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  Deep down, I think I always knew it.


  The more I longed to be free, the more that very feeling robbed me of my freedom.


  Whenever something weighed on my mind, all I could see in myself was regret. So I clung to the words you once said to me about a butterfly set free and held onto them tightly, doing my best to be just that.


  A light breeze drifted in through the open window. A few weeks ago, I probably would’ve heard Kaoru’s voice scolding me, “Hey! Don’t let all the cool air out!” I could picture my classmate and fellow literature club member right now, pouting as she said those words.


  Summer was coming to an end, and autumn was on the horizon.


  They say autumn is the best time for reading, and I couldn’t agree more. It wasn’t too hot and wasn’t too cold. I wasn’t sticky with sweat from the humidity, and the dry winter air hadn’t yet chapped my skin. The weather didn’t get in the way of my reading at all in the fall.


  On a regular day, I would’ve thrown my arms up and said, “It’s the perfect day to read!” then immersed myself in the paperback I’d bought the day before. But today, I couldn’t focus at all.


  I kept looking at the book in my hands, but none of the words sunk in. My eyes just drifted back and forth between the page and the window, over and over.


  “If you’re going to keep that up, just close your book and stop pretending to read.”


  The sudden voice startled me, and I looked up to see Kaoru lounging on the worn sofa, staring right at me.


  She’d kicked off her shoes and had a blanket draped over her legs from the waist down as her head lay against the armrest. If she’d closed her eyes, I would’ve thought she was about to take a nap. But instead, she was holding her phone with one hand, gazing at me.


  “You haven’t turned a single page, you know.”


  “Don’t you think you’re getting a little too comfortable over there?” I asked, chuckling.


  “Who cares? That’s not the point.”


  She kicked off the blanket with an annoyed sigh and sat upright. Her short skirt almost gave away a glimpse of her panties, so I quickly averted my gaze.


  Guess my attempt to dodge her question was a little too obvious.


  Kaoru was always glued to some fast-paced puzzle game on her phone, yet somehow, she still managed to keep tabs on me. I never understood how she found the time to glance my way.


  But she did know me well. She could always tell when I wasn’t into my book and that usually meant I had something on my mind. And once she’d noticed, it was only a matter of time before she prodded me about it. That was exactly why I had tried to change the subject.


  “Did something happen with Ai?” she asked.


  Yep, I knew that was coming.


  It wasn’t that I didn’t want to talk about it with Kaoru. I just didn’t have anything to say.


  “Nothing happened,” I muttered.


  Kaoru let out a dissatisfied snort.


  I was telling the truth. The issue wasn’t about Ai and me.


  I slipped a bookmark between the pages and closed my book, then breathed a deep sigh. My thoughts kept drifting back to what had occurred the day before, despite all my attempts to stop them.


  It happened as Ai and I were on our way home. We’d just passed the ticket gates at the station and were about to part ways, when a woman suddenly appeared in front of us.


  “Long time no see, Ai,” the woman said.


  Her name was Kozue Mizuno, and she was Ai’s older sister.


  “It’s about time you came back,” she told Ai with a confident smile. “Mom seems pretty serious about taking you away from him this time.”


  I was baffled. I’d only recently found out that Ai lived alone with her dad. And with the way her sister was talking, it sounded like Ai’s dad had taken her away from their mom or something.


  I cast a sidelong glance at Ai and saw that her face had gone stiff. She was glaring at her sister with all her might. She seemed scared.


  After a while, she spoke. Her voice was sharp. “Leave.”


  “Wow, is that any way to talk to your own sister?” Kozue replied.


  “What are you doing, showing up out of nowhere? Go home!”


  “Seriously, Ai.” Kozue sighed in exasperation. Her eyes glinted coldly as she stared back at her younger sister. “You really think me walking away now will solve anything?”


  That seemed to hit Ai, because she was speechless for a moment. Eventually, she replied in a low voice. “What do you want me to say?”


  “I think you already know.” Kozue stepped forward, closing the distance between them.


  Ai instinctively took a half step backward, then caught herself and stood firm.


  “Just say you’ll come home. That’s it.” Kozue looked down at Ai as she spoke. Her voice wasn’t loud or sharp. It sounded flat, but there was a strange force behind it.


  Ai glared at her, brow furrowed, before shaking her head firmly. “There’s no way. Absolutely not.” Then she grabbed my wrist and started walking.


  “Hey…”


  She pulled me along as she moved past Kozue. I turned to look back at her sister, and we made eye contact. But the smug smile on Kozue’s face had changed—she now wore a soft, almost satisfied expression. It only lasted a moment, though. Ai yanked on my hand again before I could figure out what it meant.


  As I watched Ai’s back as she stomped on ahead of me, I thought she seemed oddly fragile.


  “So you’re gonna keep running away, huh?” I heard Kozue’s voice call after us. “You think that will make you free?”


  That stopped Ai in her tracks. She spun around and glared at her sister.


  Kozue looked at her for a second, then snorted and waved her hand like she was bored, before abruptly turning and walking back toward the station. I stood, stunned, and watched her as she walked through the ticket gate.


  A weak tug on my sleeve snapped me out of it. I turned and saw Ai, who looked like she was on the verge of tears.


  “Yuzuru, I’m sorry,” she said.


  “What are you apologizing for?”


  “For dragging you into this mess.”


  “You didn’t drag me into anything, Ai.”


  She clearly felt guilty, but I had absolutely no reason to blame her.


  “Still…”


  “Ai.”


  She looked so apologetic that I gently took her arm. Her shoulders twitched a bit when I touched her, but then she slowly looked up at me, eyes full of hesitation.


  “Let’s go home,” I said.


  She sighed and nodded.


  We didn’t talk again until we reached the intersection where we always split up. I didn’t bring up her sister, nor did I try to change the subject to something more light-hearted. I didn’t want to make Ai feel like she had to pretend everything was okay.


  It might’ve been the first time we walked side by side in silence like that. I cast a sidelong glance at her as she wordlessly walked on, thinking about how little I really knew about her.


  Suddenly, a weight pressed against my back, pulling me into the present. I looked down and saw the sleeves of Kaoru’s oversized cardigan draped over my shoulders and chest. I could feel a slight pressure on my head. I soon realized she was leaning against me from behind, resting her chin on my hair. I could feel her warmth.


  “You’re still thinking about Ai, aren’t you?” she asked from above.


  How does she always know?


  Kaoru usually came off as grumpy and hard to read, but she was far more mature than I gave her credit for, and she had a knack for sensing other people’s feelings.


  “You don’t have to say anything. It’s obvious,” she said when I didn’t reply.


  “I’m sorry,” I said on reflex.


  She laughed quietly. I could feel her stomach rise and fall against the back of my head with each breath. “What are you apologizing for?”


  “I don’t know.”


  I knew Kaoru liked me, and not just as a classmate or a friend, but in a romantic way. She was stylish and more mature than I was, and secretly popular among our classmates. So having her see right through me while I was busy thinking about another girl felt awkward.


  “I like it when you get serious, Yuzu,” she said. Her arms hung loosely over my chest, wiggling a little as she spoke. “You made that same face when you were thinking about me, remember?”


  “Did I?”


  “I probably shouldn’t bring that up, though, huh? Since I’m the one who caused you a bunch of trouble.”


  “It was no trouble.”


  Right before summer started, things had gotten rough for Kaoru at home, and she’d tried to shut me out. Back then, all I could think about was her. Funnily enough, Ai was the one who’d picked up on it. Girls were constantly reading me like an open book. It was kind of pathetic.


  Kaoru’s arms slipped away from my chest, and she gave both my shoulders a firm whack from behind before saying casually, “Why not just go all in and confront it head-on, instead of sitting there looking troubled?”


  I felt her warmth pull away. A moment later, I heard the soft thud of her body hitting the sofa. I turned to see her sprawled out again, this time without a blanket, leaving her pale thighs exposed. I looked away, feeling awkward all over again.


  “Confront it head-on, huh?” I muttered.


  “Yep,” she said breezily. “You tend to get stuck in your head, Yuzu. But once you finally make a move, you’re all in. That’s just how you are.”


  “You think so?”


  “I know so.”


  Strangely, when I thought back, her words made sense. Yet hearing someone say them out loud made me a little self-conscious. She was right, though. If I was going to end up charging forward eventually, maybe it was better to do it sooner rather than later. I kept telling myself that Ai’s problem was too delicate a topic and something I shouldn’t bring up lightly, but maybe that was exactly why I needed to be the one to open the door. That might make it easier for Ai to talk, too.


  All I really had was words. That was the only way I knew how to process things. So I needed to keep thinking. But that alone wouldn’t change anything. Perhaps it was okay to make a move sometimes, even if I was still thinking things through. I figured I might as well give it a try.
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  Back then, my whole world was divided between when I was home and when I wasn’t. At home, I barely had any freedom. All I ever wanted was a moment to breathe.


  The following day after school, I decided to act.


  I turned to Kaoru in the seat behind mine and said, “I’ll be a little late to the literature club. Go ahead without me.”


  “Okay.”


  She gave a small nod, her expression impassive as usual. But somehow I knew she understood. That was something I really appreciated about her. She didn’t press the issue.


  I pulled out my phone and opened my messaging app.


  I want to talk. Where are you?


  I sent the message to Ai, and it was immediately marked as “Read.”


  Somewhere in the school. Come find me, she replied.


  I let out a wry chuckle and felt relief wash over me. She was already sounding like her old self again.


  I did exactly what she asked and started wandering the halls, looking for her.


  Class had just ended, and I passed by a bunch of students heading to their clubs. From inside the classrooms, I could hear those on cleaning duty chatting as they got to work. That background noise only lasted for about ten or fifteen minutes, though. The farther I walked, the quieter the school became. Thinking about it, I realized I’d never really walked around school like this alone before. Soon, my mind was on Ai again.


