
  
    [image: cover]
  


  Table of Contents


  Color Gallery


  Title Page


  Copyrights and Credits


  Table of Contents Page


  Prologue


  Chapter 1: Sekine Moeko Takes Her First Step


  Chapter 2: I Want to Play Cards


  Chapter 3: Kanzaki Kenta Tries Copping a Feel


  Chapter 4: Mrs. Yamada Wants a Confession


  Epilogue


  Afterword


  Newsletter


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  FOR MY ENTIRE FIRST YEAR OF JUNIOR HIGH, it felt like I was living in the dark. Anything and everything seemed stupid and pointless: the tedious monotony of going to school, the foolish frivolity of my fellow classmates, and most of all, my own worthless mediocrity.


  I’d coasted through my youth feeling nigh invincible, but failing to get into my preferred private school served me my first real taste of reality’s harshness. It also showed me what a tiny, insignificant bug I really was.


  In the wake of that single setback, I chose flight over fight. I averted my eyes from reality, growing peevish, cowardly, and morose. I would’ve rather rejected the world and everyone in it than face my own shortcomings. Before I knew it, I was reading morbid, radical books in the classroom every day as if flaunting them, carrying a box cutter everywhere, doing everything I could to push my peers away.


  Why? Because I knew it would be easier that way.


  If I made myself into a “danger to the world,” at least I’d have an excuse.


  Rejecting the world might sound cool on paper, but the sad truth was, I was just afraid. Afraid of judgmental glances. Afraid of being looked down on. The only way I knew to avoid that was to beat them to the punch and look down on them first.


  So I slowly, steadily withdrew into my shell. Living in that tepid, murky darkness was almost painfully comfortable.


  Then came my second year of junior high school, and I was thrust back into the real world.


  Life got hectic. Every day was a swirl of inescapable pandemonium, packed with school events and all the drama they brought—not to mention my relationships with my classmates and my own developing feelings. That was to say, my first love.


  Everything changed so dizzyingly fast, the whole year turned into a blur.


  Confronted by an onslaught of emotions I’d never experienced before, I was forced to stare down the demons I’d been running from—not just in my peers and the world around me, but the ones inside myself. In so doing, I got my very first taste of how bright and wonderful this world could be.


  Suddenly, everything felt so intensely vivid, so striking. It took all I had just to keep my head above water in that sea of unfamiliar hues. I swam through each struggle and misadventure, barely able to pause and soak in the sheer beauty of it all. Looking back, it was embarrassing how frantic and flustered I’d been that entire year. Yet even the worst days felt like fond memories to me now.


  Nothing came easily. Every minor victory had been earned.


  And the biggest danger to my then-fragile heart was a single girl—the one who threw my world for a loop and shattered every preconceived notion of what my life could be as we slowly, inevitably grew closer over the course of the school year.


  At the time, nothing was more terrifying, suffocating, or heart-burstingly painful than the thought of lowering the wall I’d built around myself. Nothing scared me more than facing everyone in good faith, as my true self. But over time, I came to find out what a blessed thing honesty could be.


  The boy who always lowered his gaze and turned away from the slightest hint of adversity was finally learning to lift his head and face it. And that alone—the simple act of trying—had already begun to make the world seem more radiant than I’d ever imagined. It was all thanks to her.


  Which brought us to the present day.


  Now, in my third year of junior high, I no longer had the luxury of speaking in the past tense or third person. My issues and shortcomings were relics of my former self, things I had already overcome. I’d emerged from the darkness of my escapist shell and survived the raging whirlpool of confused, one-sided emotions that defined my previous year. So where did that leave me in the present day? Where was I, in this world whose beauty I’d at last learned to appreciate?


  One might think I could stay in the comfort of the past, offering a bird’s-eye appraisal of time gone by. But I couldn’t linger on that. My mind was much too occupied by the still-unfolding events of the present for hindsight.


  I wasn’t omniscient. How was I supposed to understand and interact with this ever-changing world around me? What was the best way?


  But that led me to a passing thought.


  If I wanted a third-person account—an omniscient perspective—then I had to ask: How did the people around me perceive me? Was there an “objective” version of me, in that sense?


  Now that I’d overcome my first two years of junior high…


  I wanted to know, through the eyes of my peers…


  Who was I, really?
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  IT WAS SUMMER VACATION, MY LAST YEAR OF junior high, when me and my friends decided to hold a little study camp.


  Who was invited, you ask?


  Well, me, for starters—Moe, aka Sekine Moeko.


  Then there was Anna—aka Yamada Anna. We also had Serinya—aka Yoshida Serina. And don’t forget Bayashiko—aka Kobayashi Chihiro.


  Last but not least, there was the black sheep of the party. Among all these cute honeys, one man stood alone. Like the male version of being the only girl at a total sausage fest. I guess you’d call that a plain old harem?


  Meh, whatever.


  Anyhoo, the lone dude in this group of babes was none other than Icchi—aka Ichikawa, uh…


  Shoot, what was Icchi’s full name again?


  I was sure I’d called him by it at least a few times before, but I’d totally blanked! I’d gotten used to calling him “Icchi” all the time lately. Now I felt kinda bad.


  Sorry for being a bad friend, Icchi.


  All that aside, these were the four girls (and one boy) in our study group.


  “Welp! Might as well get this prep meeting underway, then,” I suggested casually, drink in hand, despite not being the leader of the group by any means. “Shall we?”


  We’d gathered at our usual local burger chain to hash out more specifics for our upcoming study camp. Only three of us were in attendance: me, Serinya, and Bayashiko. We’d invited Anna as well, but she had other plans—something about Icchi’s older sister asking her to come over and hang out or something.


  Since when is she so buddy-buddy with his whole family?


  Thinking it might have been awkward to invite Icchi without Anna, we agreed it was better to keep today’s meeting to just the three of us.


  “Yeah, hopefully we make more progress than we did during our last planning session,” Serinya quipped.


  “Ha ha ha… Yeah, sorry,” Bayashiko said. “My little brothers get super hyper whenever we have company.”


  We had tried to hold this prep meeting once before, at the Kobayashi household. Anna and Icchi were actually there for that one, but we ended up spending most of the time playing with Bayashiko’s little brothers and didn’t get anything important planned.


  “Okay, so, uh… We’ve already decided it’ll be four days starting on the 13th. Guess our next order of business should be to figure out our means of transportation, then talk money?”


  “I mean, I guess we’ll just split things five ways, right? Between you, me, Yamada, and Seri-chan,” Bayashiko said. Then her expression turned confused as she counted each person out with her fingers. “Oh, and Ichikawa-kun too. Come to think of it, why is he coming?”


  She made it sound like she legit hadn’t noticed this before.


  “What, is there a problem with Icchi tagging along?” I asked.


  “Well, not a problem, exactly…but isn’t it kinda weird? He’s a guy, and we’ll be sleeping under the same roof for three nights straight. That could lead to some issues, y’know?”


  So we’re actually addressing this, huh?
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  I figured we’d all agreed to just turn a blind eye at this point.


  “W-well, hey, he might come in handy!” I said. “Think about it. If we go to the beach, we’ll prolly end up getting hit on without a guy around, right? Especially since Anna’s gonna be there. That’d totally suck, wouldn’t it?”


  “I feel like Ichikawa-kun won’t be enough to deter any sleazy dudebros. Like, just look at him,” Bayashiko said without reservations.


  Hang on. Haven’t we had this exact exchange before?!


  It’d been on our way home from buying swimsuits together—though Bayashiko missed that conversation. Anna had defended Icchi at the time, but she wasn’t here now. Did that mean…it was up to me to defend him? Why was I always forced to go to bat for those two?


  “That aside,” Serinya cut in, “wasn’t this whole trip Moe-chan and Ichikawa’s idea? We just hopped on the bandwagon because they wanted to do a study camp, so it’s sorta lame to question his participation at this point.”


  “Oh, good point,” Bayashiko said, suddenly convinced. “I guess they were nice enough to include us.”


  “Plus, Ichikawa’s not that much of a wimp, right? Most likely.”


  So Serinya was the one sticking up for him this time.


  Well, now. Well, well, well…


  She noticed me staring and glared. “What? You need something?”


  “Nothing,” I said, playing it cool. What indeed!


  I had a hunch Serinya knew what was really going on here. Because, you see…Anna and Icchi had finally started dating! They were officially boyfwend and girl­fwend, though I was probably the only one at school who knew for sure.


  “Do you really think I can keep this a secret?!”


  “I do.”


  “That’s why I called you.”


  Pretty hard to spill their secret when they talked about me like that. I had to admit, for all his beta-male tendencies, Icchi could be a pretty suave guy from time to time. So yeah, I’d agreed to keep their relationship under wraps for now.


  On the other hand, they were both so easy to read, I assumed they’d out themselves soon enough. If Serinya had picked up on it, that wouldn’t surprise me at all. Bayashiko, though? She clearly didn’t have the slightest clue.


  “Gotta say, Moe-chan, I’m surprised to hear you of all people so against the idea of getting hit on,” Bayashiko said. “Didn’t you use to love that sort of attention?”


  “Oh, come on. That was forever ago,” I said. “I don’t have time for that anymore. I’ve got entrance exams to worry about.”


  Is that the vibe I give off? Guess that’s the price of my own actions. I’ve only got myself to blame.


  Bayashiko went on as I sat there, somewhat ashamed of my past behavior. “You’re using entrance exams as an excuse? Hmm… Makes sense. To be fair, it’s not like you ever seemed that serious about wanting a boyfriend in the first place.”


  Hey, what’s that supposed to mean? She’d said the words so casually and bluntly, I couldn’t believe it.


  “Why don’t we get this show on the road for real?” she suggested before I had the chance to interject. With that, we started at last.


  I tried my best to take part in the discussion like usual, but somewhere deep down, a strange discomfort had lodged itself in my chest.


  Once we got down to business, we wrapped in less than thirty minutes. Bayashiko had some shopping to do since she’d missed our previous swimsuit outing, so we disbanded around sunset. After saying goodbye, Serinya and I headed home down a different street.


  “What’s up?” Serinya asked once we were alone.


  “Hm?” I said. “Whaddya mean?”


  “I dunno, you just…seem less talkative than usual.”


  “Mm. Guess I’m just doin’ a bit of reflecting…”


  I’d been trying my best to act natural, but apparently that hadn’t worked.


  “Hey, Serinya,” I continued. “You know my whole ‘Gawd, I want a boyfwend so bad!’ thing from a while back? Did that ever seem fake to you?”


  “Is this about what Bayashiko was saying before?” Serinya paused, looking pensive for a moment. “I don’t know if fake is the word I’d use… But it did feel a little like you were being a bit of a poser, yeah.”


  “A poser?”


  “Yeah, like you were trying to sell yourself as ‘that type of girl’ to everyone. When deep down, we both know you’re not really that easy or shallow.”


  “What? You don’t think so? I dunno, I feel like I’m pretty loose.”


  I was trying to play it cool, but honestly, her comment made my heart skip a beat.


  A poser? Mmm, well… I guess I can’t say she’s totally wrong. 


  There was a small part of me that knew I was playing up the “I want a boyfriend” thing a little too much, as if it were my whole personality. Not that it was a lie or anything like that, just a bit of an exaggeration. It was less that I wanted to be in a relationship and more that I enjoyed playing that character around my friends. It made our little group’s dynamic more fun.


  That being said, it was embarrassing to admit it. And it wasn’t all an act! I really did want a boyfriend!


  “I mean, I got pretty close with that pick-up senpai, y’know,” I said. “Pretty sure I could’ve landed him after Anna turned him down if I really wanted to. I just would’ve felt bad doing that to Mamiya-senpai, ’cause I know how she feels about him. That’s all.”


  “I’m not so sure,” Serinya said. “Knowing you, you probably would’ve bailed at the last minute even if she wasn’t in the picture. I mean, you never actually liked Nanjo-senpai all that much, did you?”


  “Huh? Nah, I was pretty serious about going after him, I’d say. He was definitely my type…”


  “You went after him, but you didn’t like him, did you?”


  I fell silent. I didn’t have a comeback to that.


  I had set my sights on him—really, I had. He was very attractive and tall… Sure, his personality was a bit of a classic playboy, but that wasn’t even a real turnoff for me in a guy. I thought he might have been a good one to have a little fun with.


  But if you asked me whether I actually had feelings for him, that was a toughie. Sure, I had tried to make a move on him, but he’d refused to look my way for even a single millisecond. That was when I realized he wasn’t nearly as shallow as he seemed on the surface; he only had eyes for one person. So I’d bailed on that idea pretty darn quick.


  Not like I was bummed or broken up about it in any way whatsoever.


  “Oh… Sorry,” Serinya said, after I was quiet for a moment. “Wasn’t trying to sound critical or whatever. I don’t think it was ‘wrong’ or anything like that. I found it pretty impressive, actually. Being outwardly affectionate but remaining cool and collected on the inside is a very Moe-chan thing. I like that about you.”


  “Oh, c’mon, don’t need to flatter me like that…” I said, cutting things off before I got too embarrassed. “To be honest, I don’t really know what it is I want anymore. But like, isn’t that sort of thing normal? You pick an upcoming event you want a boyfriend for, put the moves on two or three guys who seem decent enough, and see if any sparks fly. If they don’t, you move on, no sweat. Plenty of girls do that, right? I really don’t think it’s that weird.”


  I let out a sigh, then continued. “It’s not like everyone who’s ever dated was head over heels for the other person. How often does that whole ‘guy and girl secretly like one another, eventually one confesses, things are a little awkward at first, but they warm up to each other and live happily ever after’ thing actually happen? Maybe in shojo manga, but not in real life, that’s for—”


  I stopped short, realizing that this exact scenario was something that I had seen in real life. And in my immediate friend group, no less.


  I’d watched their entire relationship unfold from the beginning.


  I hadn’t been so sure about Icchi at first. Actually, scratch that—I hadn’t had any impression of him at all. He was so forgettable, I didn’t even bother forming an early opinion of him. He was just some loner guy who somehow wound up in our friend group.


  We’d gone to the same elementary school, sure. But I had basically no memory of him from back then. We certainly never talked or anything like that. I only vaguely recalled his existence from that time. He was about as unremarkable in my memory as one guy could possibly get.


  Then when we were put in the same class in junior high, and Adachi and those other boys started talking to us way more, suddenly, he was just…there, hanging around me. Even when he wasn’t nearby, it felt like he was watching us from afar. Maybe he thought he was being pretty slick about it, but I definitely remember thinking: “Oh yeah, this guy’s totally eavesdropping on us.”


  The first time I ever actually spoke to him was during group selection for that workplace-study field trip.


  “Oh, uh… This just means he has the right to negotiate, but nothing’s set in stone!”


  “Whoa, did you just talk?!”


  If you could even call that a conversation. Still, I’d been pretty taken aback by such an antisocial guy suddenly piping up and launching into a whole spiel out of nowhere.


  “Okay, then… Icchi, give me your LINE account!”


  “I-Icchi?!”


  Right, the first time I called him Icchi was when we’d exchanged contact info. I still remember how shifty-eyed he got, like he couldn’t believe a girl like me would ever talk to an otaku like him. But the moment I showed even a sliver of understanding toward his nerdy side, he lit up with a big ole smile. 


  And for a split second, I thought, Uh-oh. Did I just make this guy fall for me?


  But like I said, that only lasted for an instant. Because I could tell from one look: He only had eyes for Anna.


  “I…I think I like her… Yamada, I mean…”


  “Yeah, no duh! You think I don’t know that?! You’re not that slick, pal.”


  It was December thirty-first when I heard it from the man himself, walking home from the diner late at night. He confessed he’d fallen for Anna—hard. When I realized just how hard, to be brutally honest, my first reaction was pity.


  Poor guy, I thought. There’s no way she’ll ever go for someone like him.


  There was nothing sadder than watching someone fall for a guy or girl who was way outta their league. I figured he was drawn in by her cute face or nice body, like any guy, and then fooled himself into thinking she actually liked him back. Anna had this unfortunate habit of getting a little too up close and personal with people without thinking about the repercussions. 


  Then again, she did seem a bit closer to Icchi than most other guys, so I couldn’t blame him for thinking he might have a shot. 


  It always kinda weirded me out how popular she got with the guys just by being too ditzy to notice she was toying with people’s emotions.


  That poor guy… I thought again.


  But over time, I started to notice things. Things that made me wonder if maybe—just maybe—there was something real going on between them.


  Icchi wasn’t just another sap who’d been taken in by Anna’s charms. No, he had very intense feelings for her. And Anna didn’t seem all that different. If anything, she acted pretty head over heels herself. Whenever Icchi was around, the emotions on her face were unlike anything she’d ever shown before. She acted way different around him than she did with us girls.


  “Wait… Did you two do it?!”


  Slowly but surely, the lovey-dovey vibes they gave off became harder to ignore. They were so pure and sweet, it was enough to make a girl like me blush.


  “What’s up? You lookin’ for something?”


  “Oh, that reminds me! I’ve gotta swing by Anna’s place!”


  “Wanna tag along?”


  I’d even helped ’em out a little bit on that snowy day in third semester when she lost her little doggie keychain. I couldn’t resist lending a hand when I saw Icchi digging around in the snow with an umbrella, his other arm in a sling. I didn’t ask for details, and I didn’t know why he was so desperate to find that tiny keychain, but something told me it meant a lot to both of them.


  Looking back, that’s pretty much where I’ve always stood in relation to them: watching from the sidelines but never getting too directly involved. Just enjoying the way they slowly grew closer and closer, without interfering or pushing them one way or the other. At most, I played wingman a couple of times when things got so dicey I couldn’t bear to just sit and watch. But for the most part, I tried not to influence their budding relationship. 


  Not because I was trying to respect their autonomy or anything (even though I obviously did), but because I didn’t know what else I could do.


  Aside from watch over them from afar, that is.


  I mean…I’d never experienced real love like that before.


  Sure, I enjoyed playing the “girl who wants a boyfriend” role day in and day out, and I liked to think I was the wisest among my friends when it came to relationship stuff. But the truth was, I had no clue what it was like to have the pure, unabashed “true love” you only saw in manga or movies.


  Compared to the stuff I’d experienced, their relationship was like this shining beacon of purity—something I knew better than to touch carelessly, lest I ruin its luster.


   


  ***


   


  Later that night, as I was studying in my room, I heard a knock on my door.


  “Moeko, can I come in?” called my older brother.


  “Yup, come on in!” I answered.


  He walked into the room, his black hair as disheveled as ever. He was wearing shabby, worn-out sweatpants and his signature drab glasses, which added zero value to his appearance aside from correcting his eyesight. He was lanky and gaunt, with sloped shoulders and a hunched-over posture. But that was my big brother for you: a plain, kinda mopey-looking otaku college student.


  “Oh, shoot,” he said. “Didn’t realize you were studying.”


  “Well, yeah,” I said, setting my pen down. “Got entrance exams coming up, after all.”


  “Heh… That’s my little sister. What’s your first-choice high school, by the way?”


  “I’m still kinda weighing my options. Probably just go wherever makes the most sense, realistically.” I gave a sheepish smile. 


  I had yet to discuss my actual school of choice with either my parents or my brother. It was a famous private academy, Ouka University’s Affiliated High School. I couldn’t summon the nerve to tell them that I was aiming for such a prestigious private high school. Heck, I’d even lied about our study camp, telling them it was just a fun little getaway with the girls (leaving out the fact that a boy was coming too).


  Luckily, my parents were pretty laissez-faire, so they weren’t the type to interrogate me about stuff like that.


  “Do you need help with something?” I asked.


  “Nah, I was just bored and wondering if you wanted to play some games.”


  “Yeah, I’m down.”


  “You sure? I can get out of your hair if you want to keep studying.”


  “No, no. I could use a breather.” I’d just finished a big set of problems, anyway.


  We headed to my brother’s room, which was packed wall-to-wall with figures and posters from all sorts of anime and games. A stereotypical otaku room, through and through. He’d always been like that, so I didn’t think anything of it at this point.


  We started bantering as we duked it out in some random fighting game.


  “Hey, why do you always play as the girl characters?” I asked.


  “I’m not ‘playing as’ them,” he said. “If anything, this is my true form.”


  “Yeah, right. You just wanna stare at her jiggle physics. Fine. I’ll play as the hottest guy in the whole roster, then!”


  “You mean like you always have?”


  My brother and I were about as different as two siblings could be. He was such a staunch, die-hard otaku that it almost felt old-fashioned. Still, we’d gotten along well since we were kids. We didn’t go out and do stuff together, but we talked about our favorite manga and anime and played games like this pretty often. Which, come to think of it, might’ve had something to do with me growing up into a cute, fashionable party girl who could still get along with even the nerdiest of otakus. My lame-ass brother sure was lucky to have such a sweet, first-rate little sister like me, yes sir!


  I shifted the topic. “So, how’s college treating ya?”


  “Same as always,” he replied. “My circle’s scrambling like crazy right now to put together a manuscript we can put out at Summer Comiket, but other than that, just fine.”


  “You got a girlfriend yet?”


  “Nope…and the forecast’s not looking too promising on that front.” He let out a despondent sigh.
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  He quickly recovered, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “W-well, not like there’s anything I can do about it. Not when I’m such a shameless otaku. Maybe if I toned it down a bit, I could increase my chance of positive female interactions, but alas… Some things I simply can’t give up. I see no reason to kill my true self just to curry favor with women.”


  “Oh, please,” I said, trying my best to stay focused on the screen. “Being an otaku isn’t even that big of a red flag now. Everyone’s got nerdy hobbies. Heck, there’s a guy in my friend group who’s a total otaku and has a total hottie for a girlfriend.”


  Obviously, I meant Icchi. Maybe “otaku” wasn’t the perfect word for his brand of weird, but I figured he still fit under the umbrella. If a weirdo like him could land a cute girlfriend, I didn’t think nerdiness was enough to disqualify anyone from finding love these days.


  “Hm? What’s up?”


  My brother had stopped moving his character completely. I glanced over to see that his hands were trembling as he gripped the controller tight.


  “Hey, what’s the matte—”


  “How dare you come at me with a truth bomb like that?!” my brother suddenly screamed at the top of his lungs. Then he devolved into a full-on rant in a shrill, anguished voice. “Shut up, shut up! I-I know, okay?! I get that the reason I can’t find a girlfriend is more of a me problem and not because I’m an otaku. But can’t you just let me pretend that’s the reason? Is it so wrong to want to write off my inability to talk to women as a product of my interests and passions?!”


  As his emotions surged, his ranting started picking up speed.


  “Obviously, I know that otaku have gained widespread acceptance. We live in a time when even girls can watch anime and play games without fear of judgment, dancing late into the night to the OPs of their favorite shows, then maybe even post a video of it online… More people are starting to understand the appeal of nerdy hobbies. Almost as if society has progressed to the point where it’s safe for otaku like me to live freely and without shame. But the flip side is that now we can’t use that as an excuse for our social shortcomings!”


  Oh dang. He’s still going?


  “So, what, I can’t blame my lack of girlfriend or inability to talk to normal, well-adjusted people on being an otaku anymore? I have to accept that my personality is the problem? Why… Why?! At least let me cling to that excuse! How dare society make me face the fact that I only have myself to blame for my own unpopularity? Don’t you think that’s so messed up?”


  I didn’t say a word. It felt like I’d just stepped on a land mine.


  Why did my brother have to be like this? It was such a pain in the butt and had nothing to do with him being an otaku. It was just how he was.


  “Ugh. W-well, anyway…” 


  After what might’ve been the most defeated sigh I’d ever heard, he turned to me awkwardly and tried to change the subject.


  “Wh-what about you, Moeko? H-have you found yourself a…b-b-boyfriend, or whatever?”


  “Nope, sure haven’t.”


  He seemed relieved to hear this. “Oh, w-well then.”


  Which seemed like a bit of an insult. Whoa there, buddy. Don’t think I’m just as hopeless as you.


  Like I said: He and I couldn’t be any less alike.


  “There just aren’t any guys my age who’re a good fit for me,” I said. “Plus, I’ve gotta focus on entrance exams this year anyway.”


  “Gotcha… Entrance exams, man. That takes me back.” My brother let out a dramatic sigh, then lifted his head and gazed wistfully into the distance. “Think the first one I ever took was for junior high, actually. Dad told me I should give it a shot, which made me feel like I couldn’t let him down. Every single day felt like a struggle, just trying to cram for that stupid thing.”


  I remembered both of our parents being pretty assertive about him taking that exam, though it was definitely our dad who’d pushed harder than our mom. Not that he forced my brother to apply, but it must’ve added to the pressure he felt at the time.


  “Hey, that just shows how much they believed in you,” I said. “I’m kinda jealous, honestly.”


