  You see, I had a dream.


  Like I’d told Hibiki through tears on my birthday, I wanted him to find happiness.


  And to be perfectly clear, I hadn’t just meant this in the sense that I hoped he would find someone better than me. Because neither I nor anyone else could know what would bring Hibiki true happiness in his future. It could be love, sure. But it could also be friendship. Or he could find fulfillment in a hobby. Or his work. Yet, no matter what that source of happiness might be, right now it only existed in a future that was still formless and hypothetical—how could I fathom something that had no face, or voice, or even scent?


  No, I could only wish him a happy future from this moment. Here, in this reality. One in which he and I had not chosen a path where we could be lovers, or family.


  Not to say I didn’t imagine, sometimes, what other paths there might have been.


  Sure, Hibiki had said quite confidently that there was no timeline out there in which we were anything other than friends. And I’d told Mai in no uncertain terms that he and I could never be what she wanted us to be to each other. And yet, those were both statements made here, in this timeline, where we’d chosen this path already.


  But I knew those other worlds existed out there somewhere.


  Just like there had to be one in which I’d become a tatami maker, or one in which I’d become a hairstylist, or one in which I worked at a record store my whole life, or one in which I’d found a way to pay the bills with nothing more than a guitar in my hand and a leather jacket on my back—I knew there had to be another world out there in which Hibiki was the one wearing a tuxedo next to me in my wedding dress.


  There’d been so many places where the timeline could’ve branched. Like for instance, that first night we were alone at his place together in college.


  Or that day before our graduation concert, when we rented out a studio and holed ourselves up in there, practicing for hours and hours.


  Or maybe when he came up to visit me while I was living up north and said, “Y’know, you can always quit and move back home if you’re struggling. You know you’ve got us there to support you, at least.” That could’ve easily been the moment.


  Or that night we went out to an izakaya together after I moved back, and I was still single, and I realized for the first time that he had feelings for me. If he’d asked me out then and there, I probably would have said yes. The thought occurred to me at the time.


  There were countless points at which the timeline could’ve diverged.


  And yet, that thought didn’t bother or distress me one bit.


  Yes, we could have chosen one of an infinite number of other paths.


  But that was exactly why I could say for certain now that this was the only way forward for us—because this was the path we’d chosen. I was once again feeling the same deep certainty I’d felt when we were first planning Operation Heartbreak. Regardless of whether or not it had been a mistake, and regardless of me being the villain there, I at least could say for sure that the sentiment behind it still held true for me.


  And so in the future that lay ahead, I needed us both to find happiness.


  Then one day, as the years took their toll, one of us would die before the other.


  And on that deathbed, I wanted us to be able to look each other in the eye, and ask if we were truly happy with the lives we’d led—and for both of us to be able to say yes without even a hint of doubt or hesitation. That was my biggest dream in life.


  And it was for that reason that I didn’t want to avert my eyes any longer, or look back over my shoulder at the choices we could have made. I wanted us to accept this path we’d chosen together, and live our lives as best as we possibly could.


  This was my final blow—my last, petty parting shot.


  And if he wanted to call me a sore loser for that, or tease me for acting like a bratty little kid, then so be it. That was all I ever wanted us to be.


  Chapter 17


   


  AT FIRST, it wasn’t that I didn’t say anything. It was that I couldn’t.


  Not because she was living far away when I first realized it, and that I didn’t want to put any pressure on her in that regard—but because I knew she just didn’t see me that way.


  I didn’t want her to be disappointed in me when she found out I’d betrayed her friendship. I didn’t want her to know about the part of me who, when I saw her looking so vulnerable and alone as I took the train back home, wanted to wrap my arms around her and hold her close.


  But that was before everything changed.


  After a certain point, my feelings took on a will of their own. From then on, they had their own purpose and objective to fulfill. 


  Karin was the first person I ever talked to about it. To be honest, I didn’t really think he’d understand. But I knew him, and I had full faith that he was the type of person who didn’t judge people for having feelings he couldn’t understand.


  “At least I know you’ll always be there for me, Hibiki, no matter how many guys break my heart.”


  From the moment she said this to me, with her eyes swollen from crying, everything changed. Not the whole wide world around me, mind you—all that changed was how clearly I saw the very limited world visible to me, and to my eyes alone.


  Ever since I was a kid, I’d had this thought—about how there was really no reason I had to be me, specifically. I could have been literally anyone else. There was no shortage of people out there who were good at helping around the house, or were considerate of their friends, or knew how to play the guitar pretty well. You could probably attribute this mindset to any number of plausible causes—my home environment, my relationship with my parents, me being influenced by the types of people I met—but to me, it felt like an inextricable symptom of my own personality. Try as I might, I couldn’t rub away the self-doubt that clouded my vision wherever I looked. It clung to my retinas like a cancer.


  Then, in my mid-twenties, Chizuru cleared that all away.


  For the first time, she showed me something only I could do.


  That newfound clarity gave me the will to go on and make that my main purpose in living. Finally, I’d found a version of me I could accept—the one who could be a source of ever-present support for the friend he dearly loved. Chizuru needing me in this way made me feel genuinely proud of the person I was for the first time in my life.


  Obviously, I knew someone might sense that I had feelings for her, somewhere along the road. And of course, I’d anticipated that person might be Karin. But it didn’t matter to me one bit, because I had no intention of letting it affect my new life mission. And more than anything, I knew Chizuru didn’t feel the same way about me. Delusional emotions were easy for me to discard. Reality was all that mattered.


  When I first heard Chizuru would be getting married, I was so happy. And not just for her, but for both of us. Not only did this mean I could take pride in having stuck to my convictions, but also because it meant that I’d succeeded in keeping our friendship pure and genuine, to the point that I could feel happy for her engagement from the bottom of my heart.


  I often thought back on our college days.