  Back in junior high, she used to wait until most people had cleared out and wander around the building. Apparently, she enjoyed the atmosphere. The very first time we met, she’d been doing just that, walking around the school for no particular reason.


  The time at the end of the day when school began to shift from occupied to empty was quite lonely if you paid attention to it. But sometimes, that loneliness was kind of nice.


  I checked all the floors with regular classrooms but found no sign of Ai. She wasn’t the type to keep moving after telling me to look for her. If she’d wanted to play a game like that, she would’ve said so in her message.


  By now, the school was completely quiet. Standing by the first-floor entrance, I only heard the muffled echoes of a sports team shouting on the field.


  “…Huh?”


  That was when I noticed it. The absence of sound. Something was missing.


  I headed straight for the staircase and rushed all the way up to the fourth floor. By the time I stepped into the hallway, a little out of breath, I was sure of it. The usual sound was missing. Instead, I heard something else—the faint, refined keystrokes of a piano.


  I picked up my pace and reached the room I was looking for. I pulled open the heavy door, and all the sound that had been sealed inside came rushing out into the hallway.


  Ai sat in front of a grand piano, her fingers moving effortlessly over the keys. She glanced at me and smiled gently, then continued playing. I quietly stepped into the music room, walked over to the piano, and leaned against it. That close, the sound was louder than I’d expected. Despite the volume, the way she played was soft and dynamic, never harsh.


  She played without saying a word for a few minutes, and I stood and listened.


  The overhead lights were off, so the only illumination came from the deep orange of the setting sun outside the window. Summer had ended, and the days were getting shorter. It wasn’t even five o’clock yet, but the light pouring through the windows made sharp, slanted rectangles on the floor. The curtains stirred with each breeze that blew in through the windows. Her fingers glided across the keys, causing the hammers inside the piano to thud gently as they struck the strings, releasing soft, warm tones.


  I felt an indescribable emotion rise inside me, somewhere between warmth and loneliness. Time seemed to lose all meaning.


  Eventually, the last note from the piano resounded and faded away as Ai slowly lifted her hands from the keys.


  I clapped a few times, then sighed. “You’ve got real skill, Ai.”


  I hadn’t even questioned it when I walked in, maybe because the atmosphere had felt so dreamlike, but I’d had no idea she could play like that. She’d done a great job playing keyboard for our band during the school festival’s after-party. Even an amateur like me knew there was a huge difference between doing something like that and playing classical music on a grand piano.


  Even to my untrained ears, I could tell this wasn’t the result of a couple lessons. She’d clearly been playing for a long time.


  “Heh-heh. You’re making me blush.” She chuckled, obviously embarrassed.


  “I don’t know much about music, but you totally pulled me in. You were great.”


  “That’s sweet of you,” she said. Then, before I could ask, she started explaining. “The brass band club’s advisor is on a business trip today, so their practice got canceled. But thanks to that, I finally got to play on a piano with real strings again.”
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  Indeed, the sound of instruments that could always be heard at this time of day had been mysteriously absent. That was why I’d wondered if Ai was in the music room. I’d guessed she might be excited to sneak into a place that was usually occupied. But I hadn’t expected to walk in on a performance.


  Ai ran her fingers across the surface of the keys, like she was tracing something invisible. She had a strange smile on her face, as if she was recalling a distant memory.


  A thought struck me. “Did you have a grand piano back home that you practiced on a lot?”


  She nodded. “Yep. I played it every day.”


  “You must really enjoy playing piano.”


  “I guess so. I don’t hate it, anyway.”


  It sounded like there was more to the story. I wasn’t sure if I should press her further, but she continued before I could say anything.


  “I was supposed to become a pianist, you know.”


  “Wait, what?” I said, startled. Her sudden confession had caught me completely off guard. “Is that something you can just decide to become?”


  “No, not really. Only a tiny number of people actually make it as professional pianists. But a long time ago, I was practicing so I could become one.”


  Her voice was calm, but there was something sad in her expression. I had no idea what she was thinking.


  “Did you want to be a pianist?” The words tumbled out of my mouth, probably because it was what I wanted to know the most.


  She put on a troubled smile and shook her head. “No, not at all.”


  After that, she hopped down from the piano bench and reached for a folded red cloth by the music stand. She draped it over the keyboard in one smooth motion, then gently closed the lid.


  “Come on, Yuzuru. Let’s go for a walk,” she said, heading for the door like nothing had happened.


  We walked side by side down the dim hallway. The keys to the music room jingled against the keychain as she fidgeted with it.


  “Remember how we got into that fight back in junior high and then I moved away?” she asked in a light, casual tone.


  I nodded quietly. She saw the gesture out of the corner of her eye and continued. “Well, that’s when my parents got divorced.”


  “Oh… I see…”


  I’d figured it was something like that, since the move had been sudden, and she was now living alone with her dad. I wasn’t sure how to respond, though, so I chose a simple, safe reply.


  “You know my sister, Kozue, who we saw the other day? Well, she went to live with our mom, and I went with Dad. Our mom makes way more money than Dad does, so Dad and I had to leave.”


  “Ah, so that’s why you moved.”


  “Yep. We spent a few years in another city, then moved back here.”


  I didn’t say much. I just listened. But she clearly understood why I’d reached out to her today. She knew what I wanted to ask, and she was choosing to tell me. So I decided not to press her any further. At least, not today.


  “Mom’s the one who made me take piano lessons.”


  I felt like she’d phrased it that way intentionally. Her mom made her take the lessons. Earlier, she said she didn’t hate playing piano, but it was clear she hadn’t started because it was something she wanted to do.


  “I practiced every day starting in kindergarten all the way through junior high, and naturally, I got pretty good. To be frank, I was very talented. Once I hit the upper grades in elementary school, I’d win awards every year in the Junior Classical Competition.”


  “You even did competitions?”


  “Yeah, the Junior Classical Competition is kind of like the nationals for school sports teams.”


  “That’s really impressive.”


  Even just qualifying for the nationals was a huge deal for a school sports team. If Ai had won awards in a competition of that level, she wasn’t just good, she was incredible.


  “My mom wanted me to become a pianist.”


  “But you didn’t, right?”


  “Yeah, not at all. But I was planning on it. You know, I was just going with what my mom wanted.”


  “Even though that’s not what you wanted,” I said.


  She sighed, then put on a soft smile. “It’s not like I didn’t want to. But I wasn’t all that thrilled about it, either.”


  “I see.”


  I understood what she meant. Not wanting to do something and being ambivalent about it were two different things.


  After listening to everything she’d said, a thought popped into my head. Can someone who doesn’t even want to become a pianist really pull it off? Although I was curious, that didn’t feel important right now. Either way, I understood that Ai had once had the talent to make that possible.


  “When my parents got divorced and I went with my dad, I just kind of stopped playing,” she said, her tone casual. “We couldn’t bring the grand piano with us when we moved, and there was no way we could afford a place big enough for one on his salary.”


  “Didn’t it hurt to quit playing?” I asked.


  She chuckled. “No, it didn’t. Not at all. Actually…” She paused for a second, then exhaled. “It was a relief not having to play anymore.”


  With that breath, it felt as though she’d released a whole bundle of heavy emotions she’d been carrying around for ages, like she’d finally been freed from some heavy burden.


  “That’s when I realized that being a pianist was never really my dream. Sure, I liked playing, but I never wanted to make it my job. I only ever wanted to play songs I liked. Practicing pieces I didn’t care about was never fun. At last, all those feelings I had never put into words suddenly clicked.”


  As she spoke, I thought back to when she’d played at the school festival, and then today in the music room.


  She’d looked so happy and relaxed. And maybe that was exactly what she meant. She was only happy when she was playing something she liked. Still, I couldn’t imagine how many hours of practice it had taken for her to play so freely.


  But there was still one thing I couldn’t stop wondering about. I hesitated for a second, unsure if it was okay to ask. But if I held back now, it felt like I’d be missing the point of everything she’d shared.


  “Can I ask you something, Ai?”


  “Hm? Sure.”


  “Why did you want to live with your dad?” I heard a sharp intake of breath the moment I asked, and it flustered me a bit. “I mean, you don’t have to answer if you’re not comfortable.”


  “No, it’s fine. I get why you’re curious. I mean, we were talking about piano and how I stopped after I moved in with my dad, so it makes sense.”


  She smiled stiffly, then hummed in thought. After a few moments of silence, she answered.


  “Being around my mom felt suffocating.”


  “Oh…”


  That one sentence said more than I could ever truly understand. I wasn’t sure how to respond.


  Over the past year, as I’d gotten close to people like Ai, Kaoru, and Nagoshi, one thing had become painfully clear to me. I was really lucky to have the family I had. Dad was always away for work, but that wasn’t a bad thing. Our relationship wasn’t strained, even though we lived apart. If anything, it made me look forward to him coming home all the more, even if he couldn’t stay for long.


  Mom was a little blunt sometimes, but that was because she was frank and open-hearted. She was never controlling or overprotective. Maybe that was why I never had a rebellious phase.


  Maybe I’d just been lucky. I’d never experienced how difficult and stifling family could be.


  Ai went to return the music room key to the faculty office, then came back with her usual bright, carefree smile.


  “Let’s go to the club room!” she said.


  She obviously meant the literature club room. Kaoru had been there this whole time by herself, and I had no reason to say no.


  At that point, Ai changed the topic to a lighter subject and started chatting breezily. It was as if she was saying “That’s enough of that conversation!” So I played along as we headed for the club room together.


  “Listen,” said Kaoru, “I’ve been meaning to say this for a while but stop sitting on the sofa. It’s mine.”