  “No…” my brother replied. “All it means is they’d already figured out that book smarts were my only redeeming quality. I sucked at every sport I tried and didn’t make any real friends in elementary school. Mom must’ve been worried. Kept telling me she didn’t think I was a ‘good fit’ for a public junior high.”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “Meanwhile, you’ve always been good at everything,” he went on. “I guarantee they believe in you just as much, with all your achievements and social skills.”


  “Aw, I’m not so sure about that.”


  My brother had passed his entrance exams and gotten into a private junior high—and had been in private schools ever since. Me? I hadn’t even tried to go the same route. I just enrolled at a public junior high. My parents never suggested anything else, and I certainly hadn’t taken the initiative. They just told me I “didn’t have to follow in my brother’s footsteps” and could do whatever I wanted.


  So why did I still feel weird about it?


  It wasn’t like I hadn’t wanted to go to public school, nor did I have any burning desire to apply to a private one. And I didn’t have a complex about them favoring my brother. Nevertheless, there was this nagging feeling in my chest about the whole thing. Almost like lingering regret, an eternal “what if” about whether I could have gotten into a private junior high like he did, had I only put in the effort.


  “Moeko,” my brother said, his tone more serious now. “I think you could stand to speak your mind a bit more often. Assuming there’s stuff you want to say, that is.”


  “Huh? Whaddya mean? I literally speak my mind all the time. Maybe too much. Like, that’s pretty much my MO, isn’t it?”


  “True, yeah. But you also have a bad habit of clamming up when it comes to sharing what’s most important to you—what you really want.”


  I fell silent. He was talking like he had me all figured out. But he was just my nerdy older brother…or maybe that was exactly why.


  “You’re old enough to start being more vocal about what you want for yourself,” he said. “Me, I’m already thinking about what kind of job I’ll get after college to start contributing to the household finances.”


  “Wait, you’re planning to stay at home after you graduate?”


  “I don’t feel any pressing need to leave, that’s for sure. It’s a privilege to live in a house this big in the Tokyo metro area these days. Might as well take advantage of it.”


  So he said, but his tone wasn’t all that convincing.


  I wondered if he had a hunch about me wanting to apply for a private school, and if he could tell I was struggling to bring it up to our parents. The thought filled me with mixed feelings. On one hand, I was glad he cared. On the other, I was a little irked at him suddenly trying to play the role of the concerned older brother.


  He was slightly off the mark, or giving me too much credit, perhaps. Because I wasn’t holding back out of concern for our parents.


  I was just scared. Scared to take that first step toward what I really wanted.


  I’d tell myself things like Our family can’t afford it anyway or They probably don’t expect that much from me. Or that everyone would be happier if I just took the hint, kept my mouth shut, and stayed in my lane. 


  But deep down, I knew. That was just me making excuses—because I couldn’t muster the courage to take that first big step.


   


  ***


   


  Since I didn’t want my family to start suspecting anything if they saw me studying too hard at home, I headed to the school library the next day.


  It felt very silly, on reflection, to be “going behind my parents’ back” for something as innocuous as studying for entrance exams. And sure, it probably would’ve been much easier to just tell them and get it over with…but it was more complicated than that.


  “God, it’s so hot.”


  In the midsummer heat, my usual route to school was almost unbearable. I couldn’t wait to throw on my swimsuit and splash around during our little group getaway. 


  Wait, no. I can’t be thinking like that. It’s supposed to be a study camp.


  As I reined myself back in, my phone buzzed in my pocket.


  It was a message from Icchi, replying to the study camp itinerary I’d sent him the day before. With no Anna in attendance, it’d fallen on me to contact him.


  I skimmed his response. It was absolutely packed with questions.


  How far is it from the station? We don’t want to be walking in the midsummer heat for too long.


  Shouldn’t we be prepared for sudden rains or typhoons?


  Will there be a place for me to sleep?


  We need a strategy in place for dealing with Koda-san if she shows up.


  On and on it went.


  God, he’s such a worrywart. Does he think girls find that attractive?


  I guess it didn’t matter much to him, since he already had a girlfriend.


  In fact, maybe it was the exact opposite, and Anna liked that sort of thing. Him asking all those questions and being anal about every little thing just showed how much he cared. He wanted her—and all of us—to have a good time.


  Ugh, dang it… Now I’m kinda jealous of Anna. Wish I had a boyfwend who was that considerate.


  After a bit of thought, I typed out my reply. I ignored all of his questions and just wrote: Jeez. What are you, a manga protagonist?


  I figured he probably wouldn’t catch my drift. But coming from me, it was actually quite the compliment—buried under a thick layer of sarcasm.


  To think he’d started out as such a sad, background character that I couldn’t even remember my first impression of him. At the risk of sounding condescending…I saw him as the equivalent of a Level 1 Slime when it came to matters of love. Yet look at him now. He’d bagged a Level 99 Babe in what felt like the blink of an eye. How crazy was it for someone you’d thought was just fodder to turn out stronger than the final boss? That was totally like something straight out of a manga.


  Where did a guy like him get off being so cool, anyhow? Not only was he performing the role of stand-up boyfriend with flying colors, but their relationship was also progressing in a healthy way. It was almost dazzling to watch how well things were going for them.


  A little bit frustrating too.


  It was kind of unfair.


  I finally understood why I’d stopped saying “I need a boyfwend!” at every possible opportunity. It was because I’d been watching Icchi and Anna and the way their relationship was developing. Seeing that made it impossible to say something like that, even as a joke. It made me feel so pathetic, and shallow, and superficial. Like I’d been throwing those words around without a second thought.


  “Ugh.”


  Crap. Not again.


  I could feel my train of thought spiraling downward.


  Maybe it was because my grades had started to slip recently, but I’d been way more negative than usual. Even my own thoughts didn’t feel very “me” anymore. I needed to focus harder on staying bubbly and bright. I would keep it cute and chipper, even in the privacy of my own brain.


  All right, girl! Time to get that pep back! We’re gonna add so many unnecessary Ys and star emojis, just wait.


  “Hey, what the… Sekine, is that you?”


  “Hi~☆! Somebody call my name?”


  I did a little spin, unable to resist the urge now that my internal hyper-energetic switch had flipped back on. I’d do it regardless of who was talking to me.


  Aw, crap. On second thought, this is kinda embarrassing.


  “Whoa. Dude, what’s got you so hyper?” the voice said. “W-wait, don’t tell me. You really that happy to see me? Heh heh…”


  The moment I saw who it was, I snapped back to my senses. “Oh, great. Just you, Adachi.”


  He was a kid from the next class over, and one of my, uh…guy friends? Technically? Apparently, he also had some business at school today. He and Kanzaki were meeting up here to hang out.


  “Wait,” I said. “Why meet up at school? And in your uniform, no less?”


  “Wh-why do you care?” Adachi stammered, flustered. “Look, y-you wouldn’t get it, okay? Guy friendships are more complicated than you think!”


  “Well, whatever. You wanna walk together? I’m headed over to the school too.”


  “Huh? Y-you sure? But what if someone starts spreading rumors about us? Er, n-not that I would mind, personally…”
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  “On second thought, forget it. Don’t walk within thirty feet of me.”


  “Hey, wait!”


  No sooner had I stomped off to keep myself from blowing a gasket than Adachi came scrambling after me. So, in the end, we did walk to the school together.


  “What are you going to school for?” he asked.


  “To study,” I said. “Can’t focus at home.”


  “Whoa, nice. Kudos to you for that.”


  “I’m not doing it for kudos. I’m doing it for my future.”


  “Well, I still think it’s pretty admirable. You guys are all incredible, I say. Ichikawa’s also been busting his ass, studying like crazy. Feels like he never has time to hang out with us anymore, ha ha…” Adachi finished with a sheepish chuckle.


  “You two are still on pretty good terms, though, aren’t you?”


  “Huh? Why wouldn’t we be?”


  “Well, I mean, what with the whole Anna thing.”


  “Oh. That…” His expression stiffened.


  Crap, maybe I shouldn’t have brought that up.


  Adachi might’ve been a bit of an oaf, but it was still tactless to confront him with the fact that he’d been crushing on Anna himself at some point. He’d been obvious about it last year, when we were still in the same class. However, I’d always assumed those feelings came from a shallow, sexually motivated place—like he only had the hots for her because she had a nice face and body.


  But when he and Icchi duked it out during the sports festival, having a sort of teenage battle “to prove who deserves her more” or whatever you’d call it, I realized he’d probably been harboring more genuine feelings for her than I’d imagined. I never pressed him on it further, though. I just kinda sensed that based on the way things played out.


  “Well, he and I already settled the score on that back at the sports festival!” Adachi said. “You know me, I’m a chill guy. Never been the type to hold petty grudges over stuff like that.”


  I looked at him for a moment. I knew he was trying way too hard to play it cool, but his expression really made him look like he was being very calm about the whole situation. I couldn’t bring myself to call him out on it.


  His frank, carefree demeanor honestly set my heart aflutter. Weird. I could feel conflicting emotions rippling through my mind.


  “You sure about that?” I asked him impulsively.


  I knew it was a weird thing to say, but I couldn’t help myself.


  “Are you sure you don’t feel even a little salty about it?” I pressed. “You’re telling you’ve already totally, 100 percent moved on? You two are totally fine again?”


  “D-dude, where the heck is this coming from?”


  “Doesn’t it tick you off even a bit? Seeing him running around with her, acting like the world’s luckiest and most grateful boyfriend?”


  What was I even saying?


  This wasn’t right. And it didn’t have anything to do with Adachi. I was just projecting my own frustrations onto him. I wanted to hear someone say they felt the same way I did.


  “Doesn’t Icchi’s whole ‘I’m so in love’ schtick gross you out at all?” I continued. “I mean, he’s out here acting like he’s gonna make her the happiest woman in the world, and they’re gonna live happily ever after, et cetera, et cetera. Anna’s basically the same way. Don’t get me wrong, I love that for them, but like… I dunno, sometimes it feels so pure and in your face that it’s a little depressing, know what I mean?”


  Adachi didn’t reply.


  “I mean, how can I not feel like the shallowest, most superficial girl in the world for wanting a boyfriend for the sake of it, when I see them acting like that? Ugh…”


  Aw, crap. What am I doing?


  I’d just told myself I wouldn’t act like such a downer anymore, but now I was spitting venom and trying to drag Adachi into commiserating with me.


  Man, this sucks…


  “Uh, not sure where that came from,” Adachi said. “But I wouldn’t say Ichikawa is as ‘pure’ as you’re making him out to be. At least, not from my perspective.”


  “Huh?” I paused. “What does that mean?”


  “Have you seen the way he looks at her? He’s totally got ulterior motives.”


  U-ulterior motives?!


  “Take it from me. I mean, heck, I used to ogle her a little myself, and that guy would always glare at me or try to get in the way whenever I did. But him? He looks at her like she’s a piece of meat that he can’t wait to sink his teeth into. That dude is having lewd fantasies about her in his head twenty-four seven, I guarantee it.”


  I just stood there in silence.


  Wait… Really? Icchi’s not that kind of guy…is he?


  On second thought, I’d noticed some very sus behavior from him in the past—including a few times when I thought he might’ve been low-key undressing her with his eyes. In fact, there were a lot of moments like that. He’d eyed up Anna the same way any guy at the height of puberty would.


  “I mean, hell, forget Yamada,” Adachi went on. “That guy probably has pervy fantasies about every girl in your class—including you, Sekine.”


  “Bwuh?!”


  Icchi? Fantasizing about me?!


  That couldn’t be…


  Or could it? Now I wasn’t so sure. Was he really looking at members of the opposite sex other than Anna in that way? I had definitely noticed him acting flustered whenever I teased him or put my hands on him, even in an innocuous way… Was it possible he saw me as one of those fabled “gyaru who are even nice to otaku”? 


  He totally could, couldn’t he?!


  “Don’t get it twisted, Ichikawa’s a good guy,” Adachi went on. “But he’s definitely not some saint among men. He may not let it show as much as other guys do, but he’s a total horndog like the rest of us. He’ll act like he isn’t at first, like he’s better than that, but once we start talkin’ that sort of talk, he’ll jump in with way more enthusiasm than you might expect. Heck, when we had a dick battle at the men’s bath during the class trip, he—”


  “A what battle?”


  “Uh, whoops! It’s nothing, forget I said anything!”


  I felt like I’d just heard something I wasn’t meant to hear. Just what went on in the men’s bath on that trip? What in the world could the boys have been doing in there?


  “W-well, regardless…” Adachi said, quickly changing the subject. “All I’m saying is, I don’t think Ichikawa’s some paragon of purity, and I don’t think you’re really superficial or shallow either, Sekine.”


  He was struggling to look me directly in the eye as he spoke, but I could tell he was trying his best to be genuine, despite glancing away every few seconds.


  “I mean, just look at me, for instance,” he continued. “Sure, maybe a part of me only had a crush on Yamada because of her looks. And sure, maybe I got distracted by other attractive girls from time to time, so it wasn’t the most ‘faithful’ crush. If you wanna say that made me shallow or those feelings weren’t pure, I guess you could. But the crush was still real to me, so I don’t think I was wrong for wanting to act on it.”


  I kept silent, thinking about what he’d said.


  “I guess what I’m trying to say is…I don’t think you should feel bad about the way you are,” he concluded, though he was clearly a bit bashful as he struggled to string his sentiments into a complete thought. “Some guys might be dicks and call you easy or a bimbo for being so eager to trade contact info with so many different guys, or for giving every boy in class chocolate on Valentine’s Day, but I don’t feel that way about you at all. If anything, guys like me are lucky there are girls like you out there who don’t have any standards!”


  I just stared at him.


  “Er, sorry!” He flailed. “I-I know that probably sounded like an insult, but I didn’t mean it that way!”


  “All right, what’s your deal, buddy?” I said. “You tryin’ to put the moves on me now that you know you don’t have a chance with Anna? Think I’ll be ‘easy’ compared to her—is that it? I’m your second-choice runner-up?”


  “Wha… It’s not like that, I swear!”


  “Heh heh heh. Just messin’ with you!”


  I wasn’t actually offended; I knew what he was trying to say. And I appreciated the sentiment, despite how ham-fisted and clumsy his delivery had been.


  Just then, I felt a buzz in my pocket.


  It was another reply from Icchi—this time to my manga protagonist quip: Oh please. I’m no Nigorikawa-kun. I’m just Ichikawa Kyotaro.


  Ichikawa Kyotaro, I repeated to myself. Right, Kyotaro was his first name, wasn’t it?


  Why had it taken me so long to remember? 


  Something told me I’d never forget it again.


  And Nigorikawa-kun…


  He was the super suave, super attractive love interest in a popular shojo manga—Your Color’s Octave—wasn’t he? 


  Maybe I’d been giving Icchi too much credit, comparing him to some perfect Casanova who’d cracked the code and knew exactly how to make girls swoon, all while having nothing but the purest of intentions. In reality, Icchi was just one guy. A random dude named Ichikawa Kyotaro.


  He wasn’t a manga protagonist. He hadn’t come from some fantasy world where he’d conquered entire kingdoms despite starting out as a Level 1 Slime, nor was he the hapless but earnest lead of a slice-of-life rom-com that’d win an award for Best Teenage Love Story of the Year. He was just an ordinary, run-of-the-mill junior high student, living in the real world like the rest of us.


  Which meant, yeah, he probably had sexual fantasies about the girl he liked, just like any other boy going through puberty. He probably got flustered around other girls from time to time too.


  And, uh, y’know…jerks off to them. As ya do, when you’re a teenage boy! He isn’t all innocent, that’s for sure, I thought.


  But people, and relationships, for that matter, were never that simple. Things like that were never purely black and white. Like, no duh, right? It was such an obvious fact of life. How had I not realized it sooner?


  I remembered what Icchi had said in the nurse’s office prior to summer break:


  “I met up with some friends of mine from elementary school… The same guys who’d gotten into private school and left me behind. Thanks to that, I’d always had an inferiority complex about them. Told myself they probably looked down on me for being in public school.


  “But when I actually saw them again, I forgot all about that.


  “Turns out the only one looking down on me was myself.”


  Maybe I was the same way—looking up to this ideal, saintlike version of him I’d constructed in my head, while quietly looking down on myself.


  When in reality, Icchi wasn’t so pure, and I wasn’t so…


  “Honestly, I feel like you gotta be a little shallow sometimes to be genuine,” I mumbled to myself as I put my phone away. “As weird as that might sound.”


  Icchi had sent me some other long reply about how we really needed to nail down our itinerary. For now, I was leaving him on read.


  “Thanks, Adachi,” I said.


  “Wh-whaddya mean? I didn’t do anything…” he said, bashfully scratching his nose and averting his gaze. “Aw, man… Why’s it gotta be so hot out? Almost makes me wanna go down to the beach for a swim…”


  “Oh, hey, you know, Icchi and Anna and I were planning to—”


  “Sho!” a voice shouted, interrupting me before I could finish that thought. I turned around to see that it was none other than Adachi’s mother.


  I’d seen her a few times before, like on White Day and during the sports festival. She still had the same bleach-blonde hair and heavy makeup she’d had back then, making her look like a stereotypical gyaru. Her cleavage was on full display as well.


  “Ack! Mom?!” Adachi yelped.


  “There you are,” his mother said. “Why in the world did you run off all by yourself? I told you I’d be coming with you, didn’t I?”


  “I-it’s fine, Mom! I can handle a written apology by myself!”


  “Oh, no you don’t! I’ve got to apologize to your teachers too, after that stunt you pulled on your class trip. I swear… You’d better start shaping up, young man. You’re almost in high school, for heaven’s sake!”


  “Hey, c-cut it out! C’mon, Mom…” Panicking, he glanced over at me, clearly uncomfortable.


  Aha, I see what’s going on here now.


  Come to think of it, I did remember him and Kanzaki being forced to sit on their heels in the hallway as a punishment at one point during our class trip. It surprised me that they were making him submit a written apology after all this time, though.


  Guess you don’t get off as easily in real life as you might in a gag manga.


  Which made sense—we were living in the Reiwa era now, after all. You couldn’t get away with offensive jokes and harassment the way you used to. I knew Kanzaki had done something pretty bad, but just what had Adachi done to end up in this situation?


  “Oh, Moeko-chan!” his mother said, her tone suddenly turning chipper.


  “Hi there,” I said.


  “Wait a minute. What’s she doing here with you? Whoa, whoa, whoa, Moeko-chan, did you two have plans together?”


  “No, we just bumped into each other by coincidence. That’s all.”


  “You know, Sho talks about you all the time at home nowadays. Oh, and you wouldn’t believe how giddy he was about that chocolate you gave him on Valentine’s Day, let me tell you. Had to practically drag him by the ears to convince him to get you something in return for White Day, but once we were out shopping, he actually took the initiative and said, ‘You know, I feel like Sekine would really like these’—”


  “O-okay, that’s enough, Mom!” Adachi shouted. “Let’s just go already!”


  He waved me a quick goodbye, then scurried off, dragging his mom toward the school as quickly as he could. Clearly, he was less than thrilled about her showing up to interrupt us.


  Alone on the street again, I let out a deep, heavy sigh.


  “He sure has a pretty mom, doesn’t he?”


  And so assertive. It was funny; she had the looks of a hot young gyaru but the overbearing demeanor of the aunt you never wanted to see at family gatherings.


  Thanks to her, I missed the chance to invite Adachi to our study camp…


  “Hmm?”


  Wait, what? Huh? Hold up.


  What was I trying to do just now?


  Had I just…tried to invite Adachi to the beach with us? Thereby including him in our summer study camp?


  Why, though? There was no way that would fly! We’d already decided who was going. Not that we couldn’t fit one more person…but I didn’t have the authority to make that call without asking the others for permission first!


  Wait, no. I know what I was thinking. 


  Most likely, I’d been subconsciously feeling bad for Icchi as the only boy on the trip. Figured he might appreciate having another dude around. That was it. No need to think too hard about it.


  Yeah… That’s gotta be all it was.


  “Man, it’s hot…”


  It was only then that I realized I’d been standing in direct sunlight this whole time.


  Enough of this. I need to stop giving myself the fourth degree and get to school.


  I hadn’t come to any major resolutions yet, and I still had a lot of insecurities to sort through. Heck, I didn’t even know how this study camp was going to go.


  But for whatever reason, in this moment, my heart felt a little bit lighter than it had earlier today. Thanks to a certain someone, I was feeling a lot better about my shallow, “impure” self than I had fifteen minutes ago.


  I took a deep breath and started walking down the street.


  I needed to accept that I was never going to be anybody but me: the one and only Sekine Moeko.


  Today, I was taking that first step forward.
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  IT WAS SUMMER VACATION, MY LAST YEAR OF junior high. My friends and I had decided to plan a study camp. The gender ratio? Four girls, one guy. On top of that, one of the girls was my girlfriend. The other three were her friends.


  We would be staying at a vacation house by the sea, with plans to hit the beach in our swimsuits, naturally.


  The house itself had been lent to us by a super-famous model, and some of my older sister’s friends from college were coming to help tutor us.


  Hrm…


  Laying it out like this, I couldn’t help but feel like I was describing an over-the-top harem manga. How did a guy like me wind up in a situation that most men would kill for? A multi-night sleepover getaway with my girlfriend and all her best friends to boot? Even the most popular playboys sleeping around in university couldn’t dream of something like this.


  I had no clue what I’d done to deserve it…but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. I just needed to focus on having a good time and try not to overthink it.


  Besides, it was supposed to be a study vacation, first and foremost.


  Those were my thoughts as I tried to manage my expectations and started packing everything I wanted to bring.


  That was when I stumbled on something.


  “Oh, hey.”


  I unearthed a veritable mountain of cards deep within one of my drawers. There had to be at least a few hundred of them, all crammed into an old cookie box.


  “Man, talk about a blast from the past…”


  It was a trading card game I’d been obsessed with back in elementary school. Kinoshita and Takano and I used to play it together all the time. I bought so many packs back then, it was ridiculous. But by sixth grade, once entrance exams started looming, I kinda fell off.


  It was called Chaos Legends—a collab between a major toy company and a popular manga magazine. Now a full-blown mixed-media franchise, it had a manga, an anime, and a few mobile games. The card game itself was still pretty popular too. You’d even see news stories from time to time about scalpers buying up the latest packs to resell them.


  “Guessing these cards aren’t viable in the current meta,” I muttered.


  Trading card games tended to evolve over time, and the popular strategies changed whenever a new expansion dropped. You could have the most OP deck imaginable one week, then have it rendered worthless the next. There was no way I could compete with cards that were more than three years old.


  “Ah…”


  As I looked down at the pile, my eyes landed on a single card.


  “Harvest Goddess Annarose,” I said.


  It was a unit card meant for battle. Its special effect: Each time this card attacks, select five cards from either your or your opponent’s graveyard and return them to their owner’s deck.


  I had some vivid memories associated with this card.


  Back in fifth grade, my friends and I had just bought some fresh packs and couldn’t wait to open them, so we’d swung by a nearby park on the way home to play. Out of nowhere, some boys from another school came up and tried to pick a fight with us. Then a group of girls from their school happened to walk by, which caused the boys to lose their nerve just long enough for us to escape.


  On the way home, Takano had given me one of the rare cards he’d just pulled. As I was ogling it, we crossed paths with the same group of girls who’d bailed us out of our sticky situation. I was too transfixed by the rare card to notice until they’d already passed, but I distinctly remembered one of them. For a girl our age, she was surprisingly tall. At least two heads taller than the others she was with.


  I knew that, unlike boys, girls tended to hit their first big growth spurt in elementary school; there were a few in my class who were already much taller than us guys. But this was the first time I’d seen a girl my age who was that much bigger than me. For whatever reason, it left a weirdly distinct impression. So now, whenever I looked at this card, I couldn’t help but remember her—that mysterious giantess I’d crossed paths with that day.


  I gazed down at the card again.


  Its holographic front face featured an illustration of a goddess with long black hair, dressed in a pure white robe and holding a divinely ornamented staff. She also had an entire donut hanging precariously out of her mouth. It was quite the jarring juxtaposition for a supposedly “holy” character. The idea was that she was a real glutton or something. I didn’t know her whole backstory, but she was probably a comic relief character in the anime.


  Technically, though it was classified as a “rare” card, it wasn’t all that rare. Its graveyard restoration effect only worked against opponents whose main strategy was to win by exhausting your deck, making you run out of cards to draw. If I remembered right, it wasn’t that hard to come by, so it didn’t command a particularly high price among collectors. That was three years ago, anyway—chances were its value had dropped even more since.


  Curious, I pulled out my phone and did a quick internet search.


  Yes, I realized I was getting distracted from my trip preparations. However, once I finished looking it up, I’d get right back to packing.


  That train of thought went right out the window in the next instant.