  The moments with her that most often flashed through my mind were not from after I realized I had feelings for her, but from the period of our relationship when we both felt nothing but friendship toward each other, with no muddiness murking things up.


  Alone in my room, on the night before her wedding, I indulged in this sort of reminiscing.


  It wasn’t like I could remember entire conversations, or could clearly recall every little detail about each of the countless memories I’d piled up with her over the past twelve years. The only things I could still vividly recall were distinct words and phrases that meant a lot to me, or a few key scenes and set pieces my mind had captured and saved forever, like pictures or videos I could scroll back through on a phone.


  From the very beginning of our freshman year, we’d often bump into each other in the music club room, or in class. From there, we became casual friends who often went to the same drinking parties together, and occasionally hung out. There were even a few times when I offered to help her practice guitar—but we didn’t actually play in the same band until our junior year. Until the end of our sophomore year, she’d been in an all-girls band that some of our upperclassmen had started, and I’d bounced between several different cover bands.


  It happened right at the start of our junior year. A group of us were all drinking at my place one night, and Chizuru had nodded off while sitting upright in a chair in a corner of the room. She only woke up as the sun began to rise the next morning. Karin and Hanao were there too, and had only fallen asleep a little while before. I felt like I remembered us talking about how, after we’d graduated and entered the workforce, we wouldn’t be able to stay up drinking until such an ungodly hour like this anymore.


  As Chizuru left to head home, I stepped out along with her to make a trip to the nearby mini-mart. Back then, the glare of the morning sun didn’t hurt my eyes like it did now. When we reached the convenience store, and we were about to part ways, she looked at me with her sleep-addled expression and made a proposition.


  “Hey, I know,” she said. “Why don’t we just start a band together?”


  “Well, well,” I responded. “It seems someone’s finally learned to appreciate my skill.”


  This was mostly a joke, and yet Chizuru shook her head with no hesitation.


  “No, I just think it’d be fun,” she replied.


  She went right home after that, without even waiting for me to give her an answer. I’d later learn, when I attempted to tell her I was in, that she hadn’t been making a suggestion, it had been a declaration. She seemed quite surprised to learn I hadn’t already agreed to it. I remembered teasing and laughing at her for being such a self-centered little kid.


  Compared to back then, we were both much more grown up now, since we had successfully integrated ourselves into adult society. But Chizuru’s inner nature had never changed—she’d always been that little kid, deep down.


  Or to put it more nicely, she had a childlike candor to her. She always spoke from the heart in a way that made even her offhand remarks resonate with people. Usually it was in a way that they found charming or that made them happy. But in truth, this was also one of her worst traits: She had no filter and often wouldn’t even remember the things she’d said. As her longtime friend, I knew how reassuring her words of encouragement could be, as well as how badly her candidness could hurt. Though I didn’t think that she was “literally the devil” for it like Karin did, by any means.


  If she were the devil, then how would he describe me, I wondered, as the guy who still found her endlessly delightful to be around despite all that? I supposed I would never know. Even if I asked, he was far too nice to answer that question honestly.


  When I first made eye contact with him in the hotel lobby, I got the sense that he was still worrying himself sick about my feelings. And in the waiting room before the ceremony, that suspicion turned to certainty. He was just that type of guy.


  Once the ceremony began, and I first laid eyes on Chizuru in her wedding dress, I didn’t find myself thinking she looked so incredibly beautiful or anything like that, to be quite honest. I was just focused on rooting for her, and hoping everything would go off without a hitch. She’d probably get mad at me if I ever told her this, but I was on the edge of my seat praying she wouldn’t stumble over her words and screw up her vows.


  Thankfully, everything seemed to have gone according to plan—though when she passed by us on her way out, amid a shower of flower petals, I did see a glimpse of the usual Chizuru shine through on her face. Expressive and easy to read, this was the version of her I found most endearing—not some feigned ladylike elegance.


  When we sat down at our assigned seats in the reception hall, we found that there were name placards for each of us on the table. When I flipped mine open, I found a fairly standard handwritten thank-you message that was very Chizuru—optimistic and heartfelt. At this point, I simply smiled at the touching sentiment for a moment, then tucked the placard away in my chest pocket.


  The slideshow of photos and videos that played while the bride and groom got changed was a big hit with the guests. I overheard Chizuru’s high school friends mention something about how she had to be “putting on a front” at work for her colleagues to be so surprised by her true nature, and exchanged a meaningful glance with Karin.


  She looked quite striking in her bold blue dress, as she made her way around the room, eventually reaching our table. It was then that she introduced me to the groom by saying, “The two of us used to play in a band together.” At first, this struck me as a slight misstep on her part. It was pretty poor form, I thought, to use “the two of us” in reference to you and another man at your own wedding. I found it mildly disconcerting.


  But eventually, I realized it was all an intentional part of her plan.


  When she stood behind the microphone, with her hands folded at her waist, I immediately remembered the line in my name placard message about her “emceeing” and tried to piece together what the significance might be. Before I knew it, her speech had already begun, and I was hanging on every word for answers.


  Why was she deliberately reusing words and phrases like “the two of us” between her speech and placard message? I knew her too well to think she’d ever recycle her own words like that out of mere laziness.


  Then, as I was listening to her delivering a speech I could only assume was in reference to her and her husband, our eyes eventually met, and there was no need to wonder any longer. For a second or two, it felt like we were talking directly to each other.


  And I realized if it was me she was talking about in her speech, it would explain everything. All the peculiar phrasing and subtle signals finally made sense.


  I couldn’t help but wonder how long she’d known.


  For a moment, I tried to retrace my memories to figure it out but quickly let it go, as it felt like a pointless question to dwell on, now that the cat was out of the bag.


  God, that’s such a Chizuru thing to do, I remembered thinking.