  “What?!” Ai protested. “But it belongs to the literature club. It’s not your personal sofa, Kaoru!”


  “But you’re not even in the literature club.”


  “Still! Don’t you think making a guest sit on a folding chair is kinda rude?”


  “I can’t stretch out if you’re sitting on it. Now move!”


  “No way! I’m already settled in!”


  Ai and Kaoru began to playfully wrestle for space on the sofa. It was easy to tell how close they’d become. Hearing them banter like usual made me feel relieved, though it was a bit awkward to see them hanging all over each other right next to me. I opened my book and pretended to read so I wouldn’t have to watch them.


  “Don’t you ever wanna sit on the sofa too, Yuzuru?” Ai asked. She quickly dragged me back into the conversation, forcing me to look back up.


  “Nah. I can’t relax on that thing,” I said.


  “Yeah, Yuzu always sits on a folding chair even when he’s here alone,” Kaoru said.


  “Oh come on, Kaoru!” Ai said, sticking out her lower lip. “Not even you know everything Yuzuru does when he’s alone!”


  “He’s in that same folding chair every time I come in. Like, every single time.”


  “Oh. Well, I guess that’s fair.” Ai nodded reluctantly, before clapping her hands. “Then let’s all sit on it together!”


  “Huh?” Kaoru and I replied in unison.


  Why?


  “It might feel different if we all sit on it!” Ai insisted.


  “I mean, it’s a loveseat,” I muttered, “so it’s only meant for two people…”


  The idea of being sandwiched in between two girls on a tiny sofa was embarrassing.


  But Ai ignored me. “Move over, Kaoru!”


  “Hang on. Are you serious?” asked Kaoru.


  “Yes! C’mon, scooch!” Ai grabbed Kaoru’s arm and tugged on it, forcing her to sit right in the middle of the two seat cushions. It was a tight fit, but it did leave enough room for someone to sit beside her.


  “There! Now you sit next to Kaoru, Yuzuru!” Ai insisted.


  “Nah, I’m good… Really.”


  I could probably fit, but it would be cramped. And I could already tell my shoulder would wind up pressed against Kaoru’s.


  “C’mon already! Hurry up!” Ai said, standing up from the couch.


  That took Kaoru by surprise, and she wobbled to the side. “Whoa!”


  Ai didn’t even blink. She grabbed my hand and practically shoved me down beside Kaoru before plopping onto the other side.


  “Ahh…” Ai sighed with satisfaction. “Yeah. It’s really cramped.”


  “I told you so!” Kaoru snapped, shoving her right shoulder into Ai’s left.


  “Ah-ha-ha! But isn’t it kinda nice to be all squished together?”


  “What’s nice about it? Yuzu looks totally uncomfortable and…” Kaoru turned toward me mid-sentence and abruptly stopped talking.


  I had a feeling it was because our faces were a lot closer than she’d expected. We both looked away at the same time, feeling embarrassed and awkward.


  “Ugh, seriously!” she said, forcing herself to stand back up.


  “Whoa!”


  “Hey!”


  The sudden motion made Ai and me lose our balance and fall toward the center of the sofa. We didn’t bump into each other, but when we reached out to break our fall, our hands overlapped.


  “Eek…” Ai looked down at our hands. “You’re warm, Yuzuru,” she said quietly.


  “I’m going to the bathroom,” Kaoru muttered as she cast a sidelong glance at me. “Take your time, you two.” She was clearly implying something as she stomped out of the room.


  “I-it’s not like that! But, um…see you in a bit…,” I said weakly.


  “Ah-ha-ha! Think Kaoru’s jealous?” Ai laughed.


  I slowly pulled my hand away from hers. “This sofa really isn’t made for three people.”


  “I know that! I just wanted to try it!” Her shoulders bounced softly as she giggled. She looked like she was back to her usual self.


  I returned to my folding chair and sat down, quietly relieved. If there was some kind of problem, I wanted to help fix it. But if she could still smile and joke like this, maybe things weren’t as bad as I’d thought.


  “Hey, Yuzuru,” Ai said suddenly.


  Something about her tone gave me chills. It was quiet and distant, like she wasn’t really talking to me at all. I looked up and saw that she had a faraway look in her eyes.


  “I’m not transferring again.”


  I wasn’t even sure if she was talking to me. Her words hung in the silence of the room, echoing quietly before fading away.


  “I want to graduate with you and Kaoru.”


  She turned to me, and I realized she had been talking to me, after all. But even though her gaze was pointed in my direction, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t really looking at me. It left me with a strange feeling of anxiety.


  “Let’s graduate together, Yuzuru.” This time, her words felt like a wish.


  “Yeah, I hope we can.”


  I chose a vague, safe response, but it was all I could manage.


  When she heard me, for a split second, Ai’s expression changed—I was certain of it.
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  Back when I first started playing the piano, just pressing a key and hearing a note was fun.


  After that, I learned proper finger positions, chords, and how to play with both hands. Slowly, the list of songs I could play grew longer. It felt amazing, like I improved every time I sat down at the piano, and I was so proud. Playing beautiful music, making it mine, and getting praise from my teacher and my mother made me feel so good.


  They told me I was improving much faster than my peers.


  “There aren’t many students who can play this well so quickly,” said my teacher.


  I was proud of that. But once my mother found out I was excelling, something changed in her.


  It was completely dark by the time club was over and we left school. The early sunset and crisp feeling in the air confirmed that summer was truly over. It felt a little chilly, even with my blazer on.


  After Ai chatted with Kaoru for a while, she said goodbye to us and went home first. Though she seemed like her usual self when she talked with Kaoru, I detected subtle shifts in her mood every now and then. It wasn’t overt, but it was enough to make me uneasy.


  After her parents’ divorce, Ai had been separated from her mom and sister. Though she and her dad had moved away for a few years, she’d recently come back, and now her sister had shown up and made it clear their mom wanted Ai with them.


  It didn’t take much to guess that big changes might be about to occur in Ai’s home life. But after everything that had happened with Kaoru, I knew how little power I had when it came to someone else’s family. All I could do was be there for Ai and listen—offer her a place to talk and be heard until she figured things out herself. Maybe it wasn’t much, but it was the only way I could help, and I wanted to do it properly.


  Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ai’s expression when she said she wanted us to graduate together. It had sounded like she was speaking to me, but at the same time, the words hadn’t seemed meant for me. And she’d gazed at me without really looking at me. What if I’d completely missed what she was trying to say?


  “Hey, I know I said I like your serious face and all.” Someone jabbed me in the shoulder, and I flinched. “But I might get depressed if you’re up in the clouds the whole time we’re walking together.” It was Kaoru, and she was frowning at me, clearly annoyed.


  “S-sorry.” I’d been totally spacing out, so I bowed in apology.


  “I thought you two talked it out already.”


  “We kind of did, I guess.”


  “Well, you don’t have to explain. I get it. Things are still up in the air.”


  “Yeah, I guess so…,” I replied vaguely.


  “Hmph,” was all she said in return.


  We reached the station and passed through the ticket gates. A train pulled in, so we jogged up the stairs and got on. The space by the door was empty, so I let Kaoru stand by the railing and positioned myself next to her. I wasn’t sure why, but in situations like this, I always found myself offering her the spot closest to the wall. Maybe it was instinctive.


  “You know, when you really think about it…,” she said a few seconds after the train started moving. “It’s kinda crazy, right? That we ended up in the same club and we live by the same station.”


  “Oh. Yeah, I guess it is.”


  Honestly, I’d never really thought about it. But now that she mentioned it, it felt like a weird stroke of luck. Neither of us lived within walking distance of school, either. We were five stations away, making it quite a coincidence. And our club was small—just the two of us.


  “Especially since…,” she began, only to fall silent and start fidgeting.


  “What?” I asked.


  “I, you know…” She glared at me, her cheeks tinged pink. As I tried to figure out what she meant, she leaned in and muttered under her breath. “Since I like you and everything.”


  “……”


  I couldn’t say anything, though I knew what she meant.


  “It’s lucky that we get to go home together,” she said.


  “I—I don’t even know what to—”


  “You don’t have to say anything,” she said.


  “Ouch!”


  She suddenly pulled away and kicked me in the shin as if to cover up her embarrassment. Loafers were surprisingly hard. Even a light kick in the shins hurt way more than you’d expect. I gritted my teeth and did my best not to react too dramatically.


  “You don’t have to say anything,” she muttered, “but like…it would make me happy if you actually thought about me when we’re walking home together.”


  “Wh-what am I supposed to say to that?”


  “Just say ‘I’ll give it a try.’”


  “…I’ll give it a try.”


  “Good job.” She gave a small, satisfied nod and then shifted her gaze out the window.


  Lately, Kaoru had been a lot bolder about her feelings toward me. At one point, she’d been the one who tried to cut off our relationship, but the moment I stepped in and stopped her, she’d completely changed her tune. At first, she couldn’t even bring herself to say she liked me, but once she finally admitted it, she’d started coming on pretty strong.
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  I could admit that Kaoru was a really attractive girl. And, of course, I was happy that she liked me. But at the same time, I didn’t know if it was okay to be happy about that when I still had feelings for Ai. I wasn’t exactly in a position to ask Kaoru to stop, either.


  She knew her feelings for me had gone beyond friendship, and when Ai showed up, she’d tried to back off and pull away. Yet I’d stopped her for my own selfish reasons. This might be a poor way of putting it, but a girl I’d considered a friend had been about to end our whole relationship because of her feelings for me. I wasn’t innocent, of course. My actions had made her fall for me, even if I hadn’t meant for it to happen.


  She’d basically said, “If it’s not going to work out between us, then I’d rather spare myself the pain and stop being friends.” But from my perspective, I was losing a dear friend forever! So I pushed back, because I didn’t want that to happen.