  “What?!” I yelped as I gazed down at the card value database I’d opened on my phone. The current value for a mint-condition Harvest Goddess Annarose was—


  “A h-hundred thousand yen?!”


  It seemed the game meta had shifted quite a bit in the time I was away. With the release of a new expansion called “Tumbling Slipstream of Destiny” just three months ago, the old style of graveyard-control decks that had dominated for a brief period suddenly became viable again. As a result, Harvest Goddess Annarose was now one of the most sought-after cards, since its effect was one of the few reliable ways to return discarded cards to the deck.


  It was something you saw often in games like this: A card that had no decent strategies when it came out suddenly became vital a few years later due to gameplay changes.


  From what I was reading, Harvest Goddess Annarose was now in just about every top-tier deck, despite coming out three whole years ago and never being reprinted. Obviously, since there were a limited number of them in circulation, the price had skyrocketed.


  But man… A hundred thousand yen? That’s crazy.


  Sure, there were plenty of cards worth even more if you scrolled to the top of the rankings, but to a junior high kid like me, that was a wild amount of money. To think I’d had a card like that just sitting in my desk drawer, gathering dust. It was like I’d won a lottery I didn’t even buy a ticket for.


  “Dang.”


   


  The next day, I packed all my cards into my backpack and headed to my local card shop. The plan was to get a proper quote for Harvest Goddess Annarose, as well as an appraisal for the rest of my collection.


  When I rediscovered them yesterday, I’d felt a flicker of temptation to get back into the game…but I had entrance exams coming up this year. I couldn’t afford to waste my spare time playing card games like a little kid anymore. So, I figured the best move was to sell off most of the cards before I risked getting hooked again. I’d sell the ones that were worth anything and only keep those that had no value whatsoever.


  To be clear, I was doing this for the sake of my academic future—not because I’d been drawn in by the allure of that hefty price tag I saw last night. Perish the thought!


  That said, I couldn’t actually sell them without a parent or guardian present, since I was still a minor. Today was just for quotes.


  In retrospect, I regretted not asking my mom or older sister to come with me. It was a little nerve-racking walking down the street with over a hundred thousand yen’s worth of trading cards in my backpack. No junior high schooler should be lugging that kind of fortune around solo. What would I do if some local thugs jumped out and gave me the shakedown? Or worse, what if a rare card hunter straight out of the manga challenged me to a duel for all the marbles?!


  N-no, I need to calm down!


  I would be just fine. Especially since I was wearing my backpack on my stomach and gripping it like my life depended on it.


  Wait. On second thought, does that make me look even more like I’m carrying something valuable?


  Trying and failing not to act suspicious, I shuffled my way down the street to my destination. On the way, I passed by a small neighborhood park.


  Heh. That takes me back.


  It was the same park where we’d run into trouble the day I first came into possession of my Annarose. The same place I encountered that weirdly tall girl.


  Suddenly, I had a thought.


  Did I really want to sell a card tied to such a specific memory?


  Could you really put a price on that?


  Meh. It’s probably fine.


  It wasn’t like it was a particularly fond memory. Just a random-but-memorable encounter with a girl twice my size. It wasn’t like I’d be insulting her legacy by selling it. I was just some guy she’d never even met.


  More importantly, I had a girlfriend now.


  Something told me I shouldn’t be holding onto a memento that reminded me of a girl from a different period of my life. Even if the card was innocuous, parting ways with it felt like the gentlemanly thing to do. Like getting rid of things that reminded you of your ex once you were in a new, healthy relationship.


  Yeah, exactly! I’ve got the best girlfriend in the—


  “Kyotaro?”


  “Mmfgh?!”


  My heart throbbed in my chest at the sound of my name being called—three sweet syllables spoken by a familiar voice, but in a way I wasn’t used to hearing yet.


  “I knew it! It is you! Wow, what a coincidence.”


  I turned to look at the tall girl standing behind me, her face lit up.


  Silky black hair. Big doe eyes. Curvy, well proportioned like a fashion model—because she was one.


  This was Yamada Anna. My actual girlfriend.


  “Yamada… Wh-what are you doing here?” I asked.


  “I just stepped out to buy some donuts,” she replied, holding up a cardboard box with the logo of a major donut chain on it. “They just released a new flavor!”


  Oh, right… Her apartment building is around here, isn’t it?


  “What about you?” she asked. “Wait… D-don’t tell me you came to see me!”


  “N-no! Nothing like that…” I said, flustered. I explained to her that I had just happened to pass by.


  “Oh,” she responded, sounding mildly crestfallen.


  Crap. I should’ve lied and said I missed her and just wanted to swing by her place so that I could see her face… Actually, maybe that would’ve been creepy.


  “Why’re you wearing your bag like that?” She gazed down at my front-mounted backpack curiously.


  “N-no reason,” I choked out. “I always wear it like this. It’s just, uh, more stylish.”


  “Somehow, I doubt that. It looks more to me like there’s something fragile in there you’re trying to protect.”


  She’d seen right through my fishy behavior.


  Awesome. This sucks…


  At this rate, she was going to make me unzip my backpack and show her all the cringe-ass cards I had inside. How was I supposed to explain that I was spending my precious summer vacation going to a card shop without sounding like the biggest loser in the world?!


  Not that I had anything against TCG fans, mind you. But I was pretty sure it was one of those hobbies that girls found way lamer than boys did. Somehow, I doubted there were many girls who wanted a pro card-game player for a boyfriend.


  Plus, I was supposed to be gearing up for entrance exams. I didn’t want her to think I was focusing on the wrong things and prioritizing a stupid card game over my studies. Panicking, I tried to hide my backpack from view.


  “W-wait, don’t tell me,” she said slowly. “You’ve got pervy stuff in there, don’t you?”


  “Wuh?!” I blubbered.


  “If that’s what this is about, then…s-sorry. I’ll pretend I didn’t see anything.”


  “Okay, don’t jump to conclusions, please!”


  Great, now she thinks I’m some sort of porn smuggler! And to top it off, she’s acting all understanding—like she knows it’s some “biological urge us boys just can’t control.”


  Having no other option, I opened my backpack to reveal its contents.


  “I was just, um, on my way to a little card shop down the road,” I confessed.


  “Hang on…” she said, gazing down at the huge collection in my backpack. “Are these…Chaos Legends cards?”


  “Huh? W-wait, you recognize them?”


  “Sure I do! They’re pretty famous, aren’t they? All the boys used to play with them back in elementary school. Oh, and my dad was pretty into them for a while. I remember him framing some bonus promotional card that was really rare and putting it up on the shelf in his room.”


  I was a little taken aback, but it made sense that her father might’ve been into a popular card game like this, given that he was an avid gamer—especially since it’d already had a whole slew of mobile games that had come and gone.


  “Wow, I didn’t know you also played it, Kyotaro,” Yamada said. “Wait, but if you’re going to the card shop, does that mean there’s a tournament today?”


  “Nah, I’m just trying to get them appraised.”


  “Oh, dang. Was gonna say, if you were playing in a tournament, I’d totally go with you to cheer you on.”


  Her expression was the most heartfelt thing I’d ever seen, and there wasn’t a hint of facetiousness in her voice.


  Man… What the heck is my problem?


  I felt so embarrassed for ever thinking she might make fun of me for being into card games. I already knew she wasn’t that sort of person.


  This was always what happened. I had this super self-conscious persecution complex that made me so quick to assume people were going to judge me or think I was cringe for something harmless. But it was never them. It was always just my own internalized fears and biases talking.


  I really needed to stop being my own worst enemy; it wasn’t healthy to assume the worst all the time. I knew Yamada a lot better than that at this point, and I’d come a long way in learning to accept myself.


  She asked if she could see the cards, so we walked into the nearby park and took a seat on one of the benches while I pulled them out.


  Wow, the universe really does have a weird sense of irony.


  It was the same bench I’d sat on back in fifth grade, watching Kinoshita and Takano battle it out. Today, it was me and Yamada, with the cards spread out between us.


  “W-wait, a hundred thousand yen?!” she exclaimed, eyes wide. “For this one card? That’s crazy.”


  “Yeah, I couldn’t believe it either,” I said.


  Maybe it wasn’t a massive sum to someone like her, who was already doing acting and modeling gigs. Then again, she’d said her mom managed all her income, so maybe her financial sense wasn’t that different from mine after all.


  She stared down at the hundred-thousand-yen card, totally locked in—so much so she seemed to forget about the half-eaten donut hanging out of her mouth, a sprinkle of tiny crumbs raining down onto the card.


  “Ah! Oh no! Your expensive card…!” She leaned down and frantically tried to blow the crumbs away.


  “It’s okay. It’s in a protective sleeve anyway.”


  Honestly, you blowing on it might even increase the value, I caught myself thinking for a split second, then hurriedly buried that thought in the deepest recesses of my mind. It was far too creepy a sentiment to voice.


  “That card kinda reminds me of you, come to think of it,” I said.


  “Really? You think so?”


  Harvest Goddess Annarose: a beautiful woman with long black hair and a divine aura around her, but still gluttonous enough to be pigging out on donuts mid-battle. Even before she became viable in the current meta, she’d garnered plenty of fans based on her design alone.


  “Yeah, you’ve got a similar hairstyle. Plus, you’re literally munching on a donut right now,” I pointed out.


  Even as I said this, she was already reaching for her next donut. 


  Dang, she’s gonna have another one? I figured she’d bought the half dozen to bring home to her family, but it looked like she was planning to solo the whole box. 


  How very like her, I thought as I took a bite of the one donut she’d offered me. Oh yeah, that’s good.


  “Oh, hey!” she said. “Now that you mention it, doesn’t this other one kinda look like you, Kyotaro?”


  She pointed to a different card—Kyogh, the Reclusive Hermit.


  It depicted a hooded character of unspecified age and gender, with a single sunken eye peeking out from behind long bangs. It had a very…ominous, shadowy aura about it.


  Hrm…


  I usually liked dark characters like this, but I wasn’t exactly thrilled to be compared to this sort of card. 


  I mean, “the Reclusive Hermit”? Isn’t that a little redundant?


  I felt a headache coming on.


  Was there such a thing as a hermit who wasn’t reclusive? For a game made in Japan, it almost felt like someone overseas had come up with the name and ham-fistedly it translated into Japanese. I couldn’t tell if it was intentional or just a weird choice that bordered on ungrammatical.
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  “All right, Kyotaro,” Yamada said, rising to her feet after finishing her donuts.


  Wait. She polished off the entire box already? When? I mean, I know she gave me one, but how the hell did she inhale the rest so fast?


  “I challenge you to a duel!” she declared.


  “Wait, huh?”


  “I mean, we’re here now, so we might as well play a match, right? I know all the rules. I used to play it with my dad sometimes.”


  “Oh really, now?” I hadn’t expected this, but it definitely stirred something inside of me—that card-game itch I hadn’t felt since fifth grade. “You’re on. Should be fun to play against a complete noob.”


  I snickered to myself as I grabbed my preferred deck. “Let me show you what a real master can do. I’ll have you know that I once beat the top-ranking player at the card shop down the road… Well, not him, but his little brother. W-well, not me, but my friend Takano. But I could win, like, seven out of ten matches against my other friend Kinoshita, who could win two out of three matches against Takano…so it’s basically like I beat him myself!”


  I’d guessed something like this might happen, so I’d separated my cards into a few different decks last night. It was a typical card gamer thing to do; anytime you happened upon a bunch of cards while spring cleaning or packing, instincts kicked in and you couldn’t resist the urge to try to start building.


  “All right, then, uhhh… Rock paper scissors!” said Yamada.


  “Shoot,” I said.


  “Oh, hey, I win! I’ll go first, then!”


  “Fine by me.”


  If this were an anime, one of us probably would’ve just taken the initiative and thrown down the first card dramatically for the sake of pacing. But since this was real life, obviously we had to play rock paper scissors to decide who went first.


  Once we laid out the playing field on the map, the battle began.


  “Uh, let’s see…” Yamada mused. “Okay, this one looks pretty strong. I choose you!”


  “You can’t play that yet,” I said. “You can’t afford it. You’ve gotta spend the early part of the match building up SP, remember?”


  “Wh-what’s SP?”


  “Soul Points. You get one at the start of every turn, so you can only summon units that cost 1 SP on your first turn. Not that there aren’t exceptions, but that’s the basic gist.”


  “Oh. Uhh, okay…”


  “I thought you said you knew the rules?”


  “Y-yeah, I do! I just forgot that part for a second! All I need to do to win is lower your Life Cards to zero, right?!”


  “I mean, you’re not wrong…”


  It turned out that Yamada didn’t have any 1-SP cards in her hand, so she just gathered her one Soul Point and ended her turn.


  “Now it’s my turn to draw,” I said.


  Grabbing the top card of my deck between my middle and forefinger, I sliced my arm to the side like I was cutting through the air itself. This was a very important technique—for aura farming, obviously. I was glad to see my drawing skills hadn’t gotten rusty in the few years I’d been away from the game.


  Hrm… I see. With the card I just drew, and the rest of the cards in my hand…


  Holy crap. This is incredible. I’ve got everything I need, right out the gate!


  My pulse racing, I threw my first card down onto the playing field.


  “For my first move…I summon the Great Dragon God Galvagadros!”


  “What? You can’t do that! He costs 8 SP!”


  “Under normal circumstances, yes. But by discarding my entire hand to the graveyard, I can activate his special summon effect and reduce the cost to 0 SP! What’s more, I can activate the effect of the Graverobber’s Casket card I had in my hand, which lets me negate any effects that would force me to send this card directly from my hand to the graveyard by tossing the top five cards of my deck instead!”


  Yamada was speechless.


  “In that same instant, I activate the discard effect of Gohma Galm, Corpse Dragon of Ruin, which allows me to special-summon one dragon-type card from the graveyard directly to the field. That activates Galvagadros’s other effect—every time a dragon is special-summoned onto the field, I can destroy one of my opponent’s Life Cards in exchange for two of mine!”


  “Uh…” Yamada said.


  “Wait, wait, wait. My turn’s not over yet!”


  She stared at me in disbelief.


  “Now comes the real fun part! Thanks to the ‘Ticket to Hades’ effect on this Life Card, I can send three cards from my deck straight to the graveyard. This allows me to activate Gohma Galm’s discard effect again, special-summoning another dragon card, which reactivates Galvagadros’s special effect, letting me trade two of my Life Cards to destroy another one of yours!”


  Yamada didn’t say a word.


  “Thanks to the special effect of Thunderpeal Dragonrider, which I just special-summoned, all my dragon-type units gain the ‘Swallow Counter’ ability, which renders them immune to any special effects from any of my opponent’s cards as long as I have less Life Cards than them. Which I already do, thanks to sacrificing my own cards to Galvagadros!”


  Not a single word.


  “Okay, Battle Phase begin! Using the effect of Dragon Ashes in my graveyard, all my dragon-type units gain ‘Godspeed,’ which allows them to attack instantly and simultaneously. Thanks to ‘Swallow Counter,’ there’s nothing you could do to stop it, even if you did have a way of countering it!”


  She didn’t even blink.


  “Finally, I attack one more time with Galvagadros, ­using God-Decimating Ultra Flare, thereby reducing your Life Cards to zero. Which means I win! Huff…huff…huff…!”


  I did it, I beat her! And in a single turn, no less—even though she went first!


  I felt like a total badass.


  Sure, I’d designed the deck myself, but I hadn’t expected it to work this well. It was a super unrealistic graveyard control deck I’d thrown together as a hypothetical strategy last night—one that would fall apart if I got unlucky with my draws. And yet, I’d pulled it off with my opening hand!


  I couldn’t believe I’d made such a far-fetched strategy work on the first try. Granted, I used a few cards that were now banned in official tournaments, so I couldn’t have done this in a real match. Regardless, it still felt awesome to absolutely obliterate my opponent before they even had a chance to react.


  I sat there for a few solid seconds, basking in the afterglow of a satisfying one-turn kill—until I noticed Yamada’s face.


  It was completely blank. Empty. An expressionless void that had long since transcended anger or disgust. Like she’d lost all capacity for any emotion whatsoever.


  It’d been a long, long time since I’d last seen Yamada look at me with such a cold, unfeeling stare. It reminded me of how she used to glance at me before we started talking. It was the look she wore whenever she noticed me or some other guy staring at her—only this felt worse.
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  It didn’t even feel cold. It just felt like nothing at all.


  “You mean it’s over?” she finally asked.


  “Y-yeah?” I replied.


  “I lost?”


  “Yeah.”


  “But I didn’t even do anything.”


  “Yeah…”


  Gah! Wh-what the hell was I thinking?!


  Why would I ever try to pull off a one-turn kill on a rookie like her? She was my girlfriend! She’d gone out of her way to give one of my interests a chance!


  I guess I’d just drawn such a good hand, I couldn’t help myself. But I’d gotten so carried away, I basically made her sit there and watch me play a round of solitaire!


  This was bad. A tsunami of guilt washed over me. She’d been trying to give one of my hobbies a shot, and I’d responded in the worst way imaginable.


  “That wasn’t fun at all,” she said.


  “S-sorry…” I stammered. “I know…”


  “Which means…we’ll just have to play another round!”


  Hearing this, I slowly lifted my head from the mire of shame. Her face was no longer expressionless—it now bore a gentle smile, tinged with just the slightest hint of condescension.


  “You’re not mad?” I said.


  “No, I’m not,” she said. “Although I will say, that was a very you thing to do.”


  “Urgh…”


  That one quip alone was a humiliating blow to my self-esteem. Did I really seem like the type of guy who’d unwittingly wipe the floor with his girlfriend in a game she was a complete beginner at? 


  Yikes.


  “Well, you’ve certainly made it clear just how good you are at this,” she began. Then she leaned in close and whispered teasingly: “Now let me have a little fun this time, okay? You’re supposed to be my boyfriend, after all.”


  I swallowed hard. There was nothing I could say; I just had to keep my mouth shut and go along.


  Ever since we’d started dating, the number of times she got way too close and made me lose my cool had increased exponentially. It was a strategy far more effective than any one-turn kill deck could ever be.


  This next battle, I intended to play with her for real. Not aiming to win—but to actually enjoy ourselves.


  I dismantled our decks, gathered them together with all my extra cards, and gave them a shuffle. Then, I dealt out forty cards to each of us to form new, totally random decks. Neither player knew what they were going to get.


  This was going to be a fun match. I’d make sure of it.


   


  ***


   


  “Okay, so it’s my turn. I’ll draw. Oh, but first, I’ll ­reactivate all the SP chips I used last round, and then I’ll pay five SP to summon Screamin’ Demon. Am I doing this right so far?”


  “Yeah, you are.”


  “Then I’ll use my Mimi the Desert Mermaid to attack you, which will destroy one of your Life Cards… Right?”


  “Right.”


  “Cool. I think that’s it for me, then. Your turn.”


  Yamada was doing her best to hold her own (with a little advice from me, whenever necessary). This was good—much better than last time. Playing for fun like this against my girlfriend was way more enjoyable. I was living the otaku dream.


  “Okay, my turn,” I said. “First, I’ll draw. Heh, looks like the card gods are smiling on me yet again.”


  Nonetheless, every time I drew a really good card, I couldn’t help but say corny stuff like this as if it made me look cool. It was a real problem.


  “I summon Harvest Goddess Annarose.”


  “Oh, hey! That’s a hundred thousand yen right there!”


  Don’t reduce her to her price tag, you heathen!


  I really had built our decks completely at random this time, so I couldn’t help but smile when the rarest card I owned still found its way into my pile.


  “Urgh… But it’s me she looks like,” Yamada said. “I feel so betrayed.”


  “How is that a betrayal?” I asked.


  “Well, I’m still not gonna lose! Watch this. I summon…Kyotaro!”


  She threw down Kyogh, the Reclusive Hermit onto the playing field. The same card she said looked just like me.


  My turn still wasn’t over, but whatever. We were just playing for fun.


  “This card… It’s strong against divine-type units, right?” she asked.


  “Right,” I said. “He has the ‘Godslayer’ ability, which means he does twice as much damage against any card with God or Goddess in the name. His base stats aren’t very good, but against the right opponent, he can be a real powerhouse. He’s the perfect match for a card like Annarose.”


  “Wow, so his attack power only increases when he’s with me… Just like you.”


  “Hm?”


  “Nothing! Anyway, looks like I have the advantage now.” Yamada puffed out her chest, awfully proud of herself.


  “Heh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said. “Especially after I activate this spell card. Go, Internment Box!”


  “Whaaa?!”


  “It removes each player’s strongest unit from the field, and places them in solitary confinement for three turns.”


  I grabbed both Annarose and Kyogh, then stacked them on top of one another off to the side of the playing field.


  “Oh gosh… Kyotaro, he’s…he’s right underneath me!”


  She looked outright scandalized. I didn’t respond to this.


  “Me and Kyotaro, on top of each other… Trapped together in an enclosed space where no one else can get in, and we can’t get out…”


  I blinked at her a couple of times.


  Why is she making it sound like that?


  That’s technically what’s going on in the context of the game, sure… But now she’s got me imagining one of those lewd locked-room doujins where they can’t get out until they do you-know-what! Just what are our other selves going to be doing in there over these next three turns?


  “Mmngh… A-anyway!” I said, shifting gears. “This evens the playing field.”


  “Grrr. Fine, my turn to draw,” Yamada said. “Oh, hey, what’s this? That’s neat…”


  She proceeded to play the card she’d just drawn immediately.


  “I activate ‘Always Respect Your Opponent’! It says: ‘Offer your opponent a handshake. If they accept, draw two cards. If they refuse, draw ten!’”


  “Huh?!” A handshake? What the hell?


  “Wow, I’m surprised there are cards like this,” Yamada said, nodding in admiration. “This game’s got more layers to it than I thought!”


  Oh yeah. Now I remember.


  Always Respect Your Opponent was a joke card, basically. A gag by the game’s developers, originally included as a bonus with one issue of a children’s manga magazine. There were other silly cards like it—ones that required you to strike a pose, give your opponent a pop quiz, stuff like that. None of them were legal in official tournaments. Normally, I wouldn’t have mixed a joke card like that into even a casual deck, but since I’d just shuffled all my cards together at random, it’d somehow snuck its way in.


  “What’ll it be, pal?” Yamada asked.


  “I-I’ll do the shake,” I said.


  I didn’t want to let her draw ten cards, so I took her outstretched hand and gripped it tight. It was slightly larger than my own and much warmer. I’d touched it plenty of times before, but being forced to do so as a part of a card game definitely felt different.


  “So, um… How long do we have to shake for?” she said.


  “W-we can probably stop anytime now…”


  We released each other’s hands, a slight awkwardness lingering in the air.


  “Okay, guess I get to draw two cards then,” she said. “Oh, hey! Looks like I got another silly one.”


  Again?!


  “I activate ‘Cutie Appeal’!” she declared. “It says: ‘Beg your opponent to let you draw in your cutest pleading voice. If they admit it was cute, draw five cards. If they don’t, draw two.’”


  Hey, enough with the joke cards, already. Only little kids find those things amusing! Adults play this game, you know!


  “Here I go,” said Yamada.


  “O-okay…”


  “No lying, now. If it’s cute, you have to admit it!”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  Calm down… Calm down, Kyotaro.


  The card’s effectiveness was ultimately up to me. No matter how cute Yamada might be, I could still shut her down by simply not admitting she was cute. Time to harden my heart and be ruthlessly exacting. There was no way I was going to let her win me over with just her usual, everyday cuteness.


  “Kyotaro…” she said gently. “Could I draw, pretty please?”


  “Okay, you’ve won me over!”


  Crap. I folded instantly.


  But I mean, really…could you blame me? How could I not? That was just undeniably cute. Simple as that. I couldn’t possibly deny it, even as a lie. It was a cuteness overload!


  “Wh-whoa, that was fast,” she said.


  “I just tell it like it is!”


  Another awkward silence fell as she drew five more cards.


  Damn… Five whole cards, just for that? These joke cards are OP as hell.


  “Oh, dang…” Yamada stared intently at the card she’d just drawn, looking mildly shaken. “K-kinda surprised there’s a card like this. Aw, man. Do I use it? Is that even allowed? I guess if I’m serious about winning, I shouldn’t hesitate to use all the tools available to me, but gosh…”


  After some slight hesitation, Yamada placed her next card on the field.


  “Here goes. ‘Warm Embrace,’ activate!”


  “Hngh?!”


  “It says: ‘Hold your opponent in a warm, tender embrace. If your feelings reach one another, then from this day forth, consider yourselves the best of friends, and draw one card each!’”


  Where are all these joke cards coming from?!


  Was the designer drunk when he wrote that description? The illustration showed two smelly-looking old men hugging each other—clearly they’d been envisioning this as a silly prank for guy friends to play on one another. They probably hadn’t even considered the possibility that someone might play this game with a girl.