  She must have been pretty disoriented when she first learned how I really felt about her. Hell, maybe she was even a little upset with me.


  But once her engagement was set in stone, she no doubt felt like she had to figure out something to do about that. And in the end, she’d decided to bet it all on one last-ditch gambit where she would look me straight in the eye, in a situation where neither of us had anywhere to hide, and tell me in no uncertain terms that she knew how I felt. And that she had no intention of pretending those feelings didn’t exist, but that they didn’t change anything for her at the end of the day. She wanted us to be friends for life, no matter what.


  I couldn’t help but crack a little smirk at this. But thankfully, no one noticed. It blended in with the sea of smiles of everyone else in attendance, as they watched the lovely bride present her parents with a beautiful bouquet of flowers.


  She was absolutely right. This day—this moment—was irreplaceable.


  I wondered, then: What would she have done if I hadn’t picked up on it?


  The mere thought scared me quite a bit, actually.


  Because beyond that knowing smile we shared as friends awaited a far deeper sense of satisfaction—the joy of finally being able to share with each other how we truly felt. It surprised me, actually, just how gratifying it felt to be known in this way, after treating my own feelings like a closely guarded secret to be ashamed of for so long.


  Obviously, it wasn’t like she could possibly know exactly how I truly felt. I couldn’t imagine Karin revealing to her what I’d told him in confidence. So while the inner truths we held fast were no doubt largely similar, they were also probably somewhat at odds. But all that really mattered was they had pointed us both to the same conclusion. So reaching this mutual understanding now, when there could no longer be any turning back, felt like basically the most ideal outcome I could ask for. I was very happy about that.


  And I was right there with her. I wanted to stay her friend forever, to keep being the safe harbor she could run away to when life was just too much to handle, like I’d been for over a decade now. I wanted to see us build that future together, like she said—one that was even brighter than either of us could ever imagine.


  But maybe that wasn’t all Chizuru wanted. She definitely had some pretty childish tendencies at times, so maybe she was envisioning even more than I could imagine. Like a future in which she and her family could also maintain a good relationship forever, and she could keep going out and having a blast with her friends well into old age, and she and her colleagues could build strong bonds that allowed them to strive for even greater heights of success at work. That sort of idealistic future in which anyone and everyone gets along in perfect harmony. It was exactly the sort of dream I could see Chizuru having.


  Me, I didn’t feel like it was my place to want all of that, really. In my opinion, happiness was something each person had to claim for themselves, in a way that felt satisfying to them on a personal level. And it wasn’t like those people didn’t have their own families and friends to support them. They didn’t need Chizuru to be their savior.


  And yes, I realize this is coming from the same guy who said all he ever wanted was to be the one alleviating her sorrows. The contradiction there is not lost on me.


  Looking back on everything in hindsight, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe I’d actually realized she knew, on some subconscious level, prior to reading the message on my name placard, or listening carefully to her speech. Like, for instance, maybe a part of me had figured it out when we were sitting on that sofa at the home goods store, when she revealed to me she was getting married.


  But if that was the case, then it had to have been my subconscious will that suppressed that realization—like a defense mechanism to ensure my vision remained unclouded leading up to the wedding, and that I didn’t make any stupid emotional decisions. The way Chizuru and the others always described it was that I had a tendency to keep myself “balanced” like that. It was an ability that came with its own fair share of pros and cons, but at least in this case, I was grateful to have it. Thanks to that, I was able to maintain my pure, untarnished “friends only” persona for the last few months leading up to her wedding, and celebrate with her properly when the day finally arrived.


  Really, this felt like the best possible way things could have played out. Having experienced the immense joy of realizing we’d both arrived at the same conclusion as I read through the message on my placard yet again, I could only nod profusely in agreement when Karin mumbled something about it being a “pretty nice reception” beside me at the table. If anything, that was an understatement.


  And yet at the same time, I couldn’t shake that contradiction from my mind. It was becoming harder and harder to ignore the more I thought about it. Because how could I sit here with a smile on my face and claim to be nothing but happy for her, when I knew deep down that my own source of happiness—that simple wish I’d been carrying in my chest for so long—was only going to keep growing further and further out of reach, now that this new chapter in her life had begun? What did that even say about me?


  It felt like I was watching a puzzle cube in my head unravel in real time. With each successive piece that got removed, the answer enclosed within slowly grew clearer and clearer. And as I watched this transition play out inside of me—first in shock, but then with a calm sort of acceptance—I realized it was always Chizuru who’d been the one affecting changes in my heart like this, for better or for worse. Unfortunately, in this case, it felt like a change for the worse. At least in terms of my own self-respect.


  She’d said all she wanted in life was “for the two of us to keep on growing, side by side, as we walk this road together.” But this wasn’t something she wanted just for her and me: She wished—and would continue to wish—for this statement to hold true for her and every single person in attendance that day, as well as the ones who couldn’t make it.


  Regardless of what their friendship looked like, or any past grudges they might have had, or how long they’d been together—or indeed, any feelings of love—she wanted to walk that road alongside each and every one of us. But just like when she “asked” me to be in a band with her, this was not merely a proposal. It was a declaration. And all we could do, as her friends, was chuckle in mild disbelief at how quintessentially Chizuru this was—as we all lined up to stand beside her.


  But I was the odd man out in that regard. Because I realized now that although we were walking the same path, I’d been moving in the total opposite direction. And I wasn’t just talking about today. Ever since I decided being her safe harbor was my purpose in life, I’d been walking toward a different future entirely: One that actively required Chizuru to continue experiencing heartbreaking sorrows—just so I could alleviate them.


  I’d made my whole reason for existing predicated on the assumption she would never fully reach that happy future she so desired. And yet here I was, smiling and laughing along with everybody else at her wedding reception. What a disgusting, pathetic excuse for a friend I was. Where the hell did I get off, acting like I was “being the bigger person” for “setting my own feelings aside” to “celebrate my best friend’s special day”?