  Now Kaoru was coming to club meetings again, but she still liked me, and was open about that. How could I complain?


  I get it, I really do. But still… I’m just a regular high school guy.


  Having a cute girl keep saying she liked me over and over again was flattering, embarrassing, confusing, and made me flustered. Basically, it was overwhelming. Things had gotten way more complicated between us than I’d ever expected.


  Yet despite all that, having Kaoru next to me genuinely made me happy. I found myself quietly watching her without even realizing it. She was still facing the window, but then she turned and caught me staring.


  “What?”


  “N-nothing.”


  “Obviously, it’s something.”


  “No, I was just…looking…” I trailed off, and Kaoru blinked in surprise.


  “Huh? You’re just randomly staring at me?” She grinned.


  “Y-yeah. That’s all.”


  “Oh reeaaally…?” She smirked and turned back to the window, but I could see her cheeks were a little pink.


  “Well, see you tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, see you.”


  Once we got off the train, we went our separate ways as usual. Even though we got off at the same station, our houses were in opposite directions.


  Kaoru waved at me casually, and I waved back as we split up. I watched her walk off for a few moments, then turned toward home.


  That was when I saw somebody waiting up ahead, waving at me as they leaned against a streetlight.


  “Ah…”


  My entire body tensed up once I realized who it was—Kozue, Ai’s older sister. Naturally, she was wearing a different outfit from the day before. But it was hard to forget a face as beautiful as hers.


  “Hey,” she said with a breezy look on her face. “Sorry to bother you again. I decided to wait for you here.”


  I figured she was waiting for Ai, but Ai had gone home before I had.


  “Ai’s not with me, if that’s who you’re after,” I said.


  Kozue shook her head. “Nah. I’m here to talk to you.” She poked me lightly in the chest with her index finger. She had on navy-blue nail polish.


  “Got a minute to chat with me? I can call your parents or something if it makes you feel better.”


  “No, that’s fine. I can let them know myself.”


  “Cool. That café over there should work. My treat, of course.” She winked at me. For some reason, everything she did felt exaggerated and threw me for a loop.


  Why does she want to talk to me?


  She kept chatting like we were old friends as we headed toward the café.


  “Man, it gets pretty cool at night lately, huh? Bet you have it rough, since school uniforms are so thin,” she said.


  “Y-yeah. The slacks aren’t very warm.”


  “That’s what I’m saying. And girls still have to wear skirts all winter! Tights don’t help at all. Ick, now I’m having flashbacks to freezing my butt off in high school.” She gave a dramatic shiver and laughed.


  I still had no idea what she was after, and part of me was bracing for something serious. But at the same time, her light tone and playful gestures put me strangely at ease. I figured that was her way of breaking the ice.


  Once we entered the café, she ordered a hot café latte without missing a beat, then turned to me. “What do you want?”


  “Uh, I’ll have the same thing.”


  “You sure? They have all sorts of fun drinks here. Sweet ones, too.”


  “I’m not that familiar with the menu.”


  “Oh. That’s fine, then. Two hot café lattes, please. Hey, do you want cake, too?”


  “Uh, no. I’m good. It’s a little too close to dinner.”


  “I suppose so. I’ll just get a slice for myself, then.” She studied the cake display for a moment with a mischievous smile, then pointed at a piece of cheesecake.


  “Thanks for paying,” I said.


  “No worries. Sorry for ambushing you like that. Buying you a drink is the least I can do.” She laughed again.


  She seemed like a completely different person from the woman I’d seen at the station. She’d smiled that day, too, but she’d still seemed like a scary adult. There was a heaviness in her voice, like something lay underneath her pleasant expression. Though what had scared me most was seeing a calm, unshakable girl like Ai totally frightened by her.


  Our drinks arrived, and we settled down at a table.


  “Man, I always get my hopes up when I come to a café that’s not a chain. The cake is always better.” Kozue wiped her hands with a disposable washcloth and peeled the plastic wrapping off her slice of cheesecake. “All right, let’s dig in! Go ahead and drink your latte.”


  “Ah, yeah. Thanks.” I took a small sip from my cup. I wasn’t an expert on coffee, but the drink in front of me was smooth and mild and had a nice flavor.


  Kozue cut into her cheesecake with a fork, smiling like she was genuinely excited to see the inside. Then she took a bite.


  “Hmm… Yeah, okay. It’s pretty average.” She was so blunt that I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Hey, you finally laughed.”


  “S-sorry.”


  “You don’t have to apologize. Just relax a little, yeah?” She took a sip of her latte and sighed. “All right, let’s get down to business.”


  “What is it?” I sat up straighter, eager to hear why she’d brought me here.


  She looked me straight in the eye and said, “Are you dating Ai?”


  “Huh?”


  “You two seemed pretty close, so I figured you were going out.”


  “Oh. No, we’re not.”


  The question caught me off-guard, but I shook my head. We both had feelings for each other, but technically, we weren’t dating. Not yet, anyway. But explaining all the details would take forever, and it didn’t feel like right time for that anyway.


  “Huh. Gotcha.” She gave a vague, impassive nod and then blurted out, “Oh, wait. I should have introduced myself first.” She bowed slightly. “I’m Kozue Mizuno, Ai’s older sister.”


  “Yeah…” I already knew her name since Ai had said it before. But she was right, we had yet to properly introduce ourselves. I bowed slightly, too. “I’m Yuzuru Asada.”


  Her eyes widened a little, then she flashed me an amused, knowing smile. “Ohhh, so you’re the one.”


  “Uhh, what do you mean?”


  “You’re Ai’s ex-boyfriend.”


  “…!”


  My breath caught in my throat. She told her family about me?


  “Y-yeah, technically, I guess. That was back in junior high.”


  “Gotcha. I was gonna ask what your deal was if you weren’t dating, but I guess that explains it.” She popped another bite of cheesecake into her mouth, chewed, swallowed, then looked right at me. “I want you to stop,” she said.


  “Stop what?”


  “Stop telling her things she wants to hear. It’s irresponsible.”


  She was still smiling, but the mood in the air had shifted. It felt like she was calling me out.


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  She nodded and then continued. “I think you’re part of the reason she’s so selfish. I know that wasn’t your intention, but still.”


  I didn’t know what to say, mainly because I had no idea what she was talking about. But something didn’t sit right with me, and the words came out before I could stop them.


  “I don’t think I have that big of an influence on her,” I said.


  Kozue tipped her head to the side. “Oh? And what makes you say that?”


  “Ai doesn’t change herself for other people. She’s not like that.”


  Kozue blinked a few times and then laughed. “Ah-ha-ha! Wow, that’s really how you see her? Looks like she’s done a great job fooling you.” Her voice sounded a little lower after she laughed. It was only a little change, but it scared me. “She’s just a kid who wants to be free. That’s all.”


  The way she spoke was so firm I could tell she really believed what she was saying. But her words baffled me, and I was starting to feel overwhelmed.


  “Why are you trying to take her back, Kozue?” I asked.


  Kozue smiled cruelly. “Why do you think that’s any of your business?”


  I tried hard to hold back my anger. I didn’t think it was necessary for her to talk to me like that.


  “You’re the one who waited around for me and asked me all these questions. Now you won’t even answer one of mine?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but a little frustration slipped through. I regretted it immediately, but Kozue didn’t seem bothered.


  “That’s fair. You got me! Sorry.” She clasped her hands together and gave me a quick, apologetic bow.


  “No, I’m the one who was out of line…” I said.


  “Nah, don’t worry. You’re totally right,” she said, brushing it aside. “We should be on equal footing here. My bad for talking down to you.” Her voice sounded casual now. She inhaled slowly and let the breath out through her nose. Her whole expression seemed to shift, like all the warmth had drained from her face.


  “She hasn’t chosen anything for herself, and that’s why I can’t forgive her.”


  A shiver ran down my spine.


  There was a forcefulness to Kozue’s words which made it immediately obvious they were her true feelings. It felt like she was purposely showing me the strength of her conviction.


  She’d seemed so breezy and easygoing before, but now her tone had changed completely. I had to wonder which version of her was the real one.


  But there was no point in asking a question like that. Most likely, both sides were part of her.


  Just as that thought crossed my mind, I heard something buzzing from her direction.


  “Tch.” She clicked her tongue as she pulled a phone out of her purse and glanced at the screen. “Sorry, I wanted to talk more, but I just got called in.” She started gathering her things. “Let’s talk again sometime, Mr. Ex-Boyfriend.”


  “Yeah… Sure…”


  She gave me a wink and was out the door before I could say anything else.


  I figured the call was from her workplace. She had a “career woman” vibe to her, so getting called into the office or something this late didn’t seem out of the question.


  She left behind her latte and a half-eaten slice of cheesecake.


  “Haah…” I sighed and took a long sip of my own drink.


  Kozue had come in like storm. It somehow made perfect sense that she was Ai’s older sister. They felt similar, yet completely different at the same time. Kozue struck me as more logical, like everything she said had a clear line of reasoning behind it. I couldn’t quite explain it, but I got the feeling she was a lot smarter than I was.


  I thought about what she’d said, about how Ai hadn’t chosen anything for herself. But what did she mean? And how had I encouraged her? It was all so vague I didn’t even know where to start.


  “Ugh…”


  It had been an overwhelming day.


  I’d listened to Ai’s incredible piano playing, learned she’d quit, and heard more about her family. Kaoru had messed with my head, and I’d realized I felt happy just having her next to me. And, to top it all off, Ai’s sister had shown up out of nowhere and dumped a cryptic monologue on me before suddenly walking out.


  It felt like this kind of thing was happening a lot lately. I could feel there were problems I needed to solve, but when I looked around, they were nowhere in sight. They crept into my life slowly, messing with things little by little, and yet evading me. I kept trying to figure out what to do, but honestly, I had no idea where to begin.