  “W-well, shoot. Guess we’ll just have to do it, if I wanna win,” Yamada said. “Really could use another card right about now.”


  Liar, I grumbled internally. You’ve drawn a ton this turn thanks to those damn joke cards. You’ve got more than enough in your hand to work with.


  “What do you say?” she asked. She stood up, placed her cards on the bench, and looked down at me with wide-open arms.


  Her body language suggested she was waiting for a hug. Her expression said that she was dead serious. I could read a hint of hopefulness in her eyes beneath the veil of bashfulness. When she looked at me like that…I knew there was only one option.


  “Yeah, I could probably use another card myself.” I summoned my nerve as I rose to my feet. If she was brave enough to do this, then I’d just have to man up and find the courage too.


  In truth, when it came to cards that asked players to do things like shake hands and whatnot, the rules allowed you to bypass the action and still reap the benefits if both players agreed to the conditions stated on the card. Technically, I didn’t need to hug her to draw a card.


  But I’d have to have been an utterly tactless moron to point that out now.


  Yamada took a single step toward me.


  “A-are you sure you wanna do this here, though?” I asked.


  “I’m sure it’s fine,” she said. “Not many people out in this area.”


  “Well, if you say so.”


  “Mhm.”


  We each took a step closer, wrapped our arms around each other’s backs, and squeezed tight.


  It wasn’t the first time I’d hugged her, but I still wasn’t used to the feeling. Every time I felt her warmth this close—even through her clothes—it made my heart race like it was gonna burst out of my chest.


  Her sugary scent tickled my nose. 


  Wait, no. That’s just the donuts she was eating, right? There must have been some crumbs on her dress or something. That’s Yamada for you.


  “You think this is good enough for a ‘warm embrace’?” she asked, her voice a soft, sweet whisper in my ear.


  I could almost feel my muscles growing numb, my knees turning to putty.


  “Y-yeah, I’d say this qualifies,” I said.
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  “How long do we have to stay like this, do you think?”


  “U-until our feelings reach one another, I guess. That’s what the card said.”


  “Until our feelings reach one another…” she repeated, letting the words sink in. “How long do you think that might take?”


  “Beats me.”


  I knew it was just a joke card, but if people could actually emotionally connect and understand each other that easily, there’d probably be a lot less war and suffering in the world. Even Yamada and I were still in the early stages of getting to know each other, doing it bit by bit.


  Sure, we’d started going out…but that didn’t mean we fully understood one another and could connect on the deepest of levels. If I had to guess, there were probably more people out there in the world who’d dated, or hugged, or even…k-kissed someone they didn’t emotionally connect with than people who actually had.


  Even so…


  “I can’t really say how long it might take,” I began. “But I definitely want that level of mutual understanding.”


  “Yeah. Me too,” said Yamada. Then, all of a sudden: “Okay, I think that’s enough!” She quickly let go and returned to her seat.


  “Wait. Does that mean our feelings reached each other?” I asked.


  “Mhm. Or at least, I feel like having the desire to connect like that still kinda counts, in and of itself.” She smiled at me playfully.


  Just seeing that look on her face made me feel like the most blessed guy on the planet. As soon as she glanced away, I frantically reached down and readjusted my crotch so that a particular part of me wasn’t sticking out quite so obviously. 


  Ugh, dammit… 


  I really hoped I could train myself to not have a physiological reaction every single time she touched me romantically.


   


  ***


   


  Our match finished, the two of us left the park together. 


  “Whew! That was a lot of fun. We should do that again sometime!” Yamada said.


  “Maybe if we leave the joke cards out of it, yeah,” I said.


  “What? But it was so fun that way!”


  I pursed my lips in dissatisfaction.


  “Oh, wait… But you said you were gonna sell all your cards, didn’t you?” she asked.


  “Still kinda thinking about it…”


  I’d been planning to, but after they gave me the chance to play a fun round with Yamada like this, I was starting to think I wanted to keep them after all. Although…a hundred thousand yen was still pretty tempting.


  “Hey!”


  Right as we were walking down the sidewalk beside the park, Yamada suddenly let out a little gasp and stopped. She turned to look back into the park—right at the back of the bench where we’d been sitting moments ago.


  “What’s up?” I asked.


  “Sorry, it’s nothing. I just had a flashback,” she said. “There was this time—I think I was in fifth grade—when my friends and I were walking down the street past this park and saw some boys playing Chaos Legends right there on that same bench.”


  “Huh.”


  “Then they left and walked past us down the street a little while after that. I remember one of the boys, who was a little bit shorter, getting gifted a card from one of the others he was with.”


  “Wait, what?”


  “For some reason, I have this vivid memory of that moment. I wonder why?”


  I was speechless.


  Wait. Wait, wait, wait. Could she be talking about—


  “D-do you remember anything else about him?” I asked.


  “Huh?” Yamada said.


  “That boy who got gifted the card, I mean. What was he like?”


  “Huh? Um, lemme think…” She scratched her head, like she was really struggling to remember. “Well, I’m pretty sure he was the shortest of the three.”


  “A-anything else?”


  “Uhhh, I think he was wearing this jacket that said ‘DEATH LAND’ on the sleeve?”


  I blinked at her a couple of times.


  “Sorry, I don’t remember any more than that,” she said.


  A DEATH LAND jacket…?


  Why had that, of all things, stuck with her? I mean, that had been my favorite coat back then, but still! In any case, it seemed my sneaking suspicion was correct.


  “Yamada,” I said. “That was me.”


  “Pardon?”


  “That boy who walked past you… It was me.”


  “Wait… Really?”


  “There was a day in fifth grade when some boys from another school came up and started giving us crap while we were playing cards in this same park. As we were leaving, one of my friends gave me one of his cards…” I lifted my head and looked up at Yamada. “Right before that, I remember walking past this really tall girl.”


  “Wait. What?! Y-you’re kidding!” Yamada’s eyes went wide. “Really?! What was she like?!”


  “Well, she was two heads taller than her other friends, and she had her hair tied off to one side.”


  “Th-then yeah, that was probably me. I used to wear my hair like that all the time, back then.” She leaned down and peered at me intently. “So, does that mean you were the DEATH LAND kid?!”


  Please don’t call me that like it’s my entire identity. Even if it kind of was back then. Embarrassing as that is.


  “Whoa,” she said. “I had no idea. Probably because I never saw your face.”


  “Yeah, me either,” I said. “Only saw you from the back.”


  “T-talk about a crazy coincidence.”


  “No kidding.”


  It really was crazy—I still couldn’t believe it. It was the biggest coincidence of my entire life. Or the hand of fate at work, I guess you could say.


  To think that she and I had nearly crossed paths years before we ever met and started going out.


  “Believe it or not…” I said, reaching into my backpack to pull out Harvest Goddess Annarose again. “This was the card my friend gave me that day.”


  Yamada reached out and touched it, more gently and affectionately now than when she first learned it was worth a hundred thousand yen.


  “Well, imagine that,” she said. “Guess our first meeting was a lot earlier than either of us even realized.”


  “In a certain sense, yeah.”


  The two of us just gazed at the card for a while.


  It wasn’t like this ultimately meant anything. We’d only encountered each other once back then, through pure happenstance, and hadn’t exchanged a single word. I wouldn’t even say that counted as “meeting,” so it hardly changed anything between us.


  Yet for whatever reason, that memory of a mysterious tall girl had stuck with me through the years. I’d been reminded of her every time I saw this card. It was a moment that had left a very distinct impression on me—but now that I knew who she actually was, it had become something more.


  It was a memory I was certain I’d never forget for as long as I lived.


   


  ***


   


  “What? It’s not actually worth that much?”


  “Yeah.”


  During our usual pre-bedtime call, I figured I’d give Yamada an update on the whole card situation, even though it obviously wasn’t all that important.


  “I looked it up again after I got home,” I said. “It turns out, it’s only the SSR version of Annarose that’s worth a hundred thousand yen.”


  “Um, what’s SSR?”


  “Secret Super Rare. The one I have is only Super Rare.”


  I’d gotten so carried away with excitement, I didn’t even think to look at it closely before packing my cards to try and sell them. I really should have known; on the resale market, the specific rarity of a given card made a huge difference. Obviously, Annarose was still a sought-after card in general, but only the SSR version was worth a boatload of cash. The SR version I had was only worth about fifty thousand yen. Still good money, but a bit of a letdown after getting my hopes up for double that.


  “Gotcha…” Yamada said. “Shoot. That’s too bad.”


  “Well, card values are always changing,” I said. “There’s always a chance it could go up again later.”


  “Oh really, now?”


  “But that’s okay. I don’t think I’m gonna sell it anyway.”


  Truth was…I didn’t even go to the card shop after we said goodbye at the park. I didn’t feel the need to get my cards appraised anymore. I only learned about the rarity thing by chance when I was idly looking up cards later.


  I looked down at the Harvest Goddess Annarose—the card that had been worth a hundred thousand yen in my mind just hours ago, its price tag now mercilessly slashed in half.


  Yet, funnily enough, I didn’t feel bummed out at all. If anything, the card seemed to shimmer even brighter than before.


  “Kyotaro, look!” Yamada said, switching over to a video call. “Look who’s here!”


  As her video turned on, I caught a glimpse of her pajamas. My heart skipped a beat, but she quickly turned her camera to give me an up-close view of a Chaos Legends card: Kyogh, the Reclusive Hermit. The same card she said reminded her of me. I’d given it to her as a gift before we went our separate ways.


  “Don’t you worry!” she said. “I’m gonna take good care of him!”


  “I mean, you don’t have to cherish it that much…” I mumbled. “He’s not even rare, so it’s really not that big a deal.”


  “It’s a big deal to me.”


  Me and Yamada—Kyogh and Annarose. Each of us now held a card that reminded us of the other.


  It was a silly little gesture. Yet for whatever reason, just thinking about it was enough to give me goosebumps.


  “So, hey…” Yamada said. “You’d better take good care of me too, you hear?”


  Like always, her voice in my ear hit me like a one-hit KO.


  “I’ll try to be careful, yeah,” I said. It was all I could do to keep it cool as I wrung those few words from my throat.


  Still on call with her, I tucked the card away into my desk drawer, making sure to find a slightly more secure spot than last time. I was certain that every time I pulled it out from now on, I’d be reminded. Not of an encounter with some tall, mysterious girl I never met, but of this new memory we were making—me and Yamada Anna.


  “Oh yeah, that reminds me,” I said, changing the subject so as not to let this tender moment drag into awkward silence. “Those boys from your school who came up and tried to mess with us… They all got super antsy and left the moment you and your friends walked past. Like they were running for the hills.”


  It was almost like they’d been afraid of something or had gotten caught red-handed. Even for a bunch of elementary school boys—who could be a little weird around girls—it had always struck me as a strange overreaction.


  “Isn’t that odd?” I asked. “Do you have any idea why they might’ve done that?”


  “Oh. Mmm, well… The truth is, there was a time back in elementary school when every boy in our grade started avoiding me all of a sudden. Though to this day, I genuinely don’t know why.” Her voice came out hesitantly. “I think it started around fourth grade, probably… See, there was this time in the summer when it was really hot outside, so I just kinda walked to school in my swimsuit.”


  “Bwugh?!”


  She’d just walked into class…in her school swimsuit?!


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. But come to think of it, I had heard rumors about something like that. I was pretty sure Yoshida had gossiped about it once.


  “G-granted, I only did that a few times, but yeah…” Yamada admitted. “After that, the boys started to steer clear of me. They’d get fidgety anytime I walked by and then scurry off somewhere… Why was that, I wonder?”


  A pang of sympathy for the boys in her school ran through me. Hell, I would have gotten antsy after seeing that. Probably wouldn’t have been able to look her in the eye for years. The thought of a girl who’d hit puberty as early as Yamada walking into class one day in her school swimsuit without any shame whatsoever, with everything on full display—


  Graaaagh! Curse those kids!


  Here I’d thought this call was going to end on a tender note. But this new revelation had stirred a strange sort of jealousy deep inside me. I’d been so close to forgiving those boys for their behavior that day. I’d figured it was about time for the statute of limitations on their crimes to run out. To let bygones be bygones. But now, all I could feel when I thought of them was fresh hatred.


  And a murderous rage.
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  IT WAS THE FIRST TERM OF our last year of junior high, after the sports festival but before the class trip.


  On a day like any other, Kanzaki uttered some fateful words:


  “I’m telling you, belly fat is basically a second pair of boobs!”


  He said it boldly, without a hint of shame. His expression was sincere, as if he’d awakened to some divine truth us lowly peons couldn’t possibly fathom.


  To me, though, he just sounded like a total idiot.


  This happened after school, when the guys and I were walking home, engaged in our usual stupid banter. The four of us had promised to keep walking home together from time to time—me, Kanzaki, Adachi, and Ota—since we weren’t all in the same class anymore. Today was one of those days.


  The general flow and topics of our discussion were exactly what you’d expect from a group of horny teenage boys, intermingled with a heap of dirty jokes. This was about par for the course, loath as I was to admit it.


  And yet, something felt just a little bit off today.


  Kanzaki Kenta, our resident chubby chaser, was an unabashed horndog who’d earned his nickname among our friend group: “The Walking Boner.” While the rest of us generally stuck to the sort of lighthearted filth that befitted boys our age, he often took these conversations way too seriously, making the rest of us uncomfortable with his, ahem, more passionate fetishes. Usually, we’d just laugh it off and change the subject. But not today.


  “A s-second pair of boobs? What do you mean by that?”


  Today, Adachi kept asking follow-up questions in response to Kanzaki’s horny ramblings, which only egged Kanzaki on and made him ramble more feverishly and in greater depth. For the first time, it felt like we were getting a glimpse of just how deep these kinks ran for him, like they were integral to his very being.


  “Well, I mean, all guys love boobs—we can agree on that, right?” Kanzaki said. “Heck, I love a good, thick pair of milkers as much as anybody else. The bigger, the better, if you ask me! Gotta have a bust size of at least thirty-six inches around, or what’s even the point? Who wouldn’t want more meat to work with, if they had the choice?”


  “I see what you’re getting at,” Adachi said, “but I feel like when it comes to belly fat, it’s not quite the same thing. I mean, I don’t mind a little bit of chub, but I feel like you still want a slim waist between the chest and hips to make those curves more volup—”


  “But that’s where you’re wrong!” Kanzaki barked, cutting him off.


  Apparently, Adachi still had much to learn in Kanzaki’s eyes.


  “Let me ask you this,” Kanzaki continued. “Why do men love boobs in the first place?”


  “Whaddya mean, ‘why’?” Adachi asked.


  “I’m sure we can all think of several reasons. But for my money, I’d say it’s the fact that they’re usually hidden from view that entices us the most. If women walked around topless all the time, I doubt we’d find them nearly as alluring. Because they’re something we’re not usually allowed to see, we view them through a sexual lens, like some sort of prize that we as men must earn the privilege of beholding. You could even say it’s because they’re normally concealed that we feel so enticed by them.”


  “I mean…I guess I can agree with that, yeah.”


  “Good. Now, let’s apply this logic to the concept of women’s bellies. In recent years, there’s been a growing trend toward women having their bellies on full display, no? And I don’t just mean bikinis either. Skinny girls are starting to wear clothes that show off their midriff more and more often.”


  “Yeah, you’re starting to see that even with teen idol costumes lately.”


  “This seems to suggest that these girls feel no embarrassment or shame whatsoever about showing off their bellies. Almost as if they see slim waists and toned abdomens as a point of pride, something meant to be shown off. Or at the very least, certainly not something that should be concealed. However—”


  His tone was growing more feverish with every word. His cheeks were flushed, and he was breathing erratically through his nose.


  “When it comes to women with more fat around their midsection,” he went on, “you’ll notice that they never want to be seen walking around with their bellies on full display—especially not by the opposite sex! Almost as if, when a girl has actual meat on her tummy, she views it as something to be concealed, just like any other private part. It’s something she would be mortified to have exposed in public. Just like boobs!”


  Kanzaki clenched his fists as he continued his impassioned speech. “You see?! The moment a girl has enough meat on her tummy that she feels that sense of embarrassment and wants to conceal it from the world, her belly fat becomes no different from a second pair of boobs!”


  “Damn,” Adachi said, eyes wide. “Th-that’s a pretty compelling argument…”


  Don’t buy into that crap, dude. He’s just trying to justify his fetish.


  There was no universe in which belly fat could be equated to boobs.


  Take Yamada, for instance. She had a pretty slim waist and a curvaceous bod, but it wasn’t like I’d start getting the hots for her tummy if, for example, her metabolism gave up one day and her shameless overeating started to pack on the pounds around her midsection. Yes, she wore clothes that showed off her midriff fairly often, but I wouldn’t suddenly develop a tummy fetish just because she felt embarrassed about it…


  I tried to picture that for a moment.


  Oh god. W-wait, no, I mean it! I didn’t just secretly think that it would be kinda hot, I swear! I have no interest in belly fat at all. No, sir!


  “Okay, Kanzaki… Then tell me something,” Adachi said. “If belly fat is a woman’s second pair of boobs, where does that leave asses, huh? That’s something else that’s meaty that girls wanna keep hidden, right? Is that their third pair of boobs?”


  “No, you fool!” Kanzaki shouted. “Butts are their own thing! Their own beautiful, self-contained thing! You can’t possibly compare them to boobs!”


  He seemed quite offended by the notion.


  “That being said,” he rambled on, “if you wanna go a little higher and talk about love handles, those lovely handfuls that every girl tries so hard to compress or cover up—which are kind of part of the butt, but also kind of not—those you could potentially call a third boob-like entity. Yeah.”


  The criteria for what comprised a “boob-like entity” seemed dubious to me at best. Also, I’d never heard that those bits of fat were called “love handles” before; I almost wished I’d remained blissfully unaware of the term. Thankfully, Yamada didn’t really have any love handles to speak of, so I could just put it out of sight, out of mind.


  “W-wait, hold on. I just had a thought,” Adachi said, sounding mildly unnerved. “Wouldn’t that be the fourth boob-like entity? ’Cause girls have two boobs to begin with, right? Or would it be fourth and fifth, if we’re counting both love handles?”


  He spoke as if he just made the discovery of the millennium.


  What an utterly pointless distinction, I thought to myself. But then…


  …Kanzaki gasped as though he’d taken a bullet to the chest.


  Why the hell are we making such a big deal out of this?


  “O-of course… How could I be so shortsighted?” Kanzaki said. “It’s true, a woman’s boobs can have different shapes on either side or even be different cup sizes. Yet, in my thoughtlessness, I lumped them both together as though they were a single entity. In truth, they each have their own distinct characteristics and deserve to be respected as individuals…”


  He looked so deeply shaken, you’d think someone had just disproven a scientific theory he spent his entire life researching and developing.


  Are we really still going with this? Come on, guys.


  “Should we as a society stop thinking of boobs as a set and start loving each one as its own separate entity? Should we stop bundling them together, and give them each their own names that honor their unique characteristics?” Kanzaki clutched his head in his hands as if reeling in anguish. “Boobs aren’t a set… They should be respected as individuals… Wait, no! Maybe we should look at it the opposite way. Maybe we should consider women a full set, comprised entirely of their unique meaty parts! Which means, when it comes to fat girls, you could argue their entire body is just one big set of boobs, couldn’t you?!”


  “You need help, my dude,” Adachi said.


  Apparently, this last rant was too much even for him to go along with.


  “Did you really expect any different from the Walking Boner?” Ota quipped.


  Come to think of it, it was Ota who’d come up with that nickname in the first place.


  “Hngh… Is that it? Are women just one big pair of boobs?!” Kanzaki languished in agony for a moment. “No, but what about butts? Surely butts are still their own, equally wonderful thing. You can’t reduce those beautifully sculpted mounds of cellulite to just another part of a single, giant set of boobs!”


  Kanzaki continued to fret over this crushing blow to his long-held values for a good while. After about five minutes of soul-searching—like a scholar whose master’s thesis had just been thrown out the window—he seemed to have a eureka moment.


  “Well, I guess all that really matters is that women’s bodies are a wonderland of many parts! Let’s just leave it at that, shall we?” he concluded.


  As always, he was a strange man who picked strange things to have existential crises about—and strange ways to recover from them.


  We resumed our homeward commute. Eventually, Adachi and Ota each went their separate ways, leaving only Kanzaki and me to walk the rest of the way together.


  “Well, I’m glad things are back to normal, at least,” he said.


  “In what way?” I asked.


  “Between you and Adachi. You two kinda got into it back at the sports festival, so I was a little worried for a minute.”


  “Oh, right…” That had been a whole can of worms. Thinking back on it, I was a little embarrassed by my behavior; I’d really shown my immaturity there. “Well, that’s thanks in large part to Adachi, I’d say… He’s definitely making an effort to act normal around me again.”


  “He’s a good guy, that one,” Kanzaki said.


  “Yeah.”


  He was a pretty good guy. Not that I’d ever tell him that to his face.


  We’d settled our little love triangle dispute, if you could even call it that, at the sports festival. 


  I wasn’t even sure when he’d decided he had a crush on Yamada in the first place. I did remember one thing he said, though…


  “Y’see, once I realized I had actual feelings for her—and this is pretty embarrassing to admit—I… I couldn’t bring myself to jerk off to her anymore!”


  The corners of my mouth drooped into a scowl.


  “What’s wrong, Ichikawa?” Kanzaki asked.


  “Uh, nothing…” I muttered.


  I wished I hadn’t remembered that. What a stupidly vulgar way for a love triangle arc to begin.


  Sure, I’d heard before that once you started having actual feelings for a girl, you wouldn’t be able to jerk off to her anymore. But that wasn’t true in my case. For a split second, I wondered if my feelings for Yamada were purely sexual in nature. Maybe Adachi’s feelings were purer than mine in that regard…


  Ugh.


  “H-hey, Kanzaki,” I said.


  “Yeah?”


  “So, uh… You know how people say when you really fall for a girl, you can’t jerk off to her anymore? What’s your take on that?”


  I was a bit hesitant to even ask this question; I knew it would probably seem tasteless and out of left field. But I figured with a guy like Kanzaki, that didn’t really matter.


  “What, not being able to jerk off to the girl you like? Hrm… I dunno about that,” Kanzaki said, answering without a hint of hesitation. “I mean, wouldn’t that be the girl it’s easiest for you to jerk off to? Like, duh?”


  I rescinded everything I’d thought about him earlier. Kanzaki was definitely the coolest guy I knew. Thanks to him, I could hold my head up high and determine that my feelings for Yamada had always been true and honest, without a hint of doubt.


  But right as I started feeling indebted to him…


  “Oh, hey!” Kanzaki shouted, waving his arm. “Hara-san!”


  Just down the street, a girl looked up and gently waved back.


  Her name was Hara Honoka, and she was in Class 3-2, same as Adachi. She and I had become relatively close acquaintances last year, so I knew that she was a kind girl with a heart of gold, and most of all, a reliable friend.


  As far as her relationship with Kanzaki went—


  “Well,” he said, “guess I’ll catch you later, Ichikawa.”


  “Yup, see ya,” I said as he jogged off.


  It seemed they’d made plans to meet up here. He flashed her a little grin as he drew close to her and said something I couldn’t hear. She started blushing up a storm. I assumed it must have been something gross like You’re looking awfully cute again today, or Wow, is it just me, or have you gotten even more beautiful since I saw you three hours ago during lunch period? Something like that.


  The two of them looked, for all intents and purposes, like a couple. But as far as I knew, they hadn’t officially started going out yet.


  Kanzaki and Hara-san…


  In a way, their relationship was deeply intertwined with mine and Yamada’s. We’d gone on that double date together on White Day, and it seemed like the two of them were well aware just how close she and I were, even though we’d been pretty secretive about our relationship with our classmates.


  When I really thought about it, maybe I didn’t know that much about the two of them. We’d gone out and done things together several times now, but I hesitated to say we were closely acquainted, even if I could tell the two of them had some deeper relationship going on.


  They might have been in that vague early relationship phase like me and Yamada, where everything felt a little undefined, apprehensive, and uncertain. But if you asked me, that was a precious stage in any relationship.


  I didn’t want to invade their privacy, of course, but I couldn’t help wondering what their relationship looked like behind closed doors. Just how had the two of them spent their summer vacation together so far?


   


  ***


   


  About a week into summer vacation, Hara-san and I finally went on our first date in what felt like forever.


  It was our last summer vacation of junior high, and I’d hoped to spend every day—no, every waking minute—with her. But reality had other plans.


  As a member of the baseball team, I was stuck with double the usual baseball practices in preparation for our final summer tournament. Meanwhile, Hara-san had taken advantage of the extra free time to throw herself into entrance exam prep. So, we were both pretty busy and didn’t have much time for one another, which made the rare days we did manage to meet up feel all the more precious.