  I wondered if Chizuru had picked up on my sudden feelings of guilt at any point throughout the night. I was a little worried at first, but ultimately concluded, based on the way she interacted with me after this, that I’d probably only let them slip a tiny bit, if at all. Yet another case in which my ability to maintain balance had come to my rescue.


  She seemed pretty happy when we spoke during social hour at the after-party. Her expression seemed to me like a woman whose eyes were already looking single-mindedly toward her ideal future—one where there’d be no need for any sorrow or heartbreak. It was all I could do to conduct myself in a way that didn’t give away my inner turmoil.


  I could feel our entire history beginning to be overwritten in my head. Everything from the moment I decided to devote myself to shouldering her sorrows and heartbreaks up until now—that whole time, a part of me had been subconsciously hoping this friend of mine, whom I claimed to love, would stay at least somewhat miserable for my sake.


  Should I have distanced myself from her once I noticed I was developing feelings, and tried my best to just forget about them? Should I have just tried to talk some sense into her and send her back home whenever she came to me in tears, rather than giving her a shoulder to cry on? At least in those cases, I probably would have been able to attend this wedding ceremony without making the harrowing realization that I’d placed my entire self-worth on my ability to play a role that, by rights, should be totally obsolete from here on out—unless I was placing my bets on her and her husband getting in a ton of fights or filing for divorce, that is. Was that really the person I wanted to be?


  Once the after-party was in full swing, I excused myself from the table to go to the restroom, where I reread the message on my name card over and over again and wondered to myself in futility about all the other paths I could have taken that weren’t this one. When I bumped into Karin after that, on his way back from a smoke break, I assumed he didn’t sense anything amiss with me—but having him greet me in such a lighthearted and friendly way almost felt like he was being overly nice to me on purpose. It only made me feel that much more ashamed of myself.


  I hesitated when Chizuru’s high school friend had asked for my contact info, because I felt this intense revulsion at the idea of me potentially violating someone else’s trust in me again. I didn’t really feel like I was emotionally ready to even think about having a relationship with anyone, at least for the time being. And then I stressed myself out about that after the fact, worried I might have come across as a bit of a jerk.


  I knew this had been uncharacteristic behavior for me. But none of the others called me out on it at all. And as I sat there in the sports bar, tracing my finger along the condensation on my glass, I asked myself how I’d even managed to make it this far into adulthood without pushing them all away from me—and came up empty.


  But of course I did. There were still things I’d been carrying with me, deep down, that I refused to show to anyone. Not even myself.


  Right around the time we were getting ready to leave the bar to go pick up Mai-san, by pure accident, my name placard from the reception slipped out from my chest pocket and fell onto the floor. And wouldn’t you know, when my kind and caring friend reached down to pick it up for me, I freaked out and shouted at him. Karin looked totally taken aback by this—and I was just as startled as he was. Both by the frantic sound of my own voice, and by the conclusion it implied.


  I didn’t want anyone else to read Chizuru’s message to me, because by this point, it felt like it had become a physical representation of all my worst mistakes.


  But my violent overreaction revealed something else to me as well. Something deeper. A simple truth, which I’d hidden away at the very bottom of my heart.


  I’d been asking myself what I could have done differently. What choices I could have made that would have allowed me to make it here, to Chizuru’s wedding day, and be able to genuinely wish for her lifelong happiness without any reservations or misgivings. And the answer I’d just unearthed was so painfully simple, it made me wince.


  All I had to do was say I wanted us to build a future together in which she never had to cry about getting her heart broken again—for both of us.


  I had to hand it to Karin and Chizuru for seeing right through my lame intentions and excuses, and cutting right to the core of the issue.


  I hadn’t even been trying to consider what I really wanted in life.


  At the end of the day, I was still that self-conscious little kid.


  Too scared to admit to his parents he was lonely.


  Chapter 18


   


  “SO BASICALLY, Mai-tan got so drunk she had to tap out before midnight, and after saying goodbye to her in front of the station, Hanao was still raring to go, so she roped us into going to karaoke with her. We drank some more and listened to Hanao sing some Nakajima Miyuki songs—even did a duet at one point with Taiga-san, since he likes her too, but that’s neither here nor there. 


  “Anyway, eventually Hanao pressured Hibiki into taking the mic, and he seemed just fine singing like everybody else. Then after about two hours or so, we left the karaoke joint and went to flag down some taxis so we could go our separate ways. And he seemed just fine when we said goodbye too, so I figured maybe I should just let his weird behavior at the sports bar go for now. But then after I made it home, I got curious again and sent him a LINE message to ask how he was doing, but he never responded. Never even opened it, actually—still says unread to this day.”


  “I see.”


  My first time seeing Chizuru after the wedding was about two weeks later, when I came to her place to get an idea of how much luggage I’d need to transport for her in advance. She was scheduled to move about a month after the ceremony, and while she was hiring movers and junk removal services to handle most of her belongings, having to juggle cleaning her unit with work meant that it was just more convenient for her to stay at her old place for a few days after most of the stuff got moved and make due with just the bare essentials. Once that process was over, I’d agreed to help drive her few remaining belongings over to the new place by car, including her precious guitar.


  It was my first time being inside, and I actually found it to be a pretty nice space, with just the right amount of sunlight streaming into the living area. After saying our brief hellos and idly chatted, I decided to bring up Hibiki’s behavior that day, in hopes that maybe she’d have a better idea of what had gotten into him than I did.


  She proceeded to tell me everything about her secret plan at the reception, and gave a few speculative guesses as to why he might have reacted that way.


  “Chizuru, what the hell…” I muttered.


  I couldn’t help but voice my disapproval. It just slipped out.