  Kaoru had told me to confront things head-on as usual, but right now, I didn’t even know what to confront. I clutched my head in despair, and not just metaphorically.


  “Um, did your friend leave?” A voice snapped me out of my reveries, and I looked up with a jolt. A waitress wearing an apron with the café’s logo on it looked down at me.


  “Oh, yeah. She got called away for something.”


  “Okay. Mind if I clear these, then?” She pointed to the cup and plate Kozue had left behind. “Or are you going to finish them?”


  I shook my head. “No, go ahead. Sorry about that. Thanks.”


  “No worries!” She smiled politely and cleared the dishes, then she glanced back one more time before disappearing behind the counter.


  Just then, a wave of embarrassment hit me. There I was, sitting in my school uniform. I’d probably looked like some kid on a date with a way older woman. Then the woman had left me sitting there with my head in my hands. I couldn’t even imagine what the waitress must have thought. She’d definitely gotten the wrong idea.


  It felt like nothing was going my way—just one cringey moment after the next. I couldn’t stand it!


  “Argh…”


  I clenched my jaw, downed the rest of my cold latte in a few gulps, then stood up.


  “Thank you!” I said louder than necessary, mostly out of indignance, then rushed out of the café.
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  I hadn’t even been playing piano for a full year before my mom started saying things like “You’re going to be a pianist.”


  After that, it was nothing but practice. I had to finish each piece my teacher assigned me as quickly as possible, then move straight to the next one. Even if I liked a song, I had to leave it behind once I could play it properly.


  I could feel myself getting better by leaps and bounds. My technical skills, finger coordination, and control all came together really quickly. But, at some point, the excitement I felt just faded away.


  I mean, even if I practiced and improved, what was it all for? There was always another piece to practice. That was all there was to look forward to.


  I remember asking my mom a few times if I could play songs I actually liked now and then, but she always said no.


  “You have to keep practicing. You have talent. Once you’ve built some real technique, then you can play whatever songs you want.”


  She spoke like she was some kind of authority, but what was “real technique” anyway? How good did I have to be? There was always someone better than me, no matter how much I improved.


  And if “real technique” meant at the level of a professional concert pianist, did that mean I wasn’t allowed to play what I wanted until I became one?


  I had so many questions and frustrations, but Mom ruled the roost in our house. She’d already shut me down once, and I knew asking again wasn’t gonna change anything. So I stopped arguing altogether.


  When Kozue showed up to talk to me, I braced myself for something to change with Ai. But nothing happened. Even more surprisingly, she didn’t show up again to talk to either of us.


  A whole month passed by in a blur, and I found myself worried more about the upcoming midterm exams than anything to do with Ai.


  I was at the literature club, and Kaoru was sprawled out on the sofa, groaning over a workbook she’d opened on the table in front of her. She’d been doing that every day for the past few days, and honestly, I was surprised.


  Kaoru always seemed like the type to zone out, sleep, or secretly mess around instead of paying attention in class. I’d lost count of how many times I’d lent her my notes. But this time she was seriously studying for midterms. I couldn’t figure out what had gotten into her. I thought teasing her would be kind of rude, so I hadn’t said anything yet.


  “What?” she asked.


  “Huh?”


  “You’re staring again,” she said, glaring up at me.


  “Oh.”


  Apparently, I had a bad habit of staring at people and zoning out whenever I started thinking about them. I’d already lost count of how many times we’d had an exchange just like this one.


  “I was just thinking about how hard you’re working.”


  “Is that a bad thing?”


  “Huh? No, it’s really impressive. I mean that.”


  She scrunched up her face. “You’re being so condescending.”


  “I wasn’t trying to be…”


  “Easy for you to say.” She pouted. “You never have to study because you’re naturally smart.”


  That didn’t seem fair to me at all. “It’s not like I don’t study, you know.”


  “Sure, you say that, but here we are right before midterms and you’re over there calmly reading a book!”


  “I’ve been studying every day after school by doing homework, reviewing, test prep, all of it,” I shot back indignantly.


  Kaoru looked away awkwardly and I realized I was being a little too defensive.


  “R-really?” she asked. “I mean, okay. I guess I made it sound like you weren’t doing anything. My bad…” She pointed her mechanical pencil toward me with a flick of her wrist. “But still! It’s super annoying how you make it look so effortless when I’m over here busting my butt!”


  “Sorry, I guess…” I couldn’t help how people felt. That was on them. I smiled wryly. “Well? What’s got you so fired up this time?”


  I decided to ask her outright, because I thought she might actually answer me this time.


  Kaoru froze for a second, then scratched the tip of her nose. Her cheeks flushed slightly, and she mumbled. “I mean, up until now I figured it was fine as long as I got average grades. But I dunno… This time I want to get a good score. I thought maybe it’d make my mom happy.”


  I couldn’t help but smile. “That’s really nice.”


  “Don’t smile at me like that.”


  “I’m not.”


  “You totally are!”


  Her face got even redder as she threw an eraser at me. I picked it up and placed it back on the desk, but my mouth wouldn’t stop curving into a smile.


  Kaoru had always had a rocky relationship with her mother. I knew things had settled down a bit between them lately, and it made me genuinely happy to see.


  “Well, anyway. That’s why I’m putting in the effort this time,” she said.


  “That’s great. I’m rooting for you. Just let me know if there’s anything I can help with.”


  “Thanks,” she replied, then turned her gaze back to the workbook in front of her.


  The next moment, as if on cue, we heard frantic footsteps pounding down the hallway.


  Bwoosh!


  The door burst open dramatically.


  “Yuzuru! Kaoru!”


  It was Ai, of course. Lately, I’d become able to recognize the sound of her footsteps. It wasn’t difficult to guess, though. Only me, Kaoru, Ai, and our advisor Hirakazu ever came to the club room.


  “Please help me study!” She clutched her bag frantically, looking like she was on the verge of tears.


  Kaoru and I exchanged glances, then we both tipped our heads to the side.


  The moment she was inside, Ai rattled off an explanation.


  “I was gonna start studying for midterms, right? But when I opened my textbook I realized I was way behind! There’s so much I don’t get. I don’t even know where to start! Then I thought, ‘This is impossible! I can’t do this alone!’ But I don’t really know anybody in my class well enough to ask them for help, so you two are the only ones I can count on!”


  “F-fine, I get it. Just calm down.” I raised a hand to stop her, then guided her over to the sofa. Once she sat down, I scratched my head. “Sure, I’ll help. I don’t mind at all. But what subjects are giving you trouble?”


  Ai blinked at me, then grinned sheepishly. “Umm… All of them?”


  You mean, she doesn’t understand anything?!


  “Isn’t there at least one subject you don’t feel lost in?” Kaoru asked as she sat down next to Ai.


  “Hmm, let’s see… Oh! I think I’ll be fine in Home Ec. I’m pretty serious about that one.”


  “Anything else?”


  “M-maybe modern Japanese? I haven’t studied much, but I haven’t failed before, either…”


  Kaoru and I exchanged glances. It was worse than we’d thought.


  “Wow. I didn’t think I’d ever meet someone who slacks off worse than me,” Kaoru said in disbelief.


  Ai opened her mouth like she was about to argue, then closed it, embarrassed. “It’s really hard to start studying again once you get out of the habit, you know!” she protested.


  I couldn’t help but chuckle at her pouty expression.


  “I understand. Honestly, I do.” An idea popped into my head, so I decided to share it with her. “How about this? You handle the subjects that are mostly memorization, and Kaoru and I will help you with stuff where you have to solve problems.”


  Ai’s face lit up at my suggestion while Kaoru frowned.


  “Hey, I’m busy with my own studying, remember?” she said.


  “Yeah, but they say teaching someone helps you learn the material even better, right? Besides, you’re good at math.”


  “Good is a stretch. You always get better grades than I do.”


  “Yeah, after I kill myself studying to get there.”


  Kaoru narrowed her eyes. “Are you trying to say…?” she started to ask but then didn’t continue. “Oh, I see.” Then she sighed in exasperation.


  I knew she was about to say something like, “You’re trying to say I never study, right?!” But honestly, she wasn’t wrong. Despite barely studying, Kaoru always got scores close to mine, and I actually put in the work.


  I had a knack for the humanities, but with math, listening in class wasn’t enough for me to grasp the formulas. I had to review everything multiple times, and even then, I only kind of understood. When tests came up, I had to cram problem sets until I finally felt some semblance of confidence.


  Meanwhile, as far as I could tell, Kaoru barely paid attention in class and spent all her time in literature club playing puzzle games. Yet she still ended up with nearly the same grades. Considering all that, I thought it was fair to say that math was one of her strong suits.


  “I’m not confident to teach it, so can you do it?” I said.


  “Fine.” Kaoru nodded reluctantly.


  Ai immediately threw her arms around her with a big smile. “Thank you! You’re a lifesaver!”


  “No promises I’ll be any good, though,” Kaoru warned.


  “Come on! I know you’ll be amazing, Kaoru!”


  Kaoru tried to pry off Ai, who was clinging tightly to her.


  I cast them a sidelong glance and continued. “I’ll handle classical Japanese. What about English? Do you think you can manage that on your own?”


  “Nope! I suck at English, too!”


  Ai said it so confidently I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “Fine. I’ll help you with English, too,” I said.


  If we could get math, classical Japanese, and English under control, she might be able to do the rest with basic memorization. Physics was a little scary, but if she could learn the formulas and how to apply them and nailed the fact-based questions, she might be okay.


  “Can we start, like, right now?” Ai pulled her math workbook from her bag and looked at Kaoru with puppy-dog eyes.


  Kaoru sighed and took the book from her. “Jumping into the workbook when you don’t even understand the basics isn’t going to help. Start by getting your textbook out.”