  “Gosh, it’s like I haven’t been to the movies in forever…” Hara-san said, gazing out the train window as we rode to the theater.


  She was wearing a thin blouse with elbow-length sleeves and snug denim jeans. It was a perfect, super cute outfit, if you asked me. It made me want to squeeze her tight, right then and there.


  At school, she always came off as kind of plain, but she had a lot more fashion sense than I’d given her credit for. She had a way of defying expectations like that, which I loved about her. Not that I wouldn’t have loved her just as much if she’d dressed as plainly as I’d expected, of course.


  Basically, I was smitten no matter what she did.


  Man, she’s so cute…


  It’d only been a week since we last saw each other, but somehow, she looked even more beautiful than I remembered.


  “Wow,” I said. “It’s only been a week, but somehow, you look even more beautiful than I remember.”


  “Hngh?!” Her face glowed beet red.


  Yep. She’s adorable, all right.


  “J-jeez, Kanzaki-kun…” she said, sounding bashful. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop flattering me so much?”


  Mrgh. Well, what am I supposed to do, then? 


  Lately, I kept accidentally annoying her by just stating my honest feelings. Maybe I needed to dial it back.


  “It’s embarrassing, so please don’t do it when we’re in public,” she said.


  “Okay… But what about when we’re in private?”


  “Well, m-maybe then. Just a little might be okay…”


  She’s blushing again… How can one girl be so cute?!


  “Man, I love that about you, though!” I said. “You’re so modest!”


  “Ah ha ha. Um, thanks,” she said.


  This was becoming a pattern. I’d pour my heart out to her as sincerely as I could, but she’d shrug me off as though I were overexaggerating. Sometimes it felt like she didn’t take my feelings for her seriously. At this rate, we might miss the honeymoon phase and stay in this vague, undefined situationship where we weren’t even sure if we were dating or not…


  Well, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.


  Still, I’d started to notice—at times, Hara-san seemed far more fluent in matters of love than I was. Whenever we hung out, she had me wrapped around her little finger, dancing in the palm of her hand. And since the start of our third year, I’d seen her gossiping with Hanzawa-san in the library now and then, analyzing other people’s relationships like a pro. Heck, even Ichikawa, the most cynical guy I knew, seemed to trust her judgment on that stuff.


  W-was it possible she had way more experience than I’d realized? Was that why her wardrobe was always so perfectly tailored for dates?


  No way… I can’t believe that…


  Could someone who seemed so ordinary at school really be living a whole other life when it came to romance? Had she already done this and that (and who knew what else) with plenty of other guys before me? And if we ever did get down and dirty with one another, would she just think, Oh, that other guy was way better at this?


  Well, not that I minded much. That could even be a good thing!


  “I’m really looking forward to this movie, Hara-san,” I told her.


  “Yeah,” she replied. “Me too.”


  We were happy, savoring the moment, as the train swayed beneath our feet.


  “Come to think of it, Kanzaki-kun,” she added, “once this summer tournament is over and you retire from the baseball team, are you gonna grow your hair out again?”


  “Well, I dunno,” I said. “Didn’t seem like you were a fan. You even told me to never grow it out again, remember?”


  “Oh, right. S-sorry about that. I dunno what came over me, shouting it like that in front of everyone…”


  “Nah, don’t worry about it. I wasn’t that attached to it. I don’t mind keeping my head shaved even after I quit baseball. It’s easier to maintain.”


  “But if you want to grow it out, that’s fine too! Just…please, no sideburns this time. I don’t mind if you wanna do an undercut or a faux-hawk or something. I think a lot of styles could look good on you. Just not sideburns.”


  “Dang… Were they really that bad?”


  We headed toward the movie theater, making idle chitchat as we went.


  After leaving the station, we passed through the shopping district. Outside a branch of the takoyaki chain Dodaco, I spotted a poor college-aged girl getting chided by a stern-looking man. I assumed he was her manager. No way someone with that much gravitas was just a part-timer.


  As I pondered this pointless observation, we arrived at our destination. The theater was pretty crowded, given that it was summer vacation and all. We got in line to buy drinks and popcorn before the movie started.


  “Hara-san…” I said. “You sure you don’t wanna get a bigger size than that?”


  “Y-yeah, I’m fine.” She was holding the smallest popcorn size they had available, and for her drink, she’d chosen oolong tea. “It’s not because I’m on a diet or anything, though… I just feel like I’m in the mood for something lighter today.”


  I stared at her for a second. That was a bald-faced lie if I’d ever heard one.


  I’d watched her agonize over the large popcorn right up until we ordered—eyes fixed on the caramel flavor even as she’d asked for plain with no butter. Not to mention, she’d reached for the cola button on the soda fountain, then grabbed her own wrist and forced herself to press oolong instead. She clearly wanted to pig out, if she had the choice. Badly. It was a full-on internal conflict. I was positive that even now, she was fantasizing about shoveling caramel popcorn into her mouth and washing it down with a river of cola. Maybe even adding an order of nachos on the side.


  [image: ]


  If it were up to me, I’d want her to eat all of it. I wanted her to feel safe chowing down to her heart’s content. I longed to shout from the rooftops that she didn’t need to diet. Watching her enjoying delicious food was one of my favorite things.


  And yet…


  “Lay off, man. You say she can ‘just keep being the way she is now,’ but if she doesn’t want that for herself, then you’re just pressuring her to be the way you want. If she wants to make a change, it’s not your place to decide she can’t.”


  I still remembered how blindsided I’d been when Ichikawa said that during our double date. It’d been like a knife to the chest.


  I hadn’t even considered what she wanted.


  Man, this stuff is complicated.


  It was a bitter pill to swallow, realizing I wasn’t as “accepting” as I originally thought. I’d been prioritizing my own preferences over hers, without even asking what she wanted.


  Maybe Ichikawa had been wrestling with the same predicament—trying to change himself. Maybe that was why his words had landed so hard that day.


  “Gotcha,” I said at last, swallowing the words I really wanted to say. “Well, just let me know if you’re still hungry later. More than happy to share some of mine.”


  “Okay,” Hara-san said. “Yeah, thanks.”


  As we headed inside, I was still turning it over in my head. I’d never gone on a diet. Didn’t even know anyone who might be more familiar with—


  Wait.


  Actually, there was one person who might know a thing or two about dieting…


   


  ***


   


  Four months prior, Hara-san and I had gone on a double date with Ichikawa and Yamada-san.


  I’d shown up early, planning to buy Hara-san a White Day gift, when I randomly bumped into Yamada-san, who’d also come early. As a result, I asked her to help me pick something out.


  “Thanks so much for your help, Yamada-san,” I said.


  “Hey, don’t mention it,” she replied. “Glad we managed to find something good.”


  We’d found a cutlery set at a little shop along the road. It was super cute, with great design work on each individual piece of silverware.


  Originally, I’d been thinking of getting her some sort of food—since it was White Day and all—but we were already going to Sweets Paradise, so that felt like overkill. Not that I didn’t want her to have more treats or anything. Eventually, Yamada-san had suggested cutlery as a good alternative: something food-related that wasn’t food.


  “You really saved my bacon,” I said. “I couldn’t think of anything. Was about ready to get her an expensive ham in a gift basket or something.”


  “What is this, a year-end gift for her family?” Yamada-san joked.


  It’d been a while since we’d talked like this, but I was quickly reminded how easy she was to get along with.


  I still remembered the first time we ever spoke, around the start of our second year. I’d worked up the nerve to invite Hara-san to the library for a private chat, but for some reason, she brought Yamada-san along. The three of us ended up sitting and chatting there for a long time. In hindsight, that’d probably worked out for the best; it made things more relaxed than they would’ve been one-on-one.


  I had plenty of things to be grateful to her for.


  Yamada Anna-san—one of the prettiest girls in our school, with an amazing bod to boot. No wonder she was both a model and an actress. And yet, none of it seemed to go to her head.


  I also admired how she had zero shame about how much she ate.


  Not that she was anywhere near as attractive to me as Hara-san, naturally!


  Anyway, back to the cutlery set. It really was a great gift idea. Just thinking about Hara-san using a spoon and fork I gave her to eat… Wrapping her lips and tongue around them, biting down, coating them in her saliva, savoring the taste before swallowing… Slowly chewing each bite before gulping it down her throat… 


  In a way, it was almost like I’d be the one feeding her the food that would eventually become yet another layer of fat on her plump and perfect body…


  Huff… Huff… O-oh god… I’m getting worked up just thinking about it. This has to be the greatest gift in the entire world!


  “I sure hope Hara-san likes it,” Yamada-san said.


  “Me too. I’d love it if she ate a ton of food with these.”


  “Uh, well, she mentioned she’s been trying to diet recently.”


  “Yeah, more like for the past year, give or take…”


  Neither of us said another word for a few minutes after that. I held my tongue, not wanting to say anything I shouldn’t when Hara-san wasn’t around.


  “S-so tell me, Yamada-san…” I eventually said. “Do you have a routine for maintaining your physique or what? Must be hard to find time to work out with your busy schedule and everything…”


  “Mm, yeah, well… I guess I do put a lot of thought into my diet,” she said proudly. “Basically, I just eat what I want, when I want! That’s my secret for keeping my stress levels low and maintaining my physique!”


  “I see.”


  Even I could tell that was utterly useless advice.


  From what I’d gathered, Yamada-san really did scarf junk food all the time. If I had to guess, she just had a miraculous metabolism that kept her from gaining weight no matter how much she ate.


  Imagine being literally unable to get fat. Damn… That would be tragic.


  It meant there was a limit to Yamada-san’s true potential. Sure, she had a lot going for her—but she didn’t have what it took to really pack on the pounds. It was truly a shame.


  “I wish you only the best in life, Yamada-san…” I said sorrowfully.


  “Huh?” she replied. “Oh, uh… Th-thanks, I guess?”


  She looked at me like a deer in the headlights.


  I let out a sigh. “The thing is, I’m trying to get Hara-san to realize she can eat as much as she wants, just like you do. She doesn’t have to force herself to go on a diet or whatever.”


  “Oh, right. You did mention you prefer girls who are a little chubbier, didn’t you? And that you like watching them get fatter and fatter over time. In that case, I—”


  “No, it’s not about that!” I shouted.


  Okay, that’s part of it! I really do find girls way more attractive with a ton of meat on their bones. And yeah, the more the better. Yes, I like watching them get progressively bigger! But the truth is, there’s a lot more to it than that. What really matters is—


  “I mean, Hara-san genuinely loves to eat, right?” I said. “And I love how happy she gets when she lets herself enjoy yummy food to her heart’s content. I don’t want her to lie to herself or try to pretend to be someone she’s not.”


  “Mm, I can kinda understand that,” Yamada said with a little nod. “It’s nice to see someone you care about indulging in the things they love. Especially when they’re usually so reserved about showing it. Yeah… Like they’re so excited, they just can’t contain themselves. It’s adorable, like when we got to see those original drawings from that Baki manuscript, and his face lit up—”


  “Sorry, what?”


  “Um, n-nothing! Don’t worry about it! I was just, uh, remembering something that happened during the Workplace Visit Day we had last year…”


  “You and Ichikawa went to visit Akita Shoten, right?”


  “Yeah, yeah! Basically, the editing team even let us see some original pages from Baki. I’m not too familiar with the series myself, to be honest… But boy, those illustrations were neato!”


  “Neato”? You saw original drawings from one of the most legendary shonen manga of all time, and that’s what you have to say about it? How downright condescending. I’m sure the editing team would wince if they heard that.


  “Anyway, that sounds pretty tough,” Yamada-san said with a sigh, steering our conversation back on course. “I’m not sure what the right answer is here. I can totally respect Hara-san’s desire to lose weight, as well as your opinion that she’s fine just the way she is. I think both viewpoints are valid.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that.


  “Either way, I’m sure things will turn out all right,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  “It’s obvious how much you care about her,” she said, a bit bashfully. “Girls can always tell. When a guy’s trying hard to be considerate and genuinely wants only the best for us…those feelings come across. And that sentiment alone means the world. Really, it does.”


  She wasn’t looking at me, and her tone was wistful—as if she was picturing someone else as she spoke.


  “I’m sure Hara-san is going to love it,” she continued. “Both the date and your present!”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Thanks, Yamada-san.”


  We kept walking until we spotted Ichikawa and Hara-san up ahead. They were standing in front of a clothing store, chatting as they examined some of the hats on display. 


  Right as Yamada-san was about to call out to them, I heard Ichikawa say the word “cute” to Hara-san as she tried on one of the hats.


  To be honest, I don’t remember what happened after that. The only thing either Yamada-san or I could recall was being consumed by dark, vengeful emotions.


  Later, during our double date, Hara-san explained the nature of Ichikawa’s and Yamada-san’s relationship—that they were close and had hung out a number of times but weren’t actually dating. Their relationship was in a vague, undefined state, just like mine and Hara-san’s. That revelation explained an awful lot.


  Then, at Sweets Paradise, Ichikawa said:


  “If she wants to make a change, it’s not your place to decide she can’t.”


  As he spoke, Yamada-san looked at him with the fondest smile.


  In that instant, I felt like I caught a glimpse of something rare and precious—a relationship that, out of everyone in the whole world, only the two of them shared.


  I could just tell.


  Ichikawa was putting real thought into everything involving Yamada-san, and she clearly knew how much he cared just by looking at him. They were a beautiful couple to behold.


  That was why I’d said what I did, after seeing how weirdly insecure and self-deprecating he was about her, always insisting she was “out of his league.”


  “I think it’s cool how confident you are in yourself, not letting others sway your judgment. You and Yamada-san are a good match in that regard!”


  I wasn’t trying to suck up. It wasn’t something that just slipped out either. I really meant it from the bottom of my heart.


  Those two really did seem perfect for each other.


  So much so, I couldn’t help but feel jealous.


   


  ***


   


  Once the movie ended, we made our way out of the theater.


  Seeing Hara-san in the sunlight after two hours in total darkness made her look just a little bit prettier than usual.


  “That sure was a good movie, huh?” she said. “The lead actress looked so pretty in that final scene!”


  “Yeah, well…I still think you look prettier than her right now,” I said.


  “O-okay. I can do without the flattery, thanks!”


  She was blushing but seemed to mean it this time. I made a mental note to reel it in.


  During the movie, Hara-san hadn’t reached over to take even a handful of my popcorn after finishing her own tiny portion. It’d hurt my heart, watching her reach into that empty bucket every so often throughout the film, like some sort of conditioned reflex.


  “What do you wanna do now?” she asked, glancing at her phone. It was about four thirty in the afternoon. “It’s still a little early to head home.” 


  “Good question,” I said.


  “Wanna swing by that net café we went to a while back?”


  “Hey, there’s an idea. Would be a good place to sit and chat.”


  With that, we sauntered off toward the nearby internet café. It was the same one we’d gone to on the day of our double date, after we lost sight of Ichikawa and Yamada-san (though I later learned that’d been a premeditated scheme cooked up by Hara-san and Yamada-san).


  We showed our membership apps at the front desk, then were taken to our booth deeper inside. We requested a dual-seater, same as last time. It was a dimly lit room with nothing but two seats on top of a black gym mat covering the floor. Not a fully private space or anything, but it sure felt like we had a room all to ourselves.


  Hara-san chuckled nervously. “Gosh, this is kinda embarrassing.”


  “Mm, I know what you mean.”


  An awkward silence settled in as we took off our shoes and stepped onto the mat.


  In truth, I couldn’t have been more ecstatic. These dual-seater booths were incredible! They felt so much more adult than a standard net-café booth. The space was small enough that we had to sit shoulder to shoulder whether we liked it or not, yet long enough that we could lie down together if we wanted.


  Was this really the sort of place junior high schoolers were allowed to come unsupervised?


  More than anything—we had to take off our shoes! How awesome was that?


  Hara-san’s shoes were off. Her steamy feet had been exposed to the open air after a full day of walking around in the summer heat. She also seemed self-conscious about their smell, keeping them as far away from me as possible on the mat… 


  Hngh! That embarrassment… Guh!


  She didn’t need to be ashamed of her stinky feet around me. There was no way I’d ever find their smell unpleasant.


  If anything, the smellier the bett—


  “Kanzaki-kun? Is something wrong?”


  “Huh? Oh, uh… Nope! Not at all!”


  Crap, that was close. I almost swooned over a scent I hadn’t even smelled yet.


  “Anyway, what do you wanna do now?” I asked. “Should we go check out some manga or something?”


  “Yeah, about that.” She sounded a little nervous. “Do you mind if we eat first? I know it’s early, but it’s getting close to dinnertime.”


  “I don’t mind at all. We just can’t bring food in here, so we’ll have to order and then eat in the dining area outside so that—huh?”


  Before I’d even finished speaking, Hara-san had already taken control of our room’s computer and opened the food menu.


  “Oh, wow, look at the king-size karaage bowl,” she said. “You know, I heard it’s a collab with a famous fried-chicken chain. I was thinking I’d try it if I came back before the promo ended. Ooo, but the katsu curry sounds really good too! And look—they’ve got all-you-can-eat soft serve…”


  Her eyes lit up like sparkling diamonds, and not a moment later, her stomach let out the cutest gurgling growl I’d ever heard. With the look of a ferocious hunter, she stared down the menu and placed our first order: a king-size karaage bowl (half rice, double meat).


  I just stared at her, mouth agape.


  “W-wait, I can explain!” she said, waving her hands frantically. “It’s not like I’ve quit my diet or anything, I promise. I’m just trying to be more realistic and not torture myself about it lately! Less snacking between meals, and focusing on just getting three square meals a day. Oh, and I try to eat a little early and then not have anything for the rest of the night.”


  Less snacks and an early dinner… Guess that explains why she wanted to keep things light at the movie theater.


  “I’ve also been trying to add in more exercise!” she continued. “I’ve been too sedentary thanks to all the entrance exam studying, but no more. I’ve started doing squats and stuff in my bedroom whenever I can.”


  S-s-squats?! Hara-san…doing squats…


  That should be R-rated content.


  Hara-san opening her legs, bending her knees, squatting down real low… Could you even get more indecent than that?! Huff…huff… I wanna see it… I wanna slide in there and watch her squatting right on top of me. So low she almost touches my nose, sweat dripping down her legs and onto my face… Man, I wanna bathe in that sweat.


  “See, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately,” Hara-san said, snapping me out of my reverie before I lost all sense of reason. “I remember what you said about wanting me to just be myself, and that I’m fine the way I am. But the thing is, I wanna work on my appearance a bit and try to be prettier anyway. I know no one’s expecting that of me, but I guess that’s just my stubborn femininity talking. Still, I don’t want to go so far that it makes the people I care about start to worry. So I’ve decided to let myself eat as much as I want whenever I’m with you, and try to compensate for those extra calories elsewhere.”


  I stared at her for a moment.


  Of course… It all makes sense now.


  How had I not realized something so obvious?


  I wasn’t the only one stressing about this. Hara-san had been thinking hard about it too. She was trying to face her demons and become the version of herself she wanted to be—just like Ichikawa.


  In that case, my job was to watch over her as she underwent that transformation. I couldn’t do much to help, since it was something she wanted to do herself. But I could support her from the sidelines without rushing or pressuring her—just like Yamada-san.


  “Pl-plus, I recently found a good source of motivation to stay focused on that goal, no matter what,” she said, her face reddening. “You see…I just bought myself a new swimsuit…”


  “S-say what?!” I gasped.


  “Well, I just figured since it’s summer and all, it might be nice to go to the pool once or twice. Even if I know I need to focus on my studies…”


  I was utterly speechless. It felt like my heart was going to burst right out of my chest.


  I could feel a nosebleed coming on at the mere thought of Hara-san in a swimsuit—and probably a bikini, at that! Now that would be an R-rated fantasy!


  If I got to see Hara-san in a bikini, I didn’t even know what I’d do. All those plump and juicy folds, exposed to the open air for the very first time after being concealed for so long… It would be a meat-lover’s paradise! Everyone at the whole pool would be looking at her!


  “Uhm, so…” she went on, “that’s the main reason I’m being pretty aggressive with this diet right now. If I’m gonna wear a swimsuit, I wanna be, y’know… I wanna look my best.”


  “Makes sense. Well, I’m all for that! But I can already tell you, you’re gonna look great in that swimsuit no matter what.”


  “Ah ha ha… I sure hope so.”


  “So, who’re you planning to go to the pool with?”


  “Huh?”


  “Is it Yamada-san and the others? Oh, wait, I forgot—they’re going away for some sort of study camp or whatever, aren’t they? In which case, it’s probably just you and one other friend? Or your family? Nice… Sounds like a lot of fun.”


  As I reeled in my jealousy, she just stared at me for a moment, her countenance completely stony. The usual cozy aura she gave off faded, and I watched the light flicker out of her eyes.


  “You’re so dense,” she said at last.


  “What?”


  “How? How can you be so bold and flirty all the time, but then totally drop the ball at times like this?”


  “Wait…what? What’d I say?”


  “Just forget it. It doesn’t matter anymore.” She puffed out her cheeks and turned away.


  Wh-what did I do wrong?! 


  I’d done my best to play it cool and be totally normal about the whole swimsuit thing. I was even careful not to let out any weird noises that might reveal I was having lewd fantasies about her.


  “Besides…it’s your fault for being so skinny!” She pouted.


  I gawked at her. “Wuh?!” 


  “You’re so toned and slim. I don’t wanna look like a complete potato by comparison when I’m walking next to you.”


  “So, um, what you’re saying is…if I just gain enough weight, you’d let yourself plump up even more?”


  “How does that make any sense?!” she hissed.


  Apparently, I was off the mark.


  Well, shoot. So much for that idea. 


  If me putting on a few pounds could make Hara-san feel comfortable getting fatter, I’d do it in a heartbeat.


  “Er, well… I mean, I’m not that skinny…” I said.


  “Yes, you are. You’ve got great muscle tone too,” Hara-san argued.


  “I dunno about that. The team manager’s been on my case about making sure to eat right after practice ever since third year started. I’ve kinda been packing on the pounds around my midsection lately, to be honest…”


  “Wait, really?”


  She reached out a hand and rubbed my stomach through the fabric of my T-shirt. Her touch was so gentle and soft, I couldn’t help but wince.


  A-aw, crap. She’s touching me, dude. She’s feeling up my abs… Rubbing… Massaging… Squeezing… Her eyes filled with determination…


  “Weird,” she said. “I don’t feel anything. There’s no fat here at all. I can’t pinch even a little bit of tummy…”


  She looked up at me with desperation in her eyes, unwilling to accept reality as she tried as hard as she could to find even the tiniest bit of fat to cling on to.


  Oh my god. Oh. My. God! What’s going on? How is this even happening right now?!


  “Yeah, no,” she sighed out. “You’re rock-hard…”


  Rock-hard?!


  Did she really just say that?! Or had I died and gone to heaven? What had I done to deserve this beautiful gift?!


  “Wh-whoa, hold up…” I mumbled.


  “Oh, sorry!” Hara-san said, pulling her hand away in a rush. “Guess I got a little carried away there, didn’t I?”


  Just like that, the dream was over. A shame, to be sure, but something told me it would’ve been very bad for me if it had gone on much longer.


  “Hahh… I-it’s fine,” I gasped. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “But it’s not good to touch other people without their consent,” Hara-san mumbled. “Heck, I sure wouldn’t want anyone groping my tummy like that…”


  Her tone was about 30 percent shy, 70 percent serious, so I took her words as a genuine statement about boundaries, not a thinly veiled invitation. If I tried feeling up her stomach after this…her affection for me would drop to zero in an instant. No amount of apologizing would ever earn her forgiveness. It seemed she considered that area of her body completely off-limits.


  Hara-san’s tummy was a sacred temple I would not violate. And that didn’t bother me one bit. If anything, that was exactly how I wanted it to be. It being off-limits was precisely what made it so enticing!


  “In that case…maybe we should set some ground rules,” I proposed.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Like, where’s okay to touch and where isn’t. You know, like that diagram Yamada-san drew last year to show where she was sensitive and where she wasn’t.”


  “Oh, right. I forgot about that.”


  It seemed we both had. What did it look like again? Ichikawa had erased it almost immediately, so I couldn’t quite recall. Nor did I even know whose body it was meant to represent.


  “Hmm. A ‘where not to touch’ diagram…” Hara-san pulled out her phone, opened a drawing app, then scribbled a quick doodle of a human body. I figured I should probably think of my own boundaries in the meantime, but after a bit of thought, I realized I didn’t have any.


  Shoot. I couldn’t think of a single place I wouldn’t want Hara-san to touch me, though I could certainly think of quite a few I would. She could grope my entire body for all I cared. Go ahead, caress my every last inch, why don’t you?!