  As far as I could remember, I’d never been completely opposed to one of her little schemes thus far, but this one I simply couldn’t condone. Not that it mattered now, since it was two weeks too late to change her mind.


  Granted, we couldn’t say for sure what effect it might have had on him, assuming it even worked. But was there really a need to dredge back up emotions he’d worked so hard to swallow, in a way she could never take back?


  “I’m not gonna make excuses for myself,” she said, folding her arms as she maintained steady eye contact with me. In my peripheral vision, I could see the glimmer of the new ring on her left ring finger. “But if you want an explanation, it’s because I just couldn’t bear the idea of leaving things the way they were forever.”


  If she’d given me that usual defiant, childish look of hers and acted like there was no point in crying over spilled milk, or if she said she’d already resolved herself to take responsibility no matter what the repercussions were, I probably would’ve blown up at her. Instead, I just let out a heavy sigh, then tried to bury my feelings of disapproval.


  “Well, I can’t imagine he’s so hurt that he’s decided to hole up inside himself and become a hermit or whatever,” I said, “but it does mildly concern me that I can’t get in touch with him.”


  “Yeah, I’ll try sending him a message too,” said Chizuru. “It’s about time we scheduled another gaming sesh anyway.”


  She was right, actually—I’d been so focused on the wedding and her move that I hadn’t even been thinking about that.


  “Thanks for your help, Karin,” she said. “Especially right before a business trip.”


  After completing my main objective of verifying how much stuff I’d need to help her move, we promised to let each other know if we heard from Hibiki. Then I left. As she’d said, I was about to hop on a bullet train over to Kansai that afternoon.


  I thought about stopping somewhere for lunch, but I almost never came out to Chizuru’s neck of the woods, so I unfortunately didn’t know any good places around here. So I decided I’d hold off and just buy a boxed lunch at the station.


  The bullet train station was packed with tourists and sight­seers like always; I had to squeeze my way through the crowd in order to buy my ticket. Then, I grabbed myself a cod saikyoyaki bento box and passed through the gate.


  The train itself was pretty crammed too, but I’d managed to secure a reserved window seat for myself, so once I sat down, all was well. I put my overnight bag with a single change of clothes up in the luggage area. I also had a paper bag containing a manuscript for a new novel we were publishing in a few months, which I hung on the seatback hook. With my black coffee and bento box as my only traveling companions, I set off toward my destination.


  As I watched the same scenery as always rush past the window, I popped open my lunch, which was just as tasty as ever.


  It was kind of funny, thinking back, how much I used to dream of a life like this when I was still a student: a job that allowed me to travel often, so it didn’t feel like I was stuck in the same place every day, and being able to afford bentos that cost more than ten dollars without sweating the price. But the more I got a taste of that life, the more it lost that shiny appeal it had to me in my youth. Still, I couldn’t complain: Having a stable place to come home to while getting to go savor all sorts of places and flavors I never could have imagined was a pretty sweet gig.


  Once I was done eating, I put my empty bento box away and laid out the printed manuscript on my tray table. I needed to prep so I’d be able to speak on this novel with passion as we moved forward with the release. And yet, from the very first line, no matter how many times I reread it, the words just wouldn’t sink in. And I knew exactly why.


  I just couldn’t stop thinking about Hibiki and Chizuru.


  Though perhaps it would be more accurate to say I couldn’t stop thinking of all of us, including myself, as someone who’d been there watching throughout their entire friendship. It felt like the intrusive thoughts were not just swirling through my head, but coursing through every vein and blood vessel in my entire body.


  Was this not my own fault, in a way?


  Unlike Mai-tan or Hanao, I’d never thought about trying to push them into getting together back in college, or made any attempts to set them up. I just kind of casually assumed it would happen eventually. Probably not even because I thought they were a perfect match, or suspected they had feelings for each other, but because I just selfishly wanted to entrust them with being the central pillar that would hold this friend group together for many years to come. Only now that I was in my thirties did I realize just how egotistical that was to think.


  And now, I had a new regret I’d probably never tell anyone about for my entire life.


  I know I’d said the “right” thing to Chizuru by suggesting that, no matter what timeline we were on, things probably would’ve turned out the same. But in truth, I’d been giving a lot of thought these past several months to all of the branching points there had surely been that could have made this play out at least somewhat differently.


  That day when Hibiki hopped aboard the bullet train to go visit Chizuru up north, I was actually supposed to be sitting beside him, originally. But then I caught a cold from somewhere and came down with a nasty fever, so I had to sit that one out. Even though I almost never got fevers; I hadn’t had a single one in the five or six years since.


  If I hadn’t caught that cold, or just forced myself to go along with him on that trip regardless, there was a good chance Hibiki might have never developed the same feelings for Chizuru, and we could’ve both helped her out with this move together, as her friends.


  Obviously, I knew these things weren’t mistakes or missteps on my part.


  I just hadn’t learned how to let go of regrets like this, even when I knew they were meaningless to dwell on. And I probably never would, honestly.


  One thing I had learned, though, in my adulthood, was how to pretend like I’d moved on from something, while still carrying those woes and worries deep down.


  God, just hurry the hell up and get in touch with us for my sake, man, I grumbled internally as I straightened my posture to do what needed to be done. Like Chizuru said at the reception, the here and now was what mattered most; it was best to stay focused on the road ahead. I had work to do, and business partners I’d need to get fired up about this project in just a few hours. I really needed to stop letting my personal life affect work.


  In order to make the best use of my time until arrival, I pulled my phone out of my chest pocket and checked my to-do list one more time. While I was at it, I opened up LINE to check my conversation with Hibiki—and my eyes widened.


  I wasn’t sure if this was good timing or bad, but there’d been a subtle change.


  The message I’d sent him before was now labeled read.


  And as I was staring at that word in disbelief, a reply came as well:


  Sorry, I need some time alone.


  Followed by another one.