  “Y-yes, ma’am!”


  “Okay, let’s start with the most important formula you need to memorize for this unit.”


  Kaoru and Ai sat down together and started studying.


  Despite all her complaints, Kaoru was a really caring person. I smiled as I opened my book again. I figured I was off the hook for the rest of the day since Ai couldn’t learn multiple subjects at once.


  I was surprised by how much Ai was struggling with school, but at the same time, I was happy to see her in the club room, acting like her usual self. Ever since Kozue showed up, I’d been worried Ai’s life would get increasingly chaotic.


  The sound of the two girls studying served as my background noise as I immersed myself in my book, managing to focus on the words for the first time in a while.


  “All right, let’s wrap it up here for today,” Kaoru said a little louder than usual, and my gaze flicked up to the clock on the wall.


  Our club usually called it quits around thirty minutes before the last bell rang, which was just enough time to clean up and lock the room. But today, we still had plenty of time left, and yet Kaoru had already started putting away her stationery.


  “Sorry, but I’m gonna head out now,” she said before I could ask.


  “Oh, okay. Do you have plans?”


  “Not really. But my mom’s making dinner tonight, so I figured I’d head home a little early.” She sounded a little embarrassed. Ai and I couldn’t help but smile.


  “Oh, well in that case, you better not keep her waiting,” I said with a nod.


  “Yeah, I know,” Kaoru muttered in response. She stuffed all her things into her bag and slung it over her shoulder, then waved as she headed for the door. “I’ll leave the rest to you.”


  And then she was gone, leaving Ai and me alone.


  “Kaoru is really good at teaching,” Ai said.


  “Think you can handle the rest on your own?”


  “I’m not super confident, but I’ll make sure to go over it again at home.”


  “That’s a great idea.”


  Ai closed her math book and slipped it back into her bag. Then she glanced over at me shyly. I had a feeling I knew what she was about to ask, so I closed my book, too.


  “Wanna go over some classical Japanese since we’ve got time?” I asked.


  “Sure. Is that okay?” She sounded uneasy, and her mood seemed to have changed a bit.


  I gave her a puzzled look. “Is there something wrong?”


  “No, it’s just…” She glanced around nervously, blushing slightly.


  I waited for her to continue.


  “I was just thinking studying one-on-one like this feels, I don’t know…kind of romantic, you know?”


  “Huh? Oh. Yeah, I guess when you say it like that…” Now I was blushing, too.


  I’d gotten used to being close to Ai and Kaoru. But when I stopped and looked at the situation objectively, it was kind of a big deal to study alone with a pretty girl like this.


  And now that she’d brought it up, I started to feel self-conscious about it. The mood between us grew awkward and embarrassing.


  “A-all right, let’s get started!”


  “Y-yeah! Good idea! It’s not like we’ve got a lot of time left anyway!” Ai nodded several times, then started rummaging through her bag to find her book.


  I glanced at her profile in the meantime. She always seemed so calm and composed, as if nothing I did fazed her. Before, I’d thought she was more mature than I was, and honestly, I still kind of felt that way. But here she was, blushing over a private study session just like any other high school girl.


  “What section were we supposed to study again?” She flipped through her book and shot me a questioning look.


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t tell me you don’t even know that!”


  “No… I totally missed it. Tee-hee.”


  “All right, it’s…” I flipped through the book, trying to find the material that would be on the midterm.


  We had less than an hour left before we had to leave school. I wanted to make sure we made good use of that time since Ai had gone to the trouble of asking for help. I wanted her to at least pass the class.


  Once we started studying, we wound up getting pretty absorbed. The time flew by. Eventually, the final bell rang, signaling that it was time to go. We hadn’t quite finished the section, but we packed up our things and left school anyway.


  “Try to do the rest on your own, okay?” I said as we walked. “And write down any questions you have, so I’ll know what to explain next time.”


  Ai gave me a small nod. “Sure. Thanks for helping me out. You explained things really well.”


  “No problem. It’s not every day you ask me for help, after all.”


  Honestly, I was kind of happy about it. I’d always known Ai’s grades weren’t the greatest, but I figured she just didn’t care. She seemed like the type who was happy as long as she wasn’t failing. I hadn’t expected her to come to me and ask for help so openly.


  What guy wouldn’t be thrilled to have a girl he liked rely on him for something? I was sure Kaoru felt more or less the same way.


  I glanced over at Ai as we walked side by side. She looked calmer than I’d expected, just strolling along like usual. She was still beautiful, of course, with that familiar smile on her face.


  She caught me staring and gave me a puzzled look. “What is it?”


  “Huh? Nothing, just looking.”


  “Just looking? What were you thinking about while looking at me?”


  “Nothing, really.”


  “Yeah, right. Like there’s ever a time when you’re not thinking about something, Yuzuru.” Ai elbowed me lightly in the side.


  I smiled and averted my gaze.


  Despite whatever was going on at home, Ai was still standing here beside me, acting the same as before. Maybe there was no need for me to worry.


  We chatted for a while as we walked. Before long, we reached the train station, passed through the ticket gates, and boarded a train shortly after it pulled in.


  All the seats were taken, so we stood next to each other by the door. The car gave a sudden lurch as the train started moving, then picked up speed.


  “Eek!” Ai was thrown off balance, and without thinking, I reached out and caught her with my right arm. Our faces ended up closer than I expected, and our eyes met. We both blushed at the same time.


  “Th-thanks…,” she mumbled.


  “That was a pretty rough jolt, huh?”


  After our awkward exchange, Ai regained her balance. I was used to getting flustered when we got too close, but seeing her act shy about it was a new experience.


  Maybe she was only comfortable when she was the one closing the distance, and as long as she wasn’t expecting it, she felt just as embarrassed as I did.


  An awkward silence fell between us. It felt weird to force a conversation, so I followed her lead and kept quiet.


  The scenery zipped by in a blur outside the train window.


  I used to only ride trains alone. I never thought anything about it. I read while waiting on the platform and during the train ride, and then got off at my stop like always. It was part of my regular routine, and about nothing more than getting from one place to another. Before Ai came back into my life, even Kaoru rarely came to club meetings, and I could count the number of times she rode the train with me on one hand.


  But these days, my life was different. It had changed a lot since I reconnected with Ai. And now, it felt like I was standing right on the edge of another big change.


  I wondered if Ai would move back to the town she’d come from. If she did, we wouldn’t be able to study in the club room or walk home together anymore.


  Just the thought of it hurt.


  I realized she hadn’t said a word for a while and stole a glance at her profile.


  She wasn’t looking out the window. Her eyes were focused somewhere higher. Curious, I followed her gaze and realized she was staring at one of the ads overhead.


  It was for an aquarium less than an hour away by train, near the ocean. I knew which station it was by, because I’d gone there once with Kaoru. That was where we’d gotten caught by the cops.


  The ad showed jellyfish swimming around and said, “Limited time light show now underway.” It looked magical, even in the photo. I could only imagine what it would be like in person.


  Ai stared at it, her lips slightly parted. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but it was obvious she was focused on the photo, and she seemed to have a lot more feelings about it than I did. I felt like I shouldn’t interrupt her, so I said nothing and looked back out the window.


  But I realized something watching Ai focus on that ad.


  We’d arrived at the station near my house before I knew it. We stepped through the ticket gates side by side. I noticed Ai’s eyes scanning the area. I figured she was checking to make sure Kozue wasn’t nearby.


  I did the same. After all, both times I’d run into her had been just outside these gates.


  Even if Ai looked like her usual self, something had changed. It was subtle, but I could tell.


  “Hey, Ai?”


  She tipped her head slightly, like a curious bird.


  “You were staring at that aquarium ad pretty hard,” I said.


  She blinked. “Oh yeah. I wasn’t, like, super interested. I was just looking at it because it was so pretty.”


  “You sure? You seemed really into it.”


  I didn’t usually prod Ai, but for some reason, I kept going this time. Her mouth opened and closed like she was trying to find the right words.


  “Y-you were watching me that whole time?”


  “Yep, and you were so focused you didn’t even notice.”


  “You’re being mean.” She puffed out her cheeks a little and smiled shyly. “I went there once, with my dad and sister. Just the three of us.”


  “Oh yeah?” I kept my tone as neutral as I could.


  “Back then, they didn’t have stuff like the jellyfish light show, though, so it caught my eye.”


  I had a feeling that wasn’t the only reason she’d been staring at it. She almost sounded like she was deflecting. But I wasn’t trying to pry. I had another motive for bringing it up.


  I took a deep breath, stared straight ahead, and said, “Wanna go?”


  “Huh?” She looked at me, her eyes wide with surprise.


  “Do you wanna go together this weekend?”


  “L-like, just the two of us?”


  “Yeah.”


  “But it’s right before midterms. Is that okay?”


  “We’ll just study harder during the week. I’ll help you.”


  Ai stared at me with a dazed look on her face, then slowly nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”


  “Great.”


  “But why now?” She looked up at me curiously.


  I scratched my nose, feeling a little embarrassed. She had a point. It was kind of sudden, after all. When I saw her reaction, I realized I hadn’t ever asked her out before. She was always the one who took the lead and arranged for us to spend time alone together. It had felt so natural that I never noticed before.


  “I mean, I guess I’ve never actually invited you to do something before,” I said. “Not even once.”


  Ai looked like she was replaying things in her head for a bit, then she gasped. “Wait, you’re right!”


  “You mean, you didn’t notice either?”


  “Nope! I never even thought about it!”


  Her eyes were wide with surprise, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  After I’d told her I would fall in love with her for real this time, never asking her out seemed like a serious oversight. I’d been a little worried, too. What if that had been bothering her this whole time? But it clearly hadn’t.