  “Well, this is obviously a no-go… And I probably wouldn’t like that either… Oh, and definitely not my thighs…” Hara mulled things over aloud as she filled out her diagram. When she was done, she looked up. “Okay, I think that about covers it. Though I guess maybe it doesn’t help much, ha ha…”


  On the diagram she showed me, she’d crossed off every part of her body except her arms. No chest or crotch (naturally), no face, no ears, no anything on her lower body… And of course, there was a huge X over her entire midsection.


  Well, that’s understandable, I guess.


  Most people probably wouldn’t want to be touched in any of those places by someone of the opposite sex, even if they were close friends. I was just grateful to know she was okay with her hands being touched, at least.


  Hmm? Wait a minute. Hold the phone…


  “Hara-san,” I said. “Does this mean you’re okay with me touching your hands?”


  “Huh? Oh, yeah… Hands are totally fine.”


  Good, good. I can work with this. 


  There’d been plenty of chances to touch her hands before. Heck, we’d even held hands a couple of times.


  “And your shoulders too?” I asked.


  “Those? Yeah, they’re okay.”


  Cool, cool. That checks out. Not like there’s anything overtly sexual about shoulders, after all. No one minds a clap on the shoulder from a good friend.


  So, hands and shoulders were okay. Which also seemed to suggest…


  “Th-then what about…the area in between your shoulders and hands?”


  Her arms, in other words. None of that area was crossed off—including her upper arms! And we all knew about women’s upper arms.


  They were one of the plumpest parts of the female body, and well loved by all the cultured chubby connoisseurs.


  Why? Because legend had it that this rare cut of flabby flesh—known as “bat wings,” in some circles—could be every bit as soft and supple as a pair of breasts.


  “Huh? The area between my hands and shoulders?” Hara-san paused. “Um… Sure? I don’t see why not.”


  Seriously?! You mean it?!


  Was this real life? Did she really just permit me to touch her bat wings? Those legendary folds said to be as soft as a woman’s boobs?!


  “Oh… But maybe not here, specifically,” Hara-san said, rubbing and poking her upper arm as if checking its elasticity. “It’s a little too flabby.”


  To me, this was almost as good as watching her fondle her own breasts. And why was she holding her arm out to me like this? Was that an invitation?!


  “G-gotcha,” I choked out. “No upper arms.”


  “Yeah,” said Hara-san. “Or, well…maybe just a little might be okay.”


  Did I hear that right?!


  I didn’t understand. The only explanation I could think of was that Hara-san didn’t realize how alluring and erotic her plump arms truly were. Not that she wasn’t a bit guarded about them; she certainly was.


  Yet she was willing to let me touch them, if only “a little.” That initial reluctance, followed by the slightest surrender…


  Why, that was the single most arousing thing I could possibly imagine: to let herself be touched, even though it embarrassed her deeply.


  “Huh? Wait a sec,” Hara-san murmured, eyes wide as she pinched her upper arm between two fingers. “N-no way. I think my arms might’ve gotten thinner… They’re not as loose as they used to be! All those push-ups really did pay off!”


  Her expression turned downright ecstatic.


  D-did she just say push-ups?! Whoa… What I wouldn’t give to lie underneath her while she did that and feel her [REDACTED] jiggle up and down all over my [REDACTED], her sweat dripping from her [REDACTED] onto my [REDACTED]…


  “Look, Kanzaki-kun.” Forgetting her own boundaries in a burst of elation, Hara-san extended her upper arm and eagerly invited me to touch it. “Feel for yourself!”


  This was a part of her that, need I remind you, was almost akin to a boob.


  “Hngh?!”


  Th-this can’t be happening. She wants me to touch her pseudo-boob?! She’s literally offering it up to me on a silver platter…


  This woman was more lecherous than I gave her credit for. I swallowed hard.


  My heart was pounding so hard, it almost hurt.


  There it was, right before my eyes: a big, juicy upper arm, hanging there like a tantalizing snack. She made it sound like it’d gotten skinnier, but there was still plenty of flab. In other words, a perfect specimen.


  She was letting me touch it. But…was it really okay to do so?


  At this point, refusing might seem even weirder—like I was ascribing some deep significance to the act that she hadn’t intended at all.


  I would touch it. I had to feel for myself. She was literally inviting me. It would be rude to say no.


  This was some sort of miracle. What had I done to deserve it? Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine I’d get to do this in real life. After all, this was basically the same thing as groping her breasts.
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  I couldn’t believe how naive I’d been at the start of summer break, saying a girl’s belly fat was like a “second pair of breasts.” In reality, there really was another set of flesh to be fondled—and they were a lot closer to the chest to boot!


  No, no… The entire female body is a holy temple of juicy goodness, remember? Everything has its place, and each individual part is incredible in its own unique way.


  I’d been right. Hara-san was just like one giant pair of boobs!


  Wait. Hang on a minute.


  If I was a “Walking Boner” like my friends claimed, and Hara-san was a giant pair of boobs…


  Then if I were to rub against her, that would almost be like a…


  Like a…


  “Hngh…”


  “Huh? K-Kanzaki-kun? Wh-what’s wrong? Eek! Your nose is bleeding!”


  With a spike of arousal so intense that it nearly popped every blood vessel in my brain, I blacked out.


  Hara-san later informed me that I fainted on the spot due to a sudden and inexplicable discharge of blood through my nose. Thankfully, she was there to take care of me until I came to again—although she did note that my expression while I was unconscious looked quite peaceful. 


  And very, very content.


   


  ***


   


  One night during summer vacation, I was studying in my room when I suddenly received a text from the Walking Boner himself, Kanzaki Kenta. I stopped what I was doing and checked the message.


  I’m afraid the thesis I shared at the start of summer break has been overturned. Figured I’d share the newly revised version with you, and you alone.


  I had a bad feeling about this already, but morbid curiosity compelled me to scroll down.


  A girl’s upper arms are like her second pair of boobs.


  “Dude, get a life, already!” I shouted, tossing my phone onto my bed.


  Suddenly, my brain felt more drained than it had been a moment ago, like one message had sapped all my remaining MP.


  Kanzaki Kenta…


  The guy definitely had a few screws loose, no doubt about that.


  I couldn’t help wondering how he and Hara-san had been spending their summer vacation together, but something told me I’d rather not know.


  The world was not ready for a rom-com with that guy as the protagonist.
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  IF YOU ASKED ME TO GIVE MY IMPRESSION OF Yamada’s parents, the phrase “Beauty and the Beast” sounded pretty apt. And yes, I knew that might seem pretty insulting to one or both of them—but I couldn’t help it. It was the first thing that came to mind whenever I looked at those two. Both in the sense that they reminded me of the couple in that famous film, and that they seemed to be living out their very own fairy-tale happily ever after.


  For the “Beauty,” Mrs. Yamada, my first impression of her…was that she was your stereotypical tiger mom.


  The first time I met her was on the day of our parent-teacher conferences. From the moment I saw her sitting there by Yamada’s side, I could tell she was a beautiful woman. She had a very smart, stylish aura about her. Her posture was straight, and she had a dignified look in her eyes—the very picture of a prim and proper model.


  Guess exceptional people come from exceptional parents, I remember thinking.


  As time went on, and we had a few more interactions with one another, that lofty image of her I developed in my head slowly but surely began to fade away. Her demeanor toward me, as one of her daughter’s classmates, was very amiable, and she could actually be quite cheery and informal after a couple of drinks.


  More than anything, though, I could tell she really loved her daughter.


  She may have seemed a bit strict at first glance, but she was far more than that. She was a kind, beautiful woman who simply had high expectations. The most perfect mother a child could hope for, in my opinion.


  Then there was Mr. Yamada—the “Beast” to her “Beauty.”


  My first impression of him was that…well, he was a giant.


  When we first crossed paths in the elevator of their family’s apartment building, my breath caught in my throat. I remembered his disheveled hair, his cold, dismal eyes staring down at me through the gaps in his long, unkempt bangs. His utterly enormous frame. 


  The moment we locked eyes with each other, a wave of intense fear washed over my entire body.


  But in reality, Mr. Yamada wasn’t a dark or scary person at all. He was a pretty big gamer, just like me. We could connect on that front and ramble about our favorite games for hours if given the chance. That said, I knew he still probably didn’t exactly enjoy having guys like me crowding around his daughter, given that we were getting to be about that age… But I still felt like he always gave me the benefit of the doubt and tried to approach our interactions in good faith.


  Also, he was a chef at a classy French restaurant by trade, so naturally, his cooking was top-tier. He had a lot going for him as a father, despite my initial impression.


  Mr. and Mrs. Yamada… I could tell just by looking at them that they had a healthy relationship, and what a loving household Yamada had been brought up in.


  I could also tell that she loved her parents just as much as they loved her. As her boyfriend, I wanted to cherish them like my own family. I wanted to grow into the sort of upstanding partner that could one day earn their seal of approval. I knew it would be a long journey…but I was sure I could get there if I tried.


  I was certain things would work out all right, somehow, because I knew they were both extremely kind people with excellent character. Even her father, who I’d assumed would be the biggest hurdle in us being allowed to start dating, had given our relationship his blessing, so surely—


  “I hope you’ve said your prayers, Ichikawa-kun,” a grisly voice said, low enough to shake me to my core.


  The scene: the living room of the Yamadas’ family apartment.


  Mr. Yamada and I were staring at each other from across an open space. His body was bent forward, with all of his weight on his fists on the floor. With gloomy, penetrating eyes, he glared at me as if with intent to kill.


  His sheer overwhelming presence made it feel like I was being cornered by a ferocious predator and my life was in grave danger. My teeth were chattering; I wanted nothing more than to flee for my life. But I knew I couldn’t possibly run away now.


  And so, struggling to stifle my fear, I lowered myself down as well.


  “Yeah, that’s it… Really stare each other down, now!” said Mrs. Yamada, who was watching from the sidelines with great enthusiasm. Her cheeks were flushed red, and I could tell the alcohol was kicking in. She was really getting into this.


  Beside her, her daughter was looking on with a concerned expression.


  “Now, I want a good, clean fight, you hear me?” Mrs. Yamada said, swinging her hand downward to signal for the match to begin. “Ready… Go!”


  Incidentally, the referee would never give a verbal signal like this in an actual professional sumo match. Instead, the wrestlers themselves determined when to begin, after synchronizing their breathing with one another.


  Yes, that’s right. We were sumo wrestling.


  Me and Mr. Yamada—a man thrice my size.


  It had to be one of the stupidest, most reckless ideas I’d ever agreed to. I mean, who would willingly sign up to get beaten down in an open-weight sumo match against a behemoth like him? It felt almost suicidal.


  “Gr-graaaagh!”


  I couldn’t tell if I was screaming to intimidate my opponent or crying out in primal fear. As I finally reached the end of my mental rope, I threw all sense and caution to the wind and threw myself at Mr. Yamada with everything I had.


  God. Why?


  How in the world had I let myself end up in this situation?


   


  ***


   


  Earlier during our vacation, Yamada and I had been walking home together like usual. I was on my way back from cram school, and she’d just gotten off work. We’d agreed to meet up at the station and head home together since our schedules conveniently aligned. Although, even if the times hadn’t quite lined up, one of us probably would’ve hung back to wait for the other. 


  “So, hey…” Yamada began. “Do you like bunny girls, Kyotaro?”


  “Bbbbfpt?!”


  This caught me so off guard, I nearly spat on her. Luckily there was nobody else around to hear her—but still! This was not appropriate subject matter for a homeward stroll.


  “Wh-where’d that come from?” I asked.


  “Well, I randomly remembered that time we walked home from the station together on your birthday, a while back…” she said.


  “Uh-huh. And?”


  That would have been March twenty-sixth—my fourteenth birthday. It was another day we happened to walk home together. Though with that day being at the beginning of spring, it had been pitch-black outside, whereas today there was still plenty of light.


  “I remember you got a present from your sister,” Yamada said. “A figure of some girl from a game you like…in a bunny girl costume.”


  I blinked a couple of times.


  Crap, I totally forgot about that!


  My stupid sister had picked the worst possible time to give me that, damn it! Even if I had begged and pleaded with her for it beforehand, to be fair.


  She’d handed it to me right in front of Yamada and our parents. It wasn’t even wrapped or anything, so everything was on full display. It was embarrassing enough just to have Yamada see me get a gift like that, but for my parents to witness the whole thing as well? God, I was so mortified, I wanted to die.


  “That was a cute figure, I have to admit,” said Yamada.


  Her tone was chipper, but her eyes looked oddly serious. Something told me she’d be paying close attention to my tone and expression when I responded, despite clearly trying to act like this was just a casual conversation.


  “Yeah, pretty cute, ha ha,” I admitted awkwardly.


  “Would you say you like bunny girls, then?” she asked.


  “J-just for the record, the game that girl comes from, Pluto Academia, isn’t a lewd game by any means. It’s got extensive lore and a super innovative story structure, not to mention an extremely deep battle system. Plus, it’s balanced in such a way that even free-to-play users can get a lot out of it, so it’s great for unemployed students like me. And, s-sure, it’s got a lot of attractive female characters, and I can’t deny they’re by far the most popular members of the cast… But I for one enjoy it for its gameplay elements first and foremost. I know you might think I wanted that figure of that girl—her name’s Asuka, by the way—just because she’s hot or whatever, but she’s actually a really interesting character with an emotional backsto—”


  “Do you like bunny girls or not?!”


  She was not letting me off the hook here.


  “W-well, I’d say there probably aren’t many guys who dislike them.” I answered as honestly as I could, trying my best to swallow my shame. But what the hell was going on here? Was this some new form of boyfriend torture?


  “Oh yeah? Interesting,” she said, pursing her lips into a slight pout. “Do you still have that figure on display in your room?”


  “Well, it was a gift, so I figured it would be rude to just get rid of it.”


  “Is that right…? Must be awfully hard to focus on studying with that in your room.”


  “I-it’s not like I ogle it or anything! I just really admire the craftsmanship of the sculpt itself! I only appreciate it from a purely artistic standpoint!”


  “Wow. You ‘admire’ it, huh?”


  She was unrelenting about this.


  Just what the heck is going on here? Is she…jealous or something? Of a bunny girl figure?


  Or maybe she just doesn’t want to have a boyfriend who has sexualized anime figures on display in his bedroom with no shame whatsoever. Maybe she thinks that’s gross. But what do I even say, in that case? How do I, as her boyfriend, reassure her?


  “T-to be totally honest,” I started, “I’d much rather have a figure of you in my bedroom than any silly old game character.”


  “Huh?” said Yamada.


  “Um…”


  Uh-oh, that probably wasn’t the right answer. In fact, I might’ve just made a fatal error in judgment!


  I could see Yamada’s face turning beet red. How had I let myself utter such an unabashedly creepy sentiment? Wanting a sexy figure of your own girlfriend… 


  Only a total freak would even think such a thing!


  “You want a figure of me?” she said.


  “Err, well…” I stammered.


  “In a bunny girl costume?”


  “Now, hold on! I didn’t say as a bunny girl, necessarily!”


  “And what would you use it for, exactly?”


  She looked me straight in the eye.


  What would I “use” it for? Please don’t phrase it like that. The nuance alone makes me feel like I’m being wrongfully incriminated…


  “T-to keep me from getting too lonely when you’re away?” I sputtered after much frantic internal deliberation.


  “I see. Well, I guess that’s fine, then.” Yamada flashed me a satisfied smile.


  Thank god. I’d answered correctly this time around.


  “I wonder if my agency would make a figure of me, if I asked them to…” she mused.


  “Please don’t inconvenience your bosses on my behalf.”


  That being said…a figure of Yamada was an intriguing prospect.


  What kind of figure would I choose to produce, if I were designing it? Maybe a life-sized recreation of her sitting at the table in the library, resting her cheek on her hand as she looked toward the viewer?


  No, that was way too specific. And kinda voyeuristic. Only a freak would think of something like that. If such a figure ever went into production, people would definitely say, Wow, a real pervert must’ve designed this one, huh?
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  As we chatted a bit more, we eventually arrived at the Yamadas’ apartment building. And I, as her boyfriend, naturally walked her to the front door.


  “Well, guess I’ll see you later,” I said.


  “Hey, wait a sec!” Yamada blurted out, stopping me in my tracks. “Since you’re already here and all…you wanna come in for a bit? My mom and dad said they’re—”


  “Wh-wha…”


  “—both gonna be home early today!”


  “Oh. Right.”


  I’d gotten my hopes up; how embarrassing. For a split second, I thought for sure this was going to be one of those “My parents aren’t home” situations.


  “I’m sure both of them would love to see you again, since it’s been a while,” Yamada said.


  “But that doesn’t mean I should just intrude unannounced…”


  I started to turn her down, but suddenly had a thought.


  Hang on. Maybe this is actually a good opportunity.


  Our summer study camp was fast approaching. Yamada and I would be eating and sleeping under the same roof during that trip. So, in a certain sense, it would be like our first official overnight date. Although several of our other friends were coming too, so it could hardly be called a romantic getaway.


  Regardless, it would probably be good form to swing by and say hi to her parents beforehand, even though they’d already given her permission to go on the trip. It just felt like the proper thing to do.


  On the other hand, there was also no need for pointless formalities. They might even come across as weird, depending on how things went. They might think I was coming to “get their blessing” again for no reason. They might wonder if I had ulterior motives for wanting to go on this “harmless” study trip after all…


  Should I say hi? Or should I just go home?


  What was the correct thing to do right now? I couldn’t decide. If I wanted to acknowledge the fact that we’d be going on an overnight trip together, I probably wouldn’t get a better chance than this.


  “All right,” I said. “I guess I don’t mind coming in for a bit.”


  “Hooray!” Yamada cheered, seeming blissfully oblivious to my internal dilemma.


   


  ***


   


  “Oh, hey! Ichikawa-kun, so good to see you again!” Mrs. Yamada greeted me as she walked out to the entryway. “You know, we just finished making dinner, actually. Would you like to stay and eat with us?”


  “Pardon?” I said. “Oh no, I couldn’t possibly—”


  “Come on, please! No need to be modest. Plus, it’s her father who did the cooking today, so I promise you won’t regret it!”


  I’d planned to just say a quick hello in the entryway, but now I was being invited to the dinner table.


  Upon closer inspection, I noticed Mrs. Yamada’s cheeks were a little red, suggesting the drinking had already begun. I knew how much a bit of alcohol could turn her into a different person.


  “Honey, guess what!” she called out. “Ichikawa-kun’s here! Do you think you’ve made enough food for one more?”


  “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Mr. Yamada said in his usual monotone.


  I saw that all the food was already arranged on the table. The main dish was some sort of gratin-like thing, though I was sure it had to be far more elaborate than your average gratin. All sorts of tireless work must have gone into preparing it.


  Their dog, Wantaro, was sitting in a corner of the living room. He cast a quick glance over at me upon noticing my presence, then quickly went back to staring off into space. I couldn’t tell if this meant he’d grown used to me as a visitor, or he was saying I wasn’t worth more than a second of his attention.


  Here I was, about to share a meal with the entire Yamada family—and their dog.


  After exchanging a quick hello with Mr. Yamada, who was still in the kitchen, we sat down at the table in the exact same seats as the first time I came over after Yamada and I started officially going out.


  Once Mr. Yamada joined us, Yamada dug in.


  “Mmm! I think you made another winner tonight, Dad!” Yamada said, her face lighting up as soon as she tried her first spoonful of gratin.


  I took my first bite as well.


  Yeah, that’s good all right. Damn good, but in a comfort food sort of way. Almost feels wrong getting to eat food of this caliber for free.


  “Ichikawa-kun,” Mr. Yamada said. My back went ramrod straight at his low, commanding voice. “Have you tried making that French onion soup au gratin yet?”


  “Urk…”


  Crud. I wasn’t expecting to be interrogated on this.


  On the day I’d come over to formally announce Yamada and I were dating, I’d asked him for the recipe for the soup he made that night. He’d been kind enough to oblige…but the truth was, I still hadn’t tried making it.


  I’d definitely thought about it at least once. But when I saw all the ingredients it called for and the tedious prep work involved, it seemed pretty difficult to recreate with our oven at home. Plus, I’d been busy helping with my older sister’s concert and studying for entrance exams, and—


  No.


  Those were just lame excuses. At the end of the day, I was the one who’d asked for that recipe, and I still hadn’t done anything with it, even though Mr. Yamada had told me he’d be “looking forward to hearing how things turned out.” Obviously, I assumed he wasn’t just talking about the soup, but it was definitely a part of it.


  I’d made an unspoken promise to my girlfriend’s father and then let it slip from my mind.


  “U-um, yes, about that…” I said. “You’ll have to accept my sincerest apologies.”


  As I struggled to speak under the crushing weight of guilt, Mrs. Yamada swooped in with a save.


  “Oh, come on, dear! Stop bullying Ichikawa-kun already, would you?” she said, puffing her cheeks out in displeasure as she poked her husband’s arm. “He’s got entrance exams to worry about this year, you know! His whole future is hanging in the balance—he can’t be focusing all his energy on trying to cook dishes that most people would have to go to culinary school for! You really don’t need to pester him about it!”


  “I wasn’t trying to pester…” Mr. Yamada mumbled, clearly uncomfortable. “I wanted to say you should take your time with it. There’s no rush.”


  “Huh?”


  “I didn’t share the recipe with you expecting you to turn around and make it next week to prove you’re capable or anything like that. You’re the one who gets to decide what to prioritize, what the most important things in your life are. Better to put things on the back burner than rush yourself for quick results, if you ask me. Not to mention, the struggles you face on your path to success will only deepen the flavor of—”


  “Okay, wrap it up, already!” Mrs. Yamada said. Her husband fell silent.


  “Um, so what are you trying to say exactly, sir?” I asked.


  “Just that you should focus on your studies for now,” he replied.


  “Th-thanks, yeah… I will.”


  All I could do was bow my head in gratitude—both for the mercifully shorter phrasing and for the sentiment itself. I really did feel lucky to have her parents be so supportive of me, despite still having so much to learn about being a good boyfriend to their daughter. It made me so happy, I almost started tearing up.


  He’d told me I didn’t have to rush, but now I genuinely wanted to try making French onion soup as soon as possible. Not because it felt like it was a duty or quota meet, but because I wanted to.


  With that out of the way, we made pleasant chitchat as we slowly chipped away at our meals.


  “You should learn from Ichikawa-kun’s example, Anna-chan,” Mrs. Yamada said. “Focus harder on your own studies. I know you’ve been busy with work lately, but you can’t neglect your entrance exams entirely.”


  “I know, Mom,” Yamada said. “Don’t worry, I’ve been studying plenty. Heck, we’re even going to have a study camp here pretty soon.”


  This was it—my big opportunity.


  “Um, yeah, about that,” I interjected. “Sorry for not asking for your permission directly.”


  “Huh? Oh, it’s fine,” Mrs. Yamada said. “Why would you even need to?”


  “Well, because… I mean… We’re gonna be staying overnight together?”


  “My, what an upstanding young man you are. But really, you don’t have to worry about that sort of thing. Plenty of your other friends are going to be there too, and there will be an adult, right? So, we’re not concerned about it at all. Are we, honey?”


  Mr. Yamada gave a perfunctory little nod.


  I let out a sigh of relief. Phew. Now there’s a weight off my chest.


  Sure, it was technically a study camp, but it was also right near the beach, and the “adults” supervising weren’t exactly the most reassuring guardians. Those were points of concern, weren’t they? Yet it seemed we had their blessing. I couldn’t let their trust go to waste. I would make this a productive study camp if it was the last thing I did!


  “You’d better not get in the way of everyone else’s studies, Anna-chan,” Mrs. Yamada said. “Just because all you want to do is play around the whole time, that doesn’t mean you can drag the others down with you.”


  “I know, Mom!” Yamada said. “I’m gonna be supporting them as best I can!”


  “You sure about that? I feel like this is just going to be a big pleasure cruise for you. You bought a whole new swimsuit for it, didn’t you?”


  “W-well, it can’t all be study time, obviously!”


  Just then, as Yamada and her mother bantered, I heard a loud clink—the sound of a spoon falling on the floor. I looked up to see that Mr. Yamada’s expression had turned stone-cold.


  “Did you say…swimsuit?” he asked gravely. “I didn’t hear about this.”


  “Oops,” Mrs. Yamada gasped, covering her mouth.


  “Anna, I thought you said you were staying at some sort of community center up in the mountains.”


  “Uhhhh…”


  “Ah ha ha… Yeah, so, about that…”


  Both Yamada and her mother looked quite distraught at his sudden interjection. 


  W-wait, don’t tell me. Did they not explain we were going to a beach house?!


  “Anna, you bought a swimsuit?” he asked, his voice deeper and darker than the Mariana Trench.