  I just don’t know what I am anymore.


  That dumbass. Had he just replied a little bit earlier, I wouldn’t have had to bring it up with Chizuru and make her worry about it. But despite that mild frustration, I was genuinely relieved to hear from him.


  As long as he was alive, that was all that mattered.


  I knew he had his own way of dealing with these sorts of things, and his own way of bouncing back. Whether he was pissed off at us right now, or wallowing in regret, I didn’t really care so long as he was working through it. I sent him a quick response to let him know I’d read it, gave my two cents, and put my phone away.


  Unfortunately, I still sucked at playing it cool and staying aloof.


  There was one more thing I knew I should probably tell him, just in case. I wrote up a simple summary that just contained the bare-bones facts, and sent it off to let him know. The message label immediately switched to read, but there was no reply.


  I wondered where this very uncharacteristic behavior of Hibiki’s would lead us.


  At least for the time being, it seemed like there was still room for a reunion.


  I let Chizuru know he’d read my message, then went back to my manuscript.


  Chapter 19


   


  AS I WAS CLEANING UP for the move, I found some old, handwritten sheet music.


  It was from the two-year period when Hibiki and I were in a band together. Though to be clear, it wasn’t written in actual music notation, it was just our own feel-based system for writing down songs we learned by ear. No one else could interpret or learn how to play from it, surely. It was a scribbled mess of notes on what technique to use, or how “hard” to play each part. Even I couldn’t understand half of it, honestly.


  This was something I’d just thrown in a box and forgotten about; I didn’t really need it, frankly. If anything, I could just scan it to make a digital copy, then throw it out. And yet, I decided to keep it with me anyway.


  Now that the movers had taken away most of my belongings, all I had left here was a few days’ worth of clothes, things I wanted to transport carefully myself, like my laptop and new guitar, and a few larger items I’d hired a junk removal service to get rid of, like my bed and refrigerator.


  On the last morning I’d ever wake up in this house, I was roused by my alarm like always. After washing my face and eating a quick breakfast, I did my makeup and packed my clothes and pajamas into a duffel bag. Then I sat down on the bed I’d never lie in again and opened the work email app on my phone. I was the only one taking the day off. For everyone else, it was just another Thursday.


  I replied to a single work email, then sent Karin a thanks-in-advance message for coming to help me move today. When he first offered, I honestly wanted to decline because I knew I’d feel bad. But he said he’d make plans to go out and do something with his wife after we were done, so it would be no sweat. He was just like that sometimes.


  I removed the curtains from the living-slash-bedroom window, as well as the little window in the kitchen-slash-dining area, and folded them up neatly. Then I opened the windows wide to let the breeze blow through this emptied-out apartment, with nothing to see or steal left inside, before I sat back on the bed and drank my canned coffee. The thought that it didn’t matter if I spilled on it anymore made it taste that much more revitalizing.


  Not a day went by that I didn’t think about him.


  Even though I knew he was confirmed to be alive, it made my throat tighten whenever I tried to imagine the state of Hibiki’s heart now that he’d distanced himself from us. Especially after hearing that even Karin doesn’t know the whole story of what was going on with him.


  But this was still the future I’d chosen and wished for, so I was prepared to wait for Hibiki’s response as long as I had to—even if it ended up taking years.


  Times like these were what memories were made for, surely. You clung to them and tried to learn from the past as you went on living in the present.


  I didn’t have anything to do until Karin showed up at eleven, so I practiced on my guitar. I sat on this bed, in an empty room with no curtains, and strummed my guitar. It probably looked like the start of some moody indie movie or something—but in reality, I was just a bored thirty-year-old woman waiting for her friend to arrive.


  Karin rang the doorbell at 11 a.m. sharp. Such a good little punctual worker bee, this one. I let him know via the intercom that I’d unlock the automated front door for him and had left the door to my apartment unlocked, so he could come right in.


  I was seeing him for the first time in two weeks. Karin took one look at me and let out an amused chuckle.


  “Well, well,” he said. “Haven’t seen you in a leather jacket in a while.”


  “Yeah, had to suit up in my battle uniform for the big day,” I said. “Got a whole new chapter of my life about to start here.”


  “You look like a punk rock guitarist who broke into an abandoned apartment.”


  Since it was a day to commemorate in some sense, I had him take a picture of me with my guitar on the bed. Once that was done, we immediately made two trips down to Karin’s car with some cardboard boxes, my duffel bag, and my laptop case. All that was left in the apartment now was my guitar case and the shoulder bag Karin had brought.


  “Nothing else you wanna do before saying goodbye to this place?” he asked.


  “Don’t think so,” I said. “Plus, I’ve gotta come back at least two more times.”


  “Ah. Gotcha.”


  Karin stood in the middle of the empty room and looked down at his wristwatch. Thinking that maybe he was worried about making it to his plans with his wife on time, I picked up my guitar case—but then he said something I didn’t quite understand.


  “Sorry, could we wait a little bit longer?” he asked.


  “Wait?” I replied. “For what?”


  Karin did not answer this question.


  Instead, he pulled his phone out of his bag on the floor and started fiddling with it. I looked down at my own watch. It was 11:12 a.m. Just as I was about to press Karin with a follow-up question, though, the doorbell rang.


  Thinking it was probably a door-to-door salesman or something, I went and looked at the entryway camera feed out of habit—but when I saw the image displayed on it, I let out a gasp. I looked over at Karin, but he still didn’t say a word.


  I walked up to the screen, took a deep breath, and then turned on the intercom mic and said, “Jeez, you startled me. Come on up,” before I unlocked the main entrance door.


  There was a minute or so gap while we waited for the elevator to ascend from the first floor.


  “Sorry,” said Karin. “I know I’m stirring the pot.”


  “No, not at all,” I said, shaking my head in time with each syllable. “I just didn’t realize you two were talking again.”