  “Still, I was kinda shocked you’d ask me out during midterms,” she said.


  “Yeah, I know.” I offered her a sheepish grin. “I would have waited, but this is the last weekend for the light show.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Yep, it said so on the ad.”


  “Wow. I was only looking at the picture!”


  I thought she’d been staring at the ad because she wanted to go, but it seemed the photo had simply caught her eye.


  “Well, if the light show doesn’t matter that much, we could always wait until after mid—”


  “Nope! I wanna go this weekend and see the lights!” Ai said before I could finish.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, I wanna go with you this weekend!”


  “All right, then. Let’s do it.”


  “Okay!”


  I knew it was a little irresponsible to go out right before a big test, but seeing her so happy made it feel totally worth it.


  There was another reason I’d brought up the aquarium—though I’d yet to tell Ai—and that was Kozue.


  Ai’s whole demeanor had changed when her sister showed up, then she’d quickly gone back to her usual self. I had a feeling she was just acting, though. Despite midterms coming up, she had a second task to think about: how she would respond to Kozue. Something like that would be overwhelming for anyone, yet Ai kept going like nothing was wrong.


  I couldn’t help but wonder if it was weighing on her more than she let on. Maybe it would help if I could give her a few hours when she could forget about it all.


  “Heh-heh. I’m so happy!” Ai exclaimed as she skipped down the road. “I’m going on a date with Yuzuru this weekend!”


  I felt my body temperature go up a couple of degrees when she said the word “date”.


  “I—I mean, it’s not a date exactly. More like a change of pace, you know?” I muttered under my breath.


  “It’s not a date?” Ai asked, her eyes wide as she stared at me.


  “Well, um…”


  She just kept staring at me with those puppy-dog eyes of hers, so I gave in with a sigh.


  “Well, we’re going there together. So I guess, yeah, it’s a date.”


  “I knew it!” Her whole face lit up. “Don’t you think having something fun to look forward to makes studying way easier?” she asked, bouncing up and down excitedly.


  For the first time in a while, she looked genuinely happy, and that made me feel warm inside.


  “All right then,” I said. “Let’s work hard studying during the week so we can enjoy the weekend together.”


  Ai grinned and nodded, her expression softening.
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  By the time I started junior high, I was entering competitions at the national level.


  Once I was at that stage, the songs I played weren’t called “practice songs” anymore. I had moved onto pieces too difficult to play perfectly right away. I had to keep training until I could master them.


  That was how I came across Ravel’s Jeux d’eau.


  There were a ton of other technical, flashy pieces I could’ve chosen. But the moment my teacher played that one for me from a CD, I asked if I could learn it.


  “That’s a really tough piece, though. Are you sure you’re ready?” she warned me more than once. But all I could think about was being able to play it someday.


  I remember nodding over and over, “Yes, I want to do that one!”


  The sound of Jeux d’eau felt like water itself. It was chaotic, but not random. It flowed freely but also had structure. It was delicate one moment, then violently churned the next. The high notes sparkled, like sunlight dancing off a river’s surface.


  I threw myself into practicing it. The first step was just playing what was written on the page. And I struggled even with that.


  That’s what classical music demands. You must follow the sheet music precisely. You have to play each note at the right length and apply the dynamics and tempo just as marked. Only once you’ve managed that can you start to think about adding your own flair. And you have to be careful not to overdo it.


  In the end, my teacher was right. I wasn’t ready to play Jeux d’eau.


  Everything I’d done before was part of a steady progression. Simple steps, one after the other. That was the only reason I hadn’t tripped up before.


  But this time, it wasn’t about polishing the piece. It was just about getting to the point where I could play it. And that took me months.


  Still, those months were the happiest I’d ever had. I thought about the piece all day long. Even during school, I’d hide my hands under my desk and practice the finger movements.


  But that pleasant time would soon come to an end.


  People always say that time slows down when you’ve got something to look forward to. But that’s not how it felt for me.


  Between school and our afternoon study sessions, the week flew by. Before I knew it, it was Saturday. We had the day off because it was exam week.


  The ocean breeze hit my face with more force than I expected, and I let out a long breath.


  The last time I’d come here, it had been nighttime. I’d just gotten punched in the face by some guy cozying up to Kaoru’s mom, and Kaoru had said she wanted to go to the ocean.


  I remembered how swollen my cheek was that day. Even the sea breeze had stung like hell. But today, I had something else on my mind.


  I’d taken extra time brushing my hair that morning, but the wind had already messed it up. I kept reaching up to smooth it down without thinking.


  I was self-conscious for a reason. I was about to go on a date with a girl I liked.


  Once again, it hit me that Ai and I had never been on a proper date since we reconnected. So much had happened since she came back that I was constantly scrambling just to deal with it. There was a weird nervous tension in the air now that I was meeting up with her like this, knowing it was a date.


  I’d been jittery all morning. I woke up too early, couldn’t sit still, and ended up arriving at our meeting spot almost an hour ahead of schedule.


  Ai wasn’t supposed to arrive for some time. I could wander around and kill time, but what if she showed up early and I wasn’t there? That would be even worse.


  I stood there for about ten minutes, lost in an endless loop of thoughts. In the end, all I could do was hang around by the station, getting blasted by the wind like an idiot.


  Couples kept walking past me. Some held hands, others linked arms. For some reason, I kept watching them out of the corner of my eye.


  The station near the beach was a lot busier than I’d expected on a weekend. The plaza out front was full of people.


  I wondered what everyone else would think of Ai and me if we walked side by side in our casual clothes through a crowd like this. I was in the middle of that thought when I felt someone nudging my right shoulder.


  I turned instinctively, and the person jabbed me in the cheek.


  “Ha-ha!”


  Ai stood there with her finger still digging into my face, looking quite pleased with herself.


  “You’re here awfully early, Ai.”


  “Same to you. I came a half-hour early, and you were already here! I wasn’t expecting that.”


  I smiled sheepishly at her. I wasn’t about to admit that I’d shown up early because I was too nervous to sit still.


  “Hmm…” Ai stared at my face.


  My heart pounded. “What is it?”


  “I dunno, I just feel like I haven’t seen you in regular clothes for a while. You’re always in your uniform.”


  “Yeah, I guess it has been a while.”


  The last time we’d met up outside of school was during the summer for band practice, over a month ago. It wasn’t like my casual outfits were anything to look at, though.


  “Your uniform suits you,” Ai said, “but you look really cool in regular clothes.”


  “What?”


  She was looking me straight in the eyes, and I felt my face flush instantly. I was taken aback but also thrilled to get such a compliment from her.


  “Th-thanks, I guess.”


  “Heh-heh.”


  Seeing me so flustered seemed to amuse her, and her shoulders bounced as she laughed.


  I gave her a once-over. When we went to the beach with Kaoru and Sousuke, Ai had worn a white dress. She’d looked really good in it, too. I remembered thinking how beautiful she looked.


  But today she was dressed totally differently. She had on a black tunic top, tapered beige pants, and white heeled sandals that really emphasized her legs. Honestly, she looked really mature.


  She noticed me staring and tilted her head a little. Her eyes sparkled happily. I knew she was waiting for me to say something. I scrambled to find the right words, something that could accurately describe her.


  “You look really great. More grown-up than usual. My heart skipped a beat.” I gave up on trying to be clever and just told her what I really thought.


  Her lips curved upward into a grin. “I made your heart skip a beat?”


  “Yeah, you did.”


  “Ha-ha. I chose this outfit hoping to make your heart race, so that makes me happy.” Her cheeks were slightly pink.


  I looked away, embarrassed. “Well, should we go?”


  “Yeah, let’s do it!”


  I started walking toward the aquarium. I’d looked up the route in advance, and Ai fell into step by my side. We decided to grab lunch first since we’d met up just before noon. There was an Italian place on the way, right by the coastal road.


  It was a little expensive for high schoolers, but Mom had practically shoved money into my hands the moment I told her I had a date with Ai, so I was prepared.


  The menu was huge, and everything looked incredible. Ai and I both had a tough time choosing, but in the end, we each ordered a different pasta and shared it.


  “Open up, Yuzuru!”


  “Feeding somebody else pasta is kinda difficult, you know,” I muttered.


  But Ai was clearly in a good mood. She was having fun, and that made me happy. Still, I wasn’t used to PDA, so I felt anxious the whole time.


  After we’d eaten our fill, we walked on to the aquarium. But once we reached the ticket line, I frowned.


  “Man, I really underestimated how many people would be here on a weekend,” I said.


  Ai giggled beside me. “It’s pretty packed, huh?”


  “It might be a little hard to relax in there.” I started to feel guilty.


  There was a long line at the ticket counter, and even more people crowding around the entrance. The staff was managing things efficiently as they guided the guests through the gates, but the crowd never seemed to thin no matter how fast they moved.


  I tensed up, feeling like I’d made a mistake, but Ai just shook her head slowly and smiled.


  “It’s fine. Just walking through the aquarium with you sounds fun to me.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “I mean it! Let’s take our time and enjoy the day. But…” She trailed off, then gave me a meaningful look. She leaned in and whispered in my ear. “It’ll be tough to be romantic in front of the jellyfish tank and sneak a kiss with all these people around, huh?”


  I pulled away from her. “That’s not happening!”


  “What? But it’s a date!”


  “You’re moving way too fast!”


  “Maybe behind one of the pillars once the crowd thins out?”


  “That’s not the point!”


  “Ah-ha-ha!” She burst out laughing, clearly enjoying my reaction.


  Yeah, she’s definitely teasing me.


  But I knew there was usually a grain of truth in her jokes.


  “Look, that’s not the reason I asked you out today,” I said clearly, my face burning. I had to make sure she knew that.


  She puffed out her cheeks with dissatisfaction.