  “Y-yeah, why do you ask?” Yamada said, clearly unnerved.


  “Have you seen it?” Mr. Yamada asked his wife.


  “Once, yes…” she replied.


  “I didn’t get to see it,” Mr. Yamada said.


  “Is that really such a big deal, dear?”


  “Y-yeah, come on, Dad!”


  “But…” Mr. Yamada said, glancing over at me briefly. It was only for a split second, yet I felt the fierce intensity in his gaze. “You’re going to let him see it, aren’t you?”


  “W-w-well…” Yamada stammered, her face going red as a tomato.


  Oh, come on! Don’t get flustered now! Don’t start blushing up a storm now! If you do that…it’s just gonna make me go all red in the face too!


  “Ichikawa-kun,” Mr. Yamada said, turning to me again.


  I reflexively averted my gaze, but he craned his neck to lock eyes with me. It felt like he’d targeted me in a video game.


  “I changed my mind,” he said.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Anna can’t go to the study camp,” he declared, staring right at me. “She’ll just have to study at home or at cram school. She’ll focus better there.”


  “Hrngh…”


  He was right. He was totally right, and I couldn’t even deny it! How was I supposed to respond?


  “Urk… B-but…” I scrambled desperately to string together a counterargument. “We really are…planning to make studying the primary focus. Yes, there’ll be recreation time as well…but breaks are important for any prolonged study session, to avoid burnout. Plus, we’ll be bringing in well-reputed private tutors, so…”


  “H-he’s right, Dad!” Yamada chimed in. “I really am planning to participate as best I can, just like everyone else. Everyone’s been looking forward to it, so it’d be rude to back out at the very last minute…”


  Despite her desperate attempts to convince him, Mr. Yamada didn’t even react to his daughter’s words. He just kept staring at me.


  A few seconds passed in awkward, oppressive silence.


  “I know how to settle this,” Mrs. Yamada said, slamming her wineglass down on the table. “We’ll just have to do you-know-what.” 


  There was a strange gleam in her eyes, and her speech was a bit slurred as well. I looked down at her wineglass. It had been mostly full when I arrived, and now it was completely empty.


  “We’ll settle this in sumo!” she declared.


   


  ***


   


  Thus began my ill-fated wrestling bout with Mr. Yamada.


  There was at least a ten-inch height difference between us, and at least a sixty-five-pound weight difference. To be perfectly blunt…I felt like a compact sedan trying to take on a semitruck.


  Being a die-hard fan of a particular martial arts manga (published by Akita Shoten), I knew full well how much body weight mattered when it came to hand-to-hand combat, and why boxers were segregated into weight classes. Unless you were some sort of manga protagonist, there was no way to overcome a sixty-five-pound gap.


  Nevertheless, all I could do was try.


  How could I call myself a man if I ran away from this?


  I’d be fine. Heck, just the other day, Sekine had said I reminded her of a manga protagonist. I just needed to channel my latent plot armor, and—


  “Hmph!”


  “Grugh…”


  I was defeated in seconds. I didn’t even manage to put up a fight.


  I’d rushed myself at my opponent, hurling everything I had at him in my first move, yet Mr. Yamada hardly even blinked—like I’d just hit him with a pillow. Then he grabbed me and gently tossed me out of the ring, a ­giant taking care not to crush a teeny-tiny ant between his massive fingers. He plucked me off him with the same dexterous delicacy that he used to drizzle sauce onto fine French cuisine.


  He’d seemed out for blood earlier, and yet his fighting style was filled with care and affection. Or to put it another way: He went easy on me, since I wasn’t a bit of a threat.


  “Damn it…” I grumbled.


  “A-are you okay?” Yamada asked, running over to check on me.


  Her kindness hurt so much more after an embarrassing defeat like that.


  “What’s the matter, Ichikawa-kun?” Mr. Yamada asked, towering over me. His stance was imposing as I lay flat on the floor. “Is that really all you’ve got?”


  “I-I’m not giving up that easily…” I said, pressing my hands to my knees as I pushed myself up. I couldn’t let it end like this; this was a trial I had to endure and overcome for the sake of my girlfriend.


  But right as we took our positions once more—


  “Okay, that’s enough!” Mrs. Yamada cut in. “No more sumo, you two. Ichikawa-kun is clearly at a major disadvantage here. I’d hardly call this a fair fight.”


  The other three of us stared at her in silence.


  We were probably all thinking of the same exact retort: Weren’t you the one who suggested this to begin with?


  Why the hell had it been sumo in the first place? Come to think of it, I’d been roped into playing sumo with Kobayashi’s little brother when we visited her house a while back, at Yoshida’s suggestion…


  Was it just a popular pastime in this area? Maybe I should suggest it if any disputes broke out during our study camp.


   


  ***


   


  Our man-versus-man competition raged on from there.


  We duked it out across various events, including a high school-level math problem solving contest (which I obviously won), an arm-wrestling match (which I never had any chance of winning), and a “who can make the dumbest face” contest (from which I reluctantly emerged victorious). 


  “Okay, now it’s two for two,” Mrs. Yamada said, holding her wineglass in one hand. “This next match will be the one that settles it.”


  Before I knew it, we were already on round five.


  “For your final event…” she continued. “Well, I think there’s only one real option. Something perfectly fair that you both can agree to. A gaming competition!”


  She was right. That probably was the fairest possible way to pit me and Mr. Yamada against one another. Neither age nor body type mattered in gaming, after all. Since we were both self-identified gamers, it was the perfect choice.


  Why didn’t we do this to begin with?


  Yamada’s father and I sat side by side on their living room sofa, each taking a controller as we faced the TV.


  “You okay with Pluto Academia?” he asked.


  “Sure,” I said. “You mean the fighting game, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  Although Pluto Academia had begun life as a mobile game, its immense popularity had led to several spinoffs, including a fighting game. I’d fallen a little bit out of practice recently, thanks to focusing on my studies, but it was definitely a game I’d been obsessed with for a time.


  There was no way I could lose at this.


  Better pick my old main, I thought, scrolling over on the character select screen.


  “Hey, wait a second…” Yamada said, watching from behind the sofa. “Isn’t that the girl you have that bunny figure of?”


  “Urk!”


  Hey, quiet! Don’t bring that up now!


  I mean, yes… It was Asuka, to be fair. I’d been such a big fan of her back then that I refused to play as anybody else in the fighting game. My older sister had seen me playing as her, which was why she’d bought me that figure for my birthday to begin with.


  Damn it… I really didn’t need her parents knowing I owned a bunny girl figure.


  “Good luck, Kyotaro!” Yamada cheered.


  “Thanks,” I mumbled.


  “I know you can win! You’ve got bunny girl power on your side!”


  God, cut it out, already! Do you really have to twist the knife?!


  I figured she was probably being sincere, but it still felt like bullying!


  Mrs. Yamada seemed amused. “Oh, really now? He’s got a thing for bunny girls, does he?” 


  Please… Please, no… 


  What had I done to deserve this shame? Why was my girlfriend’s mother asking me about my bunny girl preferences?


  “Well, we won’t lose to you on that front!” she said. “My husband’s a pretty big bunny girl fan himself!”


  Why are you telling us this?!


  What was this drunken forty-two-year-old woman thinking?! Why did it sound like she saw this as some sort of competition between her and her daughter?


  I glanced to my side and saw that Mr. Yamada’s cheeks were red.


  Man, why do I feel such a sense of kinship right now?


  I almost wanted to call him my father-in-law.


  As the atmosphere grew more and more awkward, we finally finished selecting our characters. There was a secret mode that allowed you to put Asuka in her bunny girl outfit, but I didn’t have the courage to do that here, of all places.


  Mr. Yamada had chosen the buxom, dark-blue-haired Kalika as his fighter. She was a pretty popular character in her own right…and, of course, had her very own bunny figure available for purchase. It seemed he truly was a man of culture. I wondered if he already owned it.


  “Almost gives me déjà vu,” Mr. Yamada said on the stage select screen. “Reminds me of when we played games the first time you came over, Ichikawa-kun.”


  “Yeah, it does.”


  Those memories felt almost nostalgic now, even though they were only from February. We’d all come over to make chocolate in Yamada’s kitchen, when her father suddenly invited me over to the couch to play video games with him. 


  Technically, that wasn’t the actual first time I’d been to her house, though.


  “I r-really appreciated that,” I told Mr. Yamada. “It was nice being invited to play games like that, and to know that Yamada-san’s father was as much of a gamer as I was.”


  I still remember how baffled I’d been to have him single me out like that.
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  “You like…video games?”


  It’d made me happy, knowing I had something in common with my crush’s father. It made him a lot easier to talk to from that point onward.


  “I felt the same way,” Mr. Yamada said, his tone pensive. “Glad the first boy Anna ever brought over to the house was a gamer. Felt good to bond with you over that, Ichikawa-kun.”


  I didn’t say anything to this.


  “Now… Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” he said.


  “Yeah.”


  We selected the stage and background music.


  The battle began.


   


  ***


   


  As the boys began their little fighting match, I stepped away from the sofa. Grabbing the wine bottle from the table, I filled my empty glass once again, then took a seat.


  “Mom?” said Anna, walking over. “You’re not going to watch the fight?”


  “I’m okay, dear,” I said. “I don’t really ‘get’ video games. And it doesn’t really matter who wins, anyhow.”


  “It doesn’t?”


  “Your father’s not actually opposed to you going on the trip. Don’t worry.”


  Anna’s eyes went wide. “W-wait, he’s not?”


  “Of course not! If he were, he wouldn’t let the matter be decided via a competition like this. Not that I think he’s going to let Ichikawa-kun beat him in a video game without a fight, mind you… But I’m fairly certain he’ll relent and let you go, regardless of who comes out on top.”


  “Then, why?”


  “Oh, sweetie. Your father’s a more complicated guy than you know.”


  I took a long sip from my wineglass. I couldn’t help but remember the day when Ichikawa-kun came over to the house and met my husband, Yuki, for the first time.


  He’d been very pleased about having a boy come round the house whom he could play video games with at the start. Then, something tipped him off about the boy’s relationship with Anna. It put him in a rare state, and he ended up going to sleep without even taking a bath that night. As far as I could tell, he seemed unhappy at the mere notion of his daughter bringing home a boy who clearly meant more to her than just another friend.


  It was probably the first time I’d ever seen Yuki that down in the dumps. I could only assume it made him agonize about his role as her father, and all that entailed. He probably envisioned a variety of inevitable “firsts” for her that would surely be coming down the line before long. So naturally, I stepped in and tried my best to soothe his anxieties.


  “We care a lot about you, sweetie,” I said. “Of course we want to be supportive of your choices and relationships. But it’s also hard not to feel like our precious daughter’s being taken away from us sometimes. I’m sure your father knows deep down, just as well as I do, that you won’t be our little girl forever. He recognizes that Ichikawa-kun’s a good kid.”


  Anna didn’t reply.


  “He’s just a bit frustrated coming to terms with that. So let him have this chance to vent a bit, okay?”


  “Mm, okay,” Anna said with a little nod. For a moment, it looked like she was reflecting on our love for her…but then her expression shifted into skepticism. “Wait, but you were the one who incited this competition, Mom.”


  Well, I couldn’t respond to that right away.


  “Are you sure you’re not just having fun here yourself, toying with Dad and Kyotaro by pitting them against one another?”


  “Wh-why, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said innocently.


  She glared at me with the same unrelenting look her father always had at times like these. All I could do was try to deflect, gulping down the rest of my wine. 


  Oh, boy… I really need to learn to pace myself.


  I glanced over at the TV, where the boys’ battle was still raging. They were both completely focused on the screen, neither of them showing any indication that they cared one whit what Anna and I were talking about. It was like they couldn’t even hear us.


  Hrm. I still don’t see what’s so fun about those little blips and bleeps.


  “Say, come to think of it,” I said, staring at the back of Ichikawa-kun’s head. Now that I was sufficiently intoxicated, it felt like a good opportunity to ask the question I’d been curious about but never had the chance to voice. “Which one of you confessed to the other first?”


  “Wh-what?” Anna peeped. “D-does it really matter?”


  “Oh, come on. Just tell me.”


  Anna blushed but was surprisingly quick to take the bait. “He did,” she admitted in a timid yet proud tone.


  Oh, I see how it is… She’s been wanting to brag about this, hasn’t she? I should’ve made a point of asking her sooner!


  “Well, well… Props to Ichikawa-kun, then,” I said.


  “Eh heh. Guess you and I are twinsies now, Mom,” Anna said sheepishly.


  “How so?”


  “Didn’t you say before that you’ve never been the one to confess to a guy?”


  “I did, yes.”


  “You were like, ‘I’m the one who makes them confess!’ with a big ole smug smirk.”


  “Please don’t ever imitate me like that again.”


  And no need to specify about the smugness of my smirk either.


  She was referring to the time we’d gone to Hiroshima for that movie shoot, when I’d carelessly revealed an embarrassing bit of lore to her in the hotel room.


  “Come to think of it…I’ve never confessed to a man before. If anything, I’m the one who makes them confess!”


  That had been so ridiculous. What was I even hoping to prove, lording my “feminine superiority” over my own daughter like that? Thankfully, Anna didn’t tease me for it; in fact, she seemed to respect me even more afterward. However, that only made me that much more embarrassed with myself.


  “If you’ve never confessed to a guy before, that does mean Dad was the one who confessed his feelings first, right?” Anna asked.


  “Th-that’s correct, yes…” I said slowly.


  “I wanna hear about that.”


  “Pardon?”


  “I wanna know more about how you made him confess to you!” Her eyes shimmered with excitement.


  Gr-great, now what do I do…? Talk about karma. I asked about how their relationship got started, and now she wanted to know about ours?


  “Oh, g-goodness. I don’t know, sweetheart.”


  When she’d asked for more details back in the Hiroshima hotel, I’d gotten too bashful and quickly cut off the conversation. But right now, I was under the influence.


  “Well, I guess I could share a little bit…” I said.


  So, I began to tell her about how her father and me—how Yuki and me met.


  And how exactly I managed to wring a confession out of him.


   


  ***


   


  It all started about twenty years ago.


  At the time, I was still working for that one publishing company, and your dad had only just gotten his start as a professional chef, training at a completely different restaurant than the one he works at now. I’d gone there to gather material for an article I was writing. Back then, your father was a little slimmer and weaker than he is now, but—


  …Sorry? When did he start bulking up like he is now?


  W-well, let’s table that for the time being, shall we?


  Anyway, I interviewed the head chef for my article, and it all went just fine. But then, on my way home, it suddenly started raining, so I ducked under an awning to wait it out. Out of nowhere, your father burst out of the restaurant and came running down the street toward me.


  I was a little scared at the time, to be honest. Wasn’t sure what to think, so I went into crisis mode. This is your father we’re talking about, after all. Even though he wasn’t a total beefcake yet, he still had that same gloomy look about him, and a much larger build than most men. Imagine a guy like that sprinting straight toward you down the street. It was enough to make my breath catch in my throat! 


  I know your father wouldn’t hurt a fly now, but this was my first time meeting him, so how was I to know?


  As I stood there frozen in fear, your father ran right up to me and shoved an umbrella in my face.


  “Here, use this,” he muttered.


  Apparently, he’d remembered that I hadn’t brought an umbrella with me to the restaurant, so he grabbed one of theirs and rushed out to give it to me. As soon as I took it, he sprinted right back the way he came.


  Tee-hee.


  Yeah. He really came to my rescue. It made me feel bad for being so afraid of him.


  A few days later, I made a reservation at the same restaurant, partly just so I could return the umbrella. While I was waiting for my food, I caught a glimpse of your father in the kitchen. I couldn’t help watching him work—this big, imposing man, whose culinary skills were so delicate and refined. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Then he looked up, and we locked eyes for a moment. It seemed to me like he’d been wondering about me since that night, and whether I’d come back.


  Tee-hee. Yes, I think so.


  How could I not realize, after he came running out with the umbrella like that? It was a kind and courteous gesture, yes, but it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if he had an ulterior motive. I think he’d already developed some affection for me, even then. In fact, I’m certain of it.
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  So, after I finished my meal, I gave back the umbrella, and the two of us talked for a bit. But would you believe it? Your father didn’t ask for my number! Even when it was literally the perfect opportunity. I was practically handing it to him on a silver platter. And I could tell he was already interested in me!


  It started to seem like nothing was going to happen, thanks to your father being such a late bloomer and so clumsy with words, as you well know. In the end, I relented and suggested we exchange contact info myself.


  So hopeless, that man. But I could tell he wasn’t getting the hint, so I figured the least I could do was throw him a bone.


  Except, even after that, he didn’t even ask me out on a date! I was always the one calling him at first. Whenever I did, he’d just give me a very plain, very brief update on his life and then hang up. Even though I knew he must have had a thing for me!


  I figured he just didn’t have the courage to take the next step, so I invited him out on a date myself.


  Yes, I know—pretty sad, isn’t it? But you know how your father is.


  We went on a few dates, and still, your father showed zero sign of confessing his feelings. Even though I knew he must have desperately wanted me to be his girlfriend. I tried to give him a little push in the right direction by putting him in situations that might make it easier to ask me out. I suggested all sorts of dates where we could be all alone together—saying I wanted to rent a car and go on a little road trip or go on an overnight adventure somewhere and stay at a nice hotel.


  At last, on date number five, I finally got a confession out of him!


   


  ***


   


  “So, that’s how our relationship got started in a nutshell,” I said. “What do you think? Not really that interesting of a backstory, is it?”


  Anna looked at me like a deer in headlights. Almost as if what I’d just told her simply refused to register.


  Heh… Maybe she’s trembling in awe at my superior womanly dating techniques. Surely, a junior high schooler like her couldn’t even fathom such shrewd and cunning methods.


  “Well, from what you just told me…” Anna finally said, her expression peculiar. “It sounds an awful lot more like you were the one asking him out.”


  “Sorry?”


  Me? Asking him out? But I was the one who made him confess.


  “Wh-what are you talking about, sweetie? Were you even listening? It was your father who confessed his feelings for me. I didn’t say a word about how I felt until he did.”


  “Yeah, but you did just about everything else you possibly could to suggest it.”


  I blinked at her.


  “I mean, from where I’m standing, it sounds like you were pursuing him pretty relentlessly from the day you met,” she said.


  Pursuing him? Relentlessly?


  “You were the one who asked for his phone number, and you were the one who asked him on a bunch of dates…” Anna went on. “Seems to me like you were being pretty darn assertive, honestly.”


  “Y-you’re wrong!” I protested. “I was just giving him that little extra push he needed, since he’s such a late bloomer when it comes to these things. I was simply helping him out, as the older and more mature person, because I could tell how much he liked me, despite not having the confidence to act on those feelings!”


  “I’m not so sure… Sounds to me like you were pretty head over heels for him yourself,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “If anything, I’d guess that you probably developed feelings for him even before he fell for you. You’re just too proud to admit it, because you’re older than him or whatever…”


  I stared at her with my mouth open wide.


  “I’m sure Dad knows it,” she continued. “He probably had you all figured out right from the start but was too kindhearted to call you out on it.”


  I was utterly speechless.


  Th-this can’t be happening…


  Since when had Anna-chan developed such a sharp intuition? Was this what junior high schoolers were capable of nowadays? Did she also play love doctor like this for her friends at school?


  Wait… What? Hold on a minute…


  It felt like my brain had just short-circuited. I couldn’t tell if it was due to the alcohol…or because the identity I’d proudly maintained for so many years had just been turned completely on its head. Now, it was on the verge of shattering!


  Hang on.


  Was I not the one who’d made him confess to me? Had I only convinced myself I’d wrung a confession out of him using my mature feminine wiles, when in actuality, I’d been the one asking him out? Had he secretly been in control the whole time, simply letting me believe I was the puppet master?


  “Honestly, I’m relieved to hear that,” Anna said as I sat there reeling.


  Relieved? About what, exactly? 


  I was having an existential crisis here!


  “That’s exactly what I would’ve expected from you,” she said. “Honestly, if you really did force a confession out of him using shrewd and calculating techniques or whatever, I might have lost a little bit of respect for you. But I’m glad to hear you really are the mom I know after all… And you always have been.”


  She flashed a carefree smile. She seemed truly, genuinely happy.


  Seeing my daughter’s innocent smile filled my chest with a warm, fuzzy feeling that washed away any conflicted emotions I’d felt a minute ago.


  “What about you, Mom? What did you think of him?”


  “Mm, well… He’s exactly what I would have expected from you, that’s for sure.”


  All of a sudden, I was reminded of a conversation Anna and I had in the past—on the night of the same day Ichikawa-kun first came over, when I had a chance to actually speak with him.


  That’s “exactly what she would’ve expected from me,” huh… It was almost the exact same word choice I’d used back then. Guess the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.


  In which case, I could more or less understand what sort of sentiment Anna was trying to express.


  “I see,” I said. “Thanks, sweetie.” I gave a little smile, then took another sip from my wineglass.


  Right… There’s nothing to worry about.


  There was no need to obsess over these things, after all these years. What did it matter who confessed to whom? All that was ancient history. Who even cared anymore?


  Look at us now: We’d built a happy family together. Raised a wonderful, talented daughter who was now old enough to introduce us to her own boyfriend.


  “Y-yes! I won!”


  All of a sudden, my thoughts were interrupted by a shout of victory.


  I turned toward the sofa, where Ichikawa-kun had jumped to his feet and started pumping his fist.


  Meanwhile, my husband slid off the couch and crumpled in defeat.


  It appeared Ichikawa-kun had won the decisive bout of their little competition. It didn’t seem like Yuki had thrown the match either. I knew he wasn’t the type to pull punches in fighting games, and the dejected heap he’d fallen into looked completely sincere.


  It seemed the strength of Ichikawa-kun’s resolve had allowed him to come out on top.


   


  ***


   


  “Wait, you won?!” said Yamada, rushing over. “You really beat him, Kyotaro?”


  “Yeah, somehow…” I said. “Were you watching?”


  “Nope, not at all—sorry!”


  She said it so bluntly I couldn’t believe it.


  No way. She wasn’t even paying attention? To my most magnificent performance ever? To my miraculous comeback from the brink of defeat?


  Her dad had gotten the jump on me in the final round and pushed my health bar all the way into the red right off the bat—one more hit would have lost me the whole match. But a risky guard cancel into a perfectly timed low-hit the moment he stepped out of his corner, followed by a series of perfect parries, a juke, and a gap-closer slide put me in the pixel-perfect position to pull off an incredible butt-clencher of a final combo to finish him off. 


  And she hadn’t seen any of that?


  “Way to go!” Yamada cried. “I knew you could do it!”


  Mrgh.


  Well, whatever. At least I won.


  “This means you’ll let me go to the study camp—right, Dad?” Yamada asked.


  “Fine,” Mr. Yamada conceded, slowly rising to his feet from his folded position on the floor. “I’ve seen enough of Ichikawa-kun’s resolve to allow that much.”


  “Hooray!” Yamada shouted out with glee.


  A wave of relief washed over me.


  Mrs. Yamada, sitting over by the table, nodded in approval with a smug look on her face that seemed to say, And it’s all thanks to me!


  Which didn’t make sense to me at all—she was the one who’d cooked up this whole situation. If she hadn’t brought up the swimsuit thing, we could have avoided it entirely.


  I let out a heavy sigh. Well, whatever. At least all’s well that ends well.


  “Anna…” Mr. Yamada said, his voice full of concern. “You be careful at the beach.”


  “I know, Dad,” she replied.


  “Make sure no one peeps on you when you’re in the changing room…”


  “Yes, Dad. I know.”


  “You never know what might happen, after all. Like, for instance…one of your friends could be on video call with Ichikawa-kun while you’re getting changed in the background or something like that.”


  “Ha ha, come on. That’s not gonna happen, Dad.” Yamada laughed off her father’s over-the-top concerns. Now that he’d given his permission, she didn’t care much about reassuring him anymore—which might have been why she let slip something truly catastrophic.


  “Besides,” she went on, “if you’re worried about Kyotaro getting a glimpse of someone’s underwear on a video call, it’s not me you need to worry about. It’s Mom who’s already made that mistake.”


  This was, quite possibly, the worst thing she could have said.


  Hey, what the hell are you thinking?! Of all the things to bring up, that’s—


  “Um… W-wait, forget I said that…” Yamada stammered, realizing her mistake.


  But it was too late.


  “What? M-me?!” Mrs. Yamada cried, scandalized. “He saw me in my underwear? Wh-when was this?!”


  Her face grew even redder—but this time, the alcohol wasn’t to blame.


  Yamada was referring to the time she and her mother were staying at that hotel in Hiroshima. During one of our regular video calls, her mother emerged from the bath and I had, indeed, caught a momentary glimpse.