  “We’re not, really. I just told him the time. Didn’t know if he’d actually show.”


  “Ah. Gotcha.”


  Right after I finished nodding, I heard a slightly different doorbell sound coming from the entryway—even though we’d left a stopper in the door for the sake of moving luggage (so he should’ve been able to just let himself in). But of course he wouldn’t.


  “It’s open,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound too quaky. It seemed he got the message, at least, as I felt a gentle breeze blow in from the entryway. 


  As Hibiki stepped into the room, wearing a suit and carrying his briefcase in one hand, he took one look at us and let out a sheepish, apologetic chuckle.


  “Sorry for showing up unannounced,” he said.


  It’s fine—I’m just glad you’re safe, I wanted to say. But the words got caught in my throat, as they duked it out with a competing sentiment: How dare you make me worry like that, you freaking idiot. In the end, before I could say anything at all, Hibiki made a gentle but serious expression—though it wasn’t directed at me. He was looking at Karin.


  “Chizuru,” said Karin, reaching a hand out to me.


  Now I understood what was going on here. I handed him my guitar case and added a thank you for good measure. Karin graciously accepted both, then gave Hibiki a light clap on the shoulder as he passed him by and excused himself from the room.


  For a while, we just kind of stood there looking each other in the eye, with neither of us saying a word. The atmosphere was a little tense, but not in an unpleasant way. As I tried to think of what I should say to my friend who’d come all this way to see me, I had a sudden realization.


  “Oh yeah,” I said. “This is your first time coming inside, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, it is,” Hibiki confirmed. “Walked you to the elevator at least a few times, though.”


  “I remember. Thanks for always making sure to get me home safe.”


  The conversation cut off there, but it wasn’t an awkward silence we needed to force ourselves to fill. This was the end, in some ways. We could afford to take our time. I turned my back to Hibiki for a moment and gazed out the now curtainless window. A few moments later, Hibiki walked up to stand alongside me. Though it wasn’t right next door, all you could really see was the next apartment building over. Hardly a beautiful view.


  “Chizuru,” he said.


  I looked over at the man standing next me—who felt like he’d always been there by my side, ever since we first became friends. I was so glad I got to see him again.


  “There are some things I want to tell you,” he explained. “Things I’ve spent the past month making preparations for.”


  “Preparations?” I asked. “What kind of ‘things’ are we talking about here?”


  “To be honest, I wanted to wait until everything was set in stone to tell you, which is why I’ve been off the grid for so long. Sorry about that. But then Karin sent me this weirdly romantic message about how we’re supposed to be friends, and I owed you that much, yadda yadda—so I figured I’d at least give you the basic rundown, even though I’m still kind of finding my footing on a lot of this stuff.”


  “Okay, please just tell me already. I wanna know what’s been up with you.”


  Hibiki gave an earnest nod.


  “Well, for one thing,” he said, “I’m starting a new band. With some friends from work I wrangled together. We’ve already got studio sessions scheduled and everything.”


  “Ooh, nice!” I congratulated him. “That’s awesome!”


  He was not the sort of friend to whom I would say this just to be nice. The thought of getting to hear Hibiki play guitar again one day made me genuinely happy and excited.


  “I can’t say too much about the second thing yet,” Hibiki went on, “but to put it in vague terms, I’m thinking of branching out and going more independent, eventually.”


  “What, like starting your own accounting firm?” I asked.


  “You’re in the right ballpark—but that’s only part of it. I won’t say anything else until it’s more of a sure thing, though. I really wanna knock your socks off.”


  “Wow, you’re setting my expectations pretty high here… But I believe in you, so I’ll look forward to hearing more when the time comes.”


  I could hear a high-pitched voice echoing from outside. Wondering what it might be, I looked out the window. A father was giving his little girl a piggyback ride down the outdoor walkway of the apartment building next door. Maybe they were on their way to go play at the park or something.


  “I’ve been thinking it’d be nice to try having some dreams of my own,” said Hibiki.


  I turned my gaze back on him. But he didn’t turn to face me.


  “It doesn’t really come naturally to me like I know it does to you,” he said. “But I figured hey, I should try to have something I’m working toward at least once in my life, right? Even if I have to force myself a little bit. Still not sure it’s for me, but I’m trying.”


  “No, I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “What brought on this change of heart?”


  “I’m trying to find a new reason for living.”


  He paused for a moment there, with his gaze still fixed on the world beyond the window. Then he took a deeper breath than I’d ever heard him take before.


  “There’s something else I want to tell you,” he said.


  I nodded, then turned my whole body to face him. He did the same, and his expression was stoic. We’d looked at each other face-to-face like this countless times before.


  Yet somehow, this felt like a first.


  “I was in love with you,” he said.


  “Yeah,” I replied. “I know you were.”


  I hadn’t prepared myself for this at all.


  But it didn’t matter, because this was really the only response I could offer him, regardless of when he decided to tell me. After all, he was admitting to feelings he knew full well I was in no position to accept. What was I supposed to say? Thank you? I’m sorry? No—any other response would have felt weird. There was little I could do here.


  A sheepish smile crept its way onto Hibiki’s face.


  “Man,” he said. “I think that was easily the most nerve-racking confession I’ve ever made in my entire life.”


  “Pretty big words,” I said. “You sure you wanna spend them on someone like me?”


  “Yeah, it’s fine. Just means I’ll have to find someone else to overwrite them with.”


  I was pretty sure we’d both need a long time to fully communicate what sort of coping we’d each been going through over the past month, not to mention what kinds of feelings we’d been grappling with, or what our respective intentions had been over the past year.


  For now, the only things I could really claim to understand were those that took a more tangible form I could easily interpret: his gaze, his words, his scent. And those things alone were enough to fill me with an intense heat of emotion that I had to fight hard to choke back—this was the last thing I wanted him to be able to call me a crybaby about. Granted, I was sure he could probably tell I was struggling to hold it together. But it was pretty obvious he was too, so at least we were equal in that regard.


  Before long, he flashed me that familiar cynical smirk.


  And so I decided to go full steam ahead like always too.


  “Y’know, I really do wanna go visit your hometown someday, just the two of us,” I said. “Even if it can’t happen right away. Even if it takes years for us to get to that point.”


  “Fine by me,” said Hibiki. “I do still think I’m probably the better trip planner out of the two of us, though, so I might request a few changes to the itinerary.”


  After cracking this little joke, Hibiki reached out to me, as if offering a handshake.


  “Sorry, there’s actually one more thing I need to say,” he said. “It’s something I’ve told you before, but it’ll be the first time I say it properly.”


  Feeling like I had no other choice, I took his hand in good faith.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “Congratulations on getting married, Chizuru,” he said. “And I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”


  In all our years of friendship, this was the first time we’d ever shaken hands.


  I gripped his hand as firmly as I could. He probably thought this was my way of trying to prove or reiterate the strength of our friendship or something, but in reality, it was just because I knew if I didn’t vent my pent-up emotional energy somehow, I would’ve broken down in tears right then and there.


  This was a first for me too, after all: the first time I’d been able to accept Hibiki’s congratulations and feel genuine joy at the thought that he was happy for me.


  Hibiki let out an exaggerated “Ow!” as though I was literally crushing his bones or something, and we both laughed. And then I gave a proper response to his well-wishes.


  “Thanks,” I said. “That means a lot.”


  “I should be the one thanking you,” he said. “If it hadn’t been for you, I might never have learned how to accept myself for who I was.”


  “Whoa, what? When did I ever do something like that?”


  “Don’t worry about it. If you don’t remember, it’s no big deal.”


  I really didn’t have any clue what he was referring to. But if Hibiki said I’d done that for him, I’d wear it as a badge of pride. Though I certainly hoped he didn’t mean I’d taught him the patience to forgive a friend who drunkenly crashes at your place every weekend.


  After relinquishing our handshake, we chuckled with each other about how Karin was probably getting a little worried about us and decided we should head out. I needed to get down to the car, and Hibiki had to get back to work.


  As I did my final check to make sure I had everything, I noticed Karin had left his bag on the floor, so I had no choice but to sling it over my shoulder and bring it down to him. 


  “God, he’s so obsessed with trying to be the ‘cool’ friend,” I said. “Taking my guitar, then waltzing off to give us some alone time…while forgetting his own stuff, naturally.”


  After locking the door, Hibiki walked with me, side by side, down the hallway and onto the elevator. Walking out the main entrance, I could see Karin sitting in the driver’s seat of the car he’d parked just a little ways down the block. He noticed us right away and raised his hand. I walked over and opened the passenger side door.


  “You forgot this,” I said.


  “Oh, shoot,” he replied. “Thanks.”


  After Karin took his bag, Hibiki leaned over to peek in and say goodbye.


  “Thanks again,” he said. “We’ll be in touch.”


  And with that, he walked off in the opposite direction of where we were heading. After watching him go until he disappeared around the corner, I climbed into the passenger seat, and Karin put the car into drive.


  From when we first set off down the narrow side road to when we merged onto the highway, neither of us said a single word. Once I’d finally put all my thoughts in order, I started off by thanking him for setting this whole thing up.


  “I take it you two were able to talk things out, then?” he asked.


  “Yeah, he finally confessed to me,” I said. “Said it was the most nerve-racking thing he’d ever done in his life—but that he was gonna try to find someone new to ‘overwrite’ that feeling, whatever that means.”


  Karin didn’t respond to this. I figured he must’ve had his own thoughts he was trying to digest about this, so I didn’t say anything else either. Randomly, I looked down at my feet, and noticed something tiny rolling around on the floor of the car. I reached down to pick it up and discovered that it was a wireless earbud. Figuring I should let its presumed owner know I’d found it, I turned to face the driver’s seat—and did a double take.


  “Wait, why are you crying?!” I exclaimed.


  “Shut up,” said Karin. “Leave me alone.”


  “And you call me the childish one…”


  Karin pulled a handkerchief out from his pocket and dabbed his eyes with one hand, then let out a heavy sigh. He’d turned a bit petulant for a second there, but I guess I couldn’t blame him. This whole thing had probably been weighing pretty heavily on his heart for the past year since we first drew up Operation Heartbreak. Maybe even longer than that.


  “Okay, I don’t think it’s safe to be driving with tears in your eyes,” I pointed out. “Sure you don’t wanna pull over real quick?”


  “I’m fine,” replied Karin. “Hey—Chizuru?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Do me a favor and live happily ever after, all right?”


  It was such a cheesy, on-the-nose sentiment that even I wouldn’t dare to say such a thing out loud. But although it made me cringe a little bit, I responded in earnest.


  “That’s the plan,” I said, nodding firmly in affirmation.


  It was the least I could do, on behalf of everyone who’d been a part of this.


  And so, with Karin behind the wheel, we sped off down the highway toward my new home. As I watched the scenery outside the window rush past, I felt like I could see all of the twists and turns of fate that had led us to this day—every choice, every accident, and every mistake—flashing before my eyes over and over again in an endless blur.


  Maybe there really was a parallel world out there in which I’d set aside my pride and gone the “easy” route of picking Hibiki instead, like everyone had been expecting.


  But that hypothetical future had nothing to do with those of us living in this reality. Because out of all the infinite possibilities in the multiverse, and every alternate timeline there could have been, this was still the one we’d chosen—repeatedly, at every turn.


  And that had to mean something.
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Just you wait—I'll come steal you away

From the place thatss stifling you

Yes, this rz'gbt here is our Honey Moon Song
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