  “Uh… Uhhh…”


  Flustered, I scrambled to come up with some sort of excuse. Nonetheless, not a moment later, I could sense a murderous wrath coming from directly beside me.


  I looked up at Mr. Yamada.


  “Eep…”


  He was staring down at me with the eyes of a ruthless predator, his entire body radiating silent fury. He looked even more sinister than he had after hearing about the whole swimsuit thing earlier.


  “Ichikawa-kun,” he said.


  “Y-yes…?” I replied.


  “Did you see?”


  “W-well, I… I-it was only for a split second, and it was pretty dark, so I wouldn’t say I got a very good look…”


  “Did you see?”


  “I g-guess I’d be lying if I said I didn’t see anything…”


  He was laying the pressure on so thick that I had no choice but to answer honestly. He went dead silent after that, but continued to stare at me with his signature bloodthirsty gaze. It seemed to radiate pure, murderous rage.


  Then, at last, he opened his mouth to speak.


  “I take it back, Ichikawa-kun,” he said. “No study camp.”


  “Wuh?” I gasped.


  “Also, you’re banned.”


  “Banned? From what?!”


  “From coming over.”


  I was speechless. In my state of utter shock, I felt the strength drain from my body. Soon, I grew lightheaded, like I was about to faint.


  It seemed all that hard work to convince him had been for nothing. In the end, I wound up in an even worse position that I’d been in before coming over today.


   


  ***


   


  Thankfully, after much explaining and profuse apologizing—and another multi-round competition with Mr. Yamada—I managed to regain his permission to let his daughter come to the study camp trip. He also rescinded the ban on me visiting their apartment.


  “Man, that was exhausting…” I said.


  “Yeah,” Yamada sighed.


  We’d left their apartment and were walking together through a hall in the building. She wanted to walk me down to the entrance, apparently.


  “Sorry about all that, Kyotaro,” she said. “My parents can be such a headache sometimes, I swear…”


  “It’s all right. I don’t really mind.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah.”


  I wasn’t just trying to make her feel better. It really, truly didn’t bother me at all.


  Mr. and Mrs. Yamada…


  They’d definitely made things harder for me today than necessary, but as a result, I understood them a little bit better as human beings.


  “I can tell that your mom and dad care a lot about you,” I said. “They may have their little gripes and concerns, but it comes from a place of love.”


  “Kyotaro…” Yamada said.


  “They’re just like you in a lot of ways, so it’s no wonder I—”


  I stopped short, catching myself before I said something cheesy.


  “It’s no wonder you…what?” Yamada asked.


  Unfortunately, it seemed she couldn’t read between the lines. Or maybe she knew exactly what I’d been about to say and was sadistic enough to force it out of me.


  “What do you mean?” she pressed again. “They’re just like me, so it’s no wonder you… What?”


  “So, it’s no wonder I…l-l-like them…almost as much…” I said.


  “Almost as much as who?”


  “As their daughter.”


  “O-oh, you don’t say. So, you like my mom, my dad, and their daughter, hmm…?”


  Her tone made it seem as though she was playing dumb, but she was blushing all the same.


  Come on, don’t go getting all embarrassed after you made me say it, sheesh… What the heck are we even doing here?


  After a long pause, she let out an amused little chuckle. “Yeah. I like my mom and dad too.”


  “I can tell.”


  “Hope we can grow up to be just like them someday,” she said with the brightest, most dazzling smile I’d ever seen.


  “Huh?”


  “Oh… S-sorry, I didn’t mean anything weirdly specific by it. Just that I hope we can always get along and have a healthy relationship like them!”


  “R-right…”


  She was telling me not to read into it too deeply, but after a statement like that, it was hard not to envision our future—a time where Yamada and me were living together and raising a happy family, just like them. The thought made me feel a bit antsy.


  “Wait!” I patted my pockets as we were about to board the elevator. “I don’t have my phone.”


  “You think you left it at my place?” asked Yamada.


  “Probably.”


  We hurried back down the hall, retracing our steps. Just as Yamada was about to open the front door, we heard a voice coming from within.


  “Aww, come on, Yuki… Don’t be so upset, hunbun…”


  It was Mrs. Yamada. She speaking affectionately, as if trying her best to cheer up a depressed kitty-cat.


  “You really don’t need to worry about the underwear thing, dear. Besides, I’m guessing it must have happened during that trip to Hiroshima, which means it would have only been my normal underwear. Definitely not lingerie or anything. Don’t worry…”


  Her voice was slurred and sweet, which suggested that all the wine she’d drunk had fully kicked in. Had the two of them really dived right into this the moment we left? The fact that we could hear them even out in the hallway suggested as much.


  I feel like I’ve heard her talk like this before, actually…


  I was reminded of the time when Yamada dropped her phone in the water while she was in Hiroshima, and I ran over to her house in the middle of the night, desperate to find some way of getting in contact with her to make sure she was safe. When Mr. Yamada called his wife’s phone to see what was up, I’d heard her voice through the speaker.


  “Awww, what’s the matter, Yuki? Do you really miss me that much already?”


  It was then that I learned, for the first time, how Yamada’s parents interacted with each other when their daughter wasn’t around.


  “Come on, cheer up, Yuki. What? Wait, seriously? Is that the only thing that’ll cheer you up? Oh, fine. You big goof… You never change, do you? All right. I love you, Yuki. More than anybody else in the entire world. Eeek, I just got goosebumps. Why do you always have to make me embarrass myself like that?! Come on, you’ve gotta say it too, or I’ll really make sure you regret it!”


  Yamada and I glanced at one another, then stepped away from the door. Both of our faces were beet red as we stood there in the most uncomfortable silence I’d ever known.


  “Should I just call and have them bring your phone out to the door?” she asked.


  “Good plan,” I said.


  “Maybe we don’t need to be just like them yet after all.”


  “Yeah, maybe not.”


  Mr. and Mrs. Yamada. At first glance, they both seemed like very strict parents. And to be honest, I’d been intimidated at first. But after I got to know them, they turned out to be very sweet and mature.


  They were exactly the type of parents I expected to raise a girl like Yamada.


  I respected them both and was deeply thankful for their hospitality…but I had a feeling it’d be a good, long while before I was ready for a relationship like theirs.
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  IT WAS ALREADY TEN YEARS LATER…


  Apparently, the next decade had flown right by for us, just like most romance manga after the two main characters finally get together. Our friends and acquaintances all grew up, found respectable jobs, and paired off with unexpected partners.


  Here we were, ten years down the line, still going strong. In fact, we’d just moved in together.


  “Okay, Kyotaro,” she said from the living room. “The table’s all wiped down.”


  “Cool,” I called back from the kitchen. “I’m just about ready here too.”


  Today, I’d gotten off work early, so I decided to start cooking dinner a bit earlier than usual to make something fancier than our standard fare. Not to imply that she never cooked, but I’d say it fell on me about 70 percent of the time.


  I kind of enjoyed cooking, though. Being given the chance to work on something all by myself in silence was a good fit for my personality. Trying to follow the recipe to a T, while also finding my own little ways to optimize and improve, felt a bit like min-maxing in a video game. More than anything, though, it was having someone to cook for—someone I deeply cared about, living in the same space as me—that made it so rewarding.


  “That’s it,” I called. “All done.”


  The dish complete, I carried our bowls to the table. On the menu today: French onion soup au gratin.


  “Oh my gosh!” she said, her eyes aglow.


  Now twenty-four years old, Yamada Anna had transformed from a “pretty girl who looked a bit older than her peers” into a full-blown bombshell. She’d grown a little taller than she’d been in junior high…and her curves were even more devastatingly voluptuous now than they were back then.


  But she still had her childish, playful moments from time to time.


  “It looks so good!” she exclaimed as she scooped up her first spoonful and put it straight in her mouth—like an idiot. “Ouch! Hodhodhod!”


  “No duh…” I said with a sigh. “You okay?”


  “Heh, sorry. Guess I just couldn’t wait.” She chuckled, then took a drink of water to cool her tongue. On her next attempt, she actually blew on it before placing the spoon in her mouth. “Mmm! It’sh sho good!”


  She practically swooned. Her giddy smile alone was enough to make me feel warm inside.


  A lot had changed between us over the past ten years, as we’d grown up into full-fledged adults. Not the least of which was how we acted around one another in private, now that we were more comfortable. However, one thing that definitely hadn’t changed: the way her face lit up whenever she ate something tasty.


  “It’s delicious, Kyotaro!”


  “I’m glad. But I’ve still got a long way to go before I can hope to compete with your dad’s.”


  “I don’t think that’s true at all! Sure, I love the way my dad makes it, but yours is just as delicious in its own unique way. You should have more confidence in yourself, silly.”


  Her carefree smile and kind words warmed my heart.


  Her father had always said that the secret to mastering a dish wasn’t just following the recipe as perfectly as possible—it was about trial and error, slowly learning to put a personal spin on it.


  I’d made this soup for her countless times over the past ten years, slowly getting the hang of it and making my own little changes to the process as I improved. Eventually, I reached the point where I could make it taste a bit different each time, depending on how I felt that day or based on her feedback.


  I hoped this could also be said for our relationship as a whole—that we were slowly but surely building our own happily ever after, based on each step of our journey so far.


  “Mmm, dang. That was so good, I already finished my entire bowl,” she said.


  “Well, I made enough for seconds, if you want it.”


  “You bet I do!”


  “Are you gonna be okay eating that much? I know you’ve got another big shoot starting next week.”


  “I eat what I want, when I want! That’s the only lifestyle I can live by if I wanna stay happy and stress-free!”


  I couldn’t help but flash a sardonic smirk. “Wow, you sound like you’re in junior high again.” 


  After we finished eating, we sat on the couch together for a little side-by-side quality time, idly watching whatever silly comedy shows happened to be on.


  All of a sudden, I felt a little thunk as she leaned her head on my shoulder. This didn’t bother me one bit. I combed my fingers gently through her hair, enjoying the little giggles she let out each time I stroked down her scalp.


  Had we done something this intimate back in junior high, I probably would’ve been pitching the biggest tent of my entire life. But I wasn’t just some horny teenage boy anymore. I could handle a little bit of physical touch without getting weirdly aroused or embarrassed.


  “Oh, that reminds me,” she said, pulling out her phone. “I was going through my camera roll today to delete some stuff, and look what I found.”


  She turned her phone to show me a photo, one taken at Kobayashi’s house back when we were in junior high.


  “Oh man… Now there’s a trip down memory lane,” I said.


  I remembered going over to Kobayashi’s place during our third-year summer vacation with the intention of holding a planning meeting for our upcoming study camp. But we’d ended up horsing around with her little brothers instead.


  We’d played so much that little Takumi-kun and Mei-kun had gotten all tuckered out and fallen asleep right there on the floor. The photo had been taken just after that, when she and I lay down with them, the two boys sandwiched between us.
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  “Hey, I know! Let’s take a photo for posterity!”


  “Why?”


  “Don’t worry about it! But maybe ten or twenty years from now…”


  So we’d taken a photo, just for the memories.


  “Can’t believe it really has been ten years now,” she said.


  “Me neither,” I agreed, reflecting on the passage of time. “But I always wondered, Yamada, why’d you want to take a photo of this?”


  She made a face and looked away. “Huh? Oh, you know… N-no special reason…” Then she ran her fingers along her stomach and whispered: “I guess ten years was too soon after all.”


  “Sorry?”


  “Nothing! Anyway, on a separate note, you just called me Yamada, didn’t you?”


  I paused, realizing that was true.


  “It’s been a while since you last called me that, huh?” she said.


  “Yeah, I guess it has…”


  I hadn’t even noticed, to be honest, but reminiscing about the past must have made it slip out. She, of course, had been calling me “Kyotaro” since before we even started going out in junior high, but I hadn’t managed the transition to calling her by her first name for quite a while.


  But now, we’d been going steady for ten years. I wasn’t calling her by her last name anymore, of course.


  “Tee-hee… Feels kinda weird, getting called that after all this time,” she said.


  “Hey, no bullying.”


  “I’m not. If anything, I want you to fit in as many Yamadas today as you can. Since, well…starting tomorrow, I won’t even be a Yamada anymore.” She paused, grinning with pure elation. “I’ll be Ichikawa Anna.”


  Today was one day before the anniversary of the last day of our third-year class trip, which was the date we first started dating. That meant tomorrow would be our ten-year anniversary. We’d made plans to file our marriage registration together after work. We’d been talking for a long time about wanting to make our official marriage anniversary that day and had already planned the wedding date and everything.


  We’d been boyfriend and girlfriend for nearly ten years now. Starting tomorrow, we’d be something else entirely.


  “It’s been a rough year, huh?” she said, gazing wistfully off into the distance. “What with all the wedding prep…”


  “You can say that again,” I agreed wholeheartedly.


  I’d always heard people talk about what a hassle it was to plan a wedding, but I’d never imagined it was this much work. At first, we told ourselves we’d try to keep it simple and spartan… But as we realized there were lots of people we wanted to invite, it slowly transformed into this huge behemoth of an event. There was simply no way to rein it back in.


  “Even just getting our parents’ permission was a hassle,” she said. “Well, yours were fine, but mine were a bit of a headache…”


  “Yeah, wasn’t expecting to have to beat your dad in another gaming competition just to earn the right to his daughter’s hand,” I said. “But here we are.”


  “And my mom didn’t help matters either, as usual…”


  “It’s fine. At least I managed to pull out the win.”


  “I know. That was a huge upset. Your passion for bunny girls really is something.”


  “Cut it out. Don’t make this about the bunny girls!”


  Yamada let out a heavy sigh. “Well… It’s been a long road to get here, but we made it in the end. Kinda hard to believe I won’t be a Yamada anymore after tomorrow.”


  “Hey, you had a stage name all this time, right? You’re Akino Anna too.”


  “That’s not that same thing at all!” she said, pouting. “You don’t understand just how significant a change this is. I’ve been a Yamada my whole life. Suddenly, I’m gonna be an Ichikawa…and I’m gonna stay an Ichikawa for the whole rest of my life. Of course I’m gonna have a lot of feelings.”


  “You don’t know that for sure. Like, in the event we got a divorce, you could technically go back to being a Yamada again—”


  I didn’t realize what a stupid thing that was to say until the words had already left my mouth. 


  Dude, what the hell are you thinking? What kind of moron starts talking about divorce the literal night before getting married?!


  I truly was an incorrigible idiot. I could only hang my head in shame.


  “Nah, I don’t think that’ll happen…” She said this softly as she pushed herself up and straddled me where I sat on the sofa. I could feel her body weight as she squeezed her thighs around my waist and wrapped her arms around my neck. “You wouldn’t let go of me in a million years.”


  Even if she was teasing, I was overwhelmed by her faith in our relationship. As she stared down at me, there was a look in her eyes—provocative and alluring, pure as driven snow yet slightly naughty, blissful yet somehow still a bit anxious—that told me this was the same Yamada Anna I’d fallen for in junior high.


  “You’re right,” I said.


  Not wanting to be completely passive, I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her body closer to mine.


  “Whoa, hey!” she gasped.


  “I’ll never let you go,” I said. “Not for as long as I live.”


  “Good.”


  She looked startled for a split second there but quickly returned my embrace. In this moment, the two of us were enveloped in a happiness that couldn’t be put into words. She slowly leaned down, bringing her lips closer and closer to mine, and then—


   


  ***


   


  “…aro! Hey! Earth to Kyotaro!”


  “Mmwuh?”


  That was when I woke up.


  Yamada was sitting directly across from me, looking somewhat concerned. And more notably, she was not the twenty-four year old Yamada anymore. She was Yamada from our third year of junior high.


  “Were you taking a nap?” she asked.


  “Y-yeah, guess I must have been…”


  I desperately tried to kick my sleep-addled brain into gear. Lifting my head to survey my surroundings, I saw we were in the library, sitting at our usual table by the window.


  Right…


  We’d stayed late after school to study together. Now that summer vacation was over and our second term had begun, we were back to our daily routine.


  “Wow, it’s not like you to doze off like that,” she said.


  “Probably ’cause I went to bed pretty late last night.”


  “You don’t say…” She leaned in and stared straight into my eyes. “You sure looked like you were having a really nice nap, judging from your facial expressions…”


  “H-huh?”


  “Did you have a fun dream or something?”


  “Hngh…” An immense wave of shame washed over me.


  Good lord… I don’t think I’ve ever had a more embarrassing dream in my life! I mean, talk about ridiculous fantasies—not only were we grown up and living together, but it was the night before our wedding too? That’s so cringe, I wanna die!


  “I-I did,” I admitted. “But I’m not telling you about it…”


  “What? Why not? Just tell me!” she whined.


  “No way. Not in a million years.”


  “Oh, come on! Why are you being so… Wait.” Suddenly, her face turned bright red. “Y-you weren’t…having a naughty dream, were you? That would explain why you looked so giddy, and—”


  “No!” I shouted in vehement denial.


  Okay, maybe it was a teensy bit naughty…but not like what you’re imagining!


  “It wasn’t like that, I swear. But, um…you were in it,” I confessed.


  I really didn’t want to get into it, but I had no choice if I wanted to clear my name from what she was accusing me of.


  “Wait, I was?” she asked, eyes wide.


  “Yeah.”


  “You had a naughty dream…about me?”


  “I told you, it wasn’t naughty!”


  Why the hell won’t she listen to me?!


  Yes, technically, it had been a little scandalous at the end. It might have been leading up to something naughty…but that was different.


  “It was a perfectly normal dream,” I said. “Nothing weird about it. We were just sitting together and talking like normal.”


  That wasn’t a lie, really. Although ten whole years had passed, there weren’t any dramatic changes to the way we interacted with each other. Which made sense, since it was only a dream world. I could never know what she would really be like ten whole years down the line. My mind could only conjure up a version of her that was more or less the same as the one sitting here in front of me.


  “Oh,” she said with a sigh. “So, it was just an ordinary dream, then…”


  “Yeah, like I said, perfectly normal.”


  “Hey, I’ll take it. Nothing’s better than dreaming the life you’re already living, if you ask me.”


  She was right about that.


  It still felt kind of crazy to me that being with her was such a normal part of my everyday life. The time we spent together was starting to feel “ordinary” to me—but not in the boring or mundane sense. The mere thought of her being an inextricable part of my life was enough to make my heart beat like it might burst out of my chest.


  Yamada checked the time. “Oh, shoot, is it this late already? We’d better get going.”


  “Yeah, good call,” I said.


  We started packing up our things to leave.


  She and I would be walking home together today, just like usual. Since we hadn’t yet made our relationship public, I assumed we’d probably leave school separately, then meet back up a little ways down the road. That was our current everyday routine.


  It was ordinary and expected—but that would slowly begin to change as we spent more time together, each day building on top of the last.


  Our lives weren’t going to fast-forward to a wedding ten years down the line like some sort of romance manga now that we’d finally started dating. We’d actually have to put in the time and effort to develop our relationship to that point, working together every step of the way.


  Like cooking the same dish again and again, until eventually it starts to take on its own unique flavor that no one else in the whole wide world could ever recreate.


  And with each new page we added to our story, we’d be that much closer to our happily ever after.
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  HEY, FOLKS. IT’S ME—THE AUTHOR, KOTA Nozomi.


  First off, let me just say what a great honor it was to be given the privilege of writing the very first novel based on The Dangers in My Heart. I still can’t believe it; as a huge fan of the series, it really did feel like the chance of a lifetime! 


  Granted, I had been asked to write a short story for the special edition of the manga’s seventh volume prior to this, based on a plot drafted up by Sakurai-sensei… But this was an entire standalone novel, and I was given much more freedom to decide how the story would go this time around, which I had a lot of fun doing.


  There were a lot of things which I, as a fan of the series, knew I wanted to write into it—as well as a lot of things I knew probably shouldn’t be written into a spinoff novel like this. That was always going to be a pretty tough balance to strike, but with plenty of help from Sakurai-sensei and the good people at Akita Shoten, I feel like we managed to pull it off. I can only hope that fans of the series find it as fun to read as it was for me to write.


  I’ll now delve into spoiler territory in order to discuss the book’s various chapters. But first, let me just say that when I was given the opportunity to write a novel based on The Dangers in My Heart, I knew right away that there were going to be two main tenets I really wanted to keep in mind.


  Number one: The series is always at its best when it’s set in the now! Which is the main reason why I wanted to make these stories take place more or less at the same point in the story as where the manga is at the time of publication, rather than write a bunch of totally self-contained prequel stories or minor sub-events from various points in time. I wanted these episodes to feel just as fresh to readers as a new chapter of the manga would, and to contribute to the series’ overarching narrative as it’s actually happening. As such, I decided that each of these short stories should primarily take place during the summer vacation of Ichikawa and Yamada’s third year of junior high.


  Number two: It’s not really The Dangers in My Heart unless we’re focusing on Ichikawa and Yamada. Obviously, the series has a ton of great minor characters too, but it wouldn’t be the same story if they weren’t the focal point. So although this book does feature stories told from the perspectives of other characters, I made an effort to include or center them around Ichikawa and Yamada as much as possible. We all want to see how their relationship develops, and how they affect the people around them. That’s just the heart and soul of the series, if you ask me.


  Now, regarding the Moeko chapter: As soon as it was decided I’d be given this novel gig, she was the first character I knew I had to include a story for. The manga always portrays her as an irreverent, flirty gyaru—but in actuality, she cares a lot more about what other people think than she lets on. She seems like this peppy party girl, yet there’s also this sort of cool maturity about her. But she also has her childish, mischievous moments, and even a deeply sympathetic side. She’s always been a super interesting character to me, one who seems simple on the surface but really isn’t simple at all. I also had the chance to consult with Sakurai-sensei regarding her older brother, who still hasn’t appeared in the manga yet, and it was a lot of fun getting to depict her various circumstances and struggles in a way that hasn’t been shown before in the series.


  In the card game chapter, I decided to take the card game that was introduced in a bonus chapter for the fourth volume of the manga and write an entire story based around it. This one was a ton of fun, especially getting to write Ichikawa nerding out about his favorite card game! I also got the A-OK from Sakurai-sensei to include that little part where Ichikawa realizes that mysterious tall girl he saw back then was Yamada, which actually makes this story have a lot more significance to the overall plot of the series, despite being all about cards. And who knows: Maybe Chaos Legends will make an appearance in the manga again somewhere down the line?


  For the Kanzaki and Hara chapter, I wanted to really shine a light on two characters whose relationship we only get tiny glimpses of in the manga. To be perfectly honest, I’m the type of guy who can relate to Kanzaki-kun falling for a girl who’s a bit on the plumper side, which probably came through in some of the writing for that chapter. I mean, who doesn’t like a little chub in the midsection? It’s just more to love, right? That being said, I didn’t want this to just be one big dirty joke of a chapter, so I tried to portray Kanzaki-kun in a more positive light as well. Unfortunately, I do feel that humanity isn’t quite ready for a larger helping of the, shall we say, “thick” romcom I’ve written here.


  Regarding the chapter with Mr. and Mrs. Yamada: I can’t tell you how much I love Yamada’s parents as a couple. I love them so much that I almost didn’t feel like I should be the one to write about them in a story like this. However, I also feel like my love for them is ultimately what allowed me to write the story with the utmost respect. I can’t thank Sakurai-sensei enough for giving me permission to depict something as deeply important as the very start of their relationship. Man, I love those two. Isn’t it kind of crazy that Sakurai-sensei managed to write two parental characters so likable that they actually make you like Yamada even more, just by virtue of being related to them?


  As for the epilogue chapter, as much as I would have loved to write a story about where our two main characters end up in the distant future, I knew that wasn’t going to fly in a spinoff novel like this, so of course the punch line had to be that it’s all just a dream. Also, one of the things I really felt hesitant to touch on, as a fan of the series, was how Ichikawa should address Yamada in this hypothetical future. I knew that definitely wasn’t my place to decide! We can’t show the first instance of him calling her something other than Yamada in a mere spinoff! This was something I felt very strongly about, so I wrote around it and tried to keep the narration there as vague as I possibly could. Like everyone else, I’m looking forward to when it finally happens in the manga itself.


  I could definitely go on, but I’ll cut myself off there and just offer a few short words of gratitude to wrap things up.


  Sakurai-sensei—thank you so very much for entrusting me with this novelization. Getting to be a part of one of my favorite manga series in this way is one of the greatest joys I could ever ask for as an author. I must also extend my deepest gratitude to both MF Bunko J’s editorial department and Akita Shoten for all of their tireless support and assistance. 


  Finally, my sincerest thanks to all you amazing Dangers in My Heart fans for purchasing this book for your reading pleasure. If ever I have the chance to work on this incredible series again, I dearly hope you’ll look forward to it.


   


  ­KOTA NOZOMI
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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