  “We’re just two friends hanging out, that’s all!” I insisted.


  “But it’s a date.”


  “Friends can go on dates, you know!”


  “Tch. So we’re not gonna kiss?”


  “No!”


  “How about a hug?”


  “Also no!”


  “Then…” She scooted closer and lightly touched my hand. “How about holding hands?”


  “H-holding hands…”


  Do friends…hold hands? My brain stalled, and I saw Ai’s eyes flash deviously.


  “So holding hands is okay, right?”


  “Wait, hold on!”


  “Too late! I’m not letting go!”


  She slipped her hand into mine and gave it a firm squeeze. My heart pounded in my chest. Her hand was soft, a little damp from the humid air, and really warm.


  She got me. She’d lowered the bar bit by bit, making me hesitate, and that was all it took.


  I mean, come on. We aren’t even dating! Isn’t walking around holding hands a little too much?


  We inched forward in the ticket line while I silently panicked. There was no way I could stop holding her hand now, though. I glanced sideways at Ai and saw a satisfied look on her face. She was practically smug.


  I’d invited her here to relax and take a break from everything that was going on in her life. And in that case, maybe I should just stop worrying about what was normal or appropriate and let her do whatever she wanted. Within reason, of course.


  Hugs and kisses were definitely crossing the line. That wouldn’t be happening.


  But holding hands was something else. I could deal with that.


  Even though being this close made it impossible to ignore how nice she smelled… I mean, no! I can’t think about that!


  I told myself that over and over while we waited in line, all the while feeling the warmth of Ai’s hand wrapped around mine.


  “Whoa! Yuzuru, look at those two different fish swimming side by side!”


  Even after we were inside, the crowd didn’t thin out much. It felt less like we were freely exploring the aquarium and more like we were inching along a human conveyor belt. But once we were in front of a tank, it was hard not to be blown away. The fish swam so effortlessly through the water, I couldn’t help but stare.


  Ai had her face so close to the glass I thought she’d bump her forehead on it. Two different species of fish were swimming side by side in the tank, in almost perfect sync.


  “Maybe they’re friends,” she said.


  “Ha-ha. Maybe.” I couldn’t help but laugh as I agreed.


  That was what I liked about Ai. She could take the smallest, most mundane moment and see a connection that made it seem meaningful, like things weren’t just random after all.


  “Look up on that rock! The little stingray’s just lying there all flat like a pancake. It’s not moving at all.”


  “Oh, you’re right.”


  “Maybe it got tired of swimming.”


  She looked at the tiny ray resting on a tall rock near the back of the tank, a gentle expression on her face.


  I gazed at her profile fondly. The lights above reflected on the water, scattering through the glass and casting a rippled reflection across her cheek.


  She looked beautiful. So beautiful I couldn’t look away.


  But when I watched her like that, I noticed something else, too: She had a faraway look in her eyes.


  “If I had to keep swimming while a bunch of people watched, I think I’d be tired, too,” she said with a little smile.


  As she stared at the stingray, it felt like she was seeing something else entirely.


  I squeezed her hand a little tighter, and she turned toward me with a look of surprise.


  “It’s okay to rest when you feel tired,” I said. “No matter who you are.”


  Our eyes met, and then she averted her gaze as if she was embarrassed.


  “Right. Today’s supposed to be a break, huh?”


  “Exactly. So let’s enjoy it.”


  Ai laughed and leaned against my shoulder. “You’re pretty cool, Yuzuru.”


  She said it so gently and casually that I didn’t know how to respond. I just scratched the side of my nose with my left hand, feeling flustered.


  The crowd was as thick as ever, but I was beginning to get used to it.


  Once I stopped worrying about all the people, we were able to enjoy each tank at our own pace. Ai kept finding little details I never would’ve noticed, pointing them out to me one after the other. I just nodded along, sometimes adding my own thoughts.


  It felt like we’d gone back in time and returned to who we were in middle school.


  Back then, we almost never met up on weekends or went to places people might go to on a date. But on the way to school, Ai would talk about the world with a sparkle in her eye, and I’d watch her in awe.


  Now I was feeling the same way. Back then, I’d been really immature. I would get frustrated and sad that we couldn’t act the way I thought a boyfriend and girlfriend should. But this time, things were different.


  I wasn’t thinking about labels or what the future held. Just being with Ai like this and spending time with her were enough. I knew this date was an escape for both of us. But if we knew that, then what was the problem?


  Like Ai said, anyone would be tired if they had to swim while someone watched them all the time.


  We passed through a hallway of mid-sized tanks, and then the space opened up, and we saw the biggest tank in the whole aquarium, the Sagami Bay Tank.


  Ai and I both stopped walking. Neither of us said anything for a while. Massive sharks and rays swam through the water, and there was a school of sardines at the top that shimmered like silver waves. A moray eel sat completely still on the bottom with its mouth hanging open while tiny fish swam in lazy loops close to the glass.


  It was called the Sagami Bay Tank for a reason. It really felt like we were looking straight into the ocean itself.


  “Wow, it’s huge,” Ai said, her voice quiet and filled with awe. Her eyes sparkled like they were soaking up the light from the water.


  “Yeah, it really is.”


  That was all I could say, but it felt right. I could tell we were experiencing the exact same emotions.


  “Let’s get a little closer,” she said, tugging on my hand and slipping gracefully through the crowd. I followed behind, careful not to bump into anyone.


  The tank felt even bigger up close. Sunlight poured in from above, creating sparkles across the surface. We saw the top part of the tank earlier from another floor, but looking up from the bottom was a much grander experience.


  Fish glided through the big tank like they were part of something sacred. I narrowed my eyes without realizing it, just taking it all in. Ai reached out with her left hand and placed it against the glass.


  Her gaze traveled from her hand into the tank, up through the water, slowly toward the surface where the light shone down.


  “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.


  “Yeah, it really is.” I nodded. No other words were needed.


  “But…” Her voice sounded a little faint.


  “But what?”


  I turned to her, and she gasped and looked at me in a panic.


  “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that to come out.”


  I knew she hadn’t meant for me to hear it, but I really wanted to know what she’d been about to say.


  “Tell me,” I urged gently.


  She hesitated, her gaze wavering. “It’s kind of depressing, though. Are you sure you want to hear it?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Okay.” She looked back at the tank and took a breath. “It’s beautiful. But when I think about how all those fish are trapped in there, I kind of feel bad for them.”


  Her words hit me hard, and my breath caught in my throat. I turned toward the tank and slowly exhaled as I watched the fish swimming around inside.


  It wasn’t a small tank. The fish looked relaxed and calm, like they were living pleasant lives. But to Ai, it looked like captivity. These were wild creatures, taken from the sea so humans could watch them through glass. In a way, she was right. They were trapped.


  But I’d never once thought about it like that. I’d always processed such things in terms of facts, not feelings. Realizing that shocked me. It also surprised me that Ai could be so pessimistic.


  I didn’t know everything about her. Not even close. Lately, I’d been reminded of that a lot.


  “So that’s how you see it,” I said quietly.


  She looked uncomfortable. “S-sorry. We came all the way here, so maybe it’s rude of me to say that.”


  “It’s fine. I kind of forced it out of you.” I shook my head, chuckling softly. This wasn’t her fault.


  “Still, it’s really beautiful,” she said with a gentle smile. “So beautiful it feels almost…sad.”


  Her voice was barely above a whisper. She was smiling, but something in her expression was quiet and bittersweet, like she was holding something heavy inside.


  That made me want to say something. Anything.


  “I mean, yeah. I guess from our perspective it does look like they’re trapped.” I started talking before I really had a point, but strangely, I didn’t feel nervous. The words came to me naturally. “Like, what if aliens were flying by Earth?”


  “Huh? Aliens?” Ai blinked at the sudden change of topic.


  I let out a breath through my nose and nodded. “Yeah. I bet aliens fly around space and visit all kinds of planets. And if they ever looked at Earth, I wonder if they’d say something like, ‘Humans sure have it rough, being trapped on just one planet.’”


  I could hear Ai’s breath catch in her throat. It seemed she understood what I was getting at. I knew it was just wordplay, but I couldn’t help thinking there was a grain of truth in those kinds of metaphors.


  It was all about scale in the end. Earth was nothing but a speck of dust when you compared it to the rest of the universe. But it was normal for people like us who lived here. I never once thought our planet was small or confining.


  When you’ve spent enough time in one place, it becomes normal to you. Even the limits confining you eventually become part of your normal, everyday life.


  “So maybe this place is their ocean,” I said.


  Ai’s eyes widened a little, and she stared at me for a few seconds. Then she chuckled and looked down. “You always have such a way with words, Yuzuru.”


  “……”


  Hearing her laugh made me happy.


  But when I saw the sadness lingering on her face, I wasn’t sure what to say back to her.


  “So this is your ocean, huh?” Ai gently pressed her fingers against the tank again with a smile, stroking the glass softly. “It’d be nice if I could really believe that,” she murmured, then quickly lifted her head and looked at me. “Let’s check out the other tanks! I wanna see the penguins!”


  “Sure. I think the penguins are a little further ahead, past the escalator.”


  “Let’s go, let’s go!” Ai grinned cheerfully and tugged on my hand.


  As we walked, I turned around for one last look at the giant tank behind us, wondering what Ai had seen there.


  “Yuzuru?” she said. “Do you wanna stay here a little longer?”


  “No, it’s fine.” I smiled back as she glanced at me over her shoulder.


  I could think things through later. Right now, I just wanted to enjoy our date and make sure Ai had a good time.


  I picked up my pace and started walking a little ahead of her. This time I was the one to take her hand. “Let’s go.”


  “Okay!”


  She looked up at me with a big smile and squeezed my hand tighter. I wondered if she was happy that I’d taken the initiative.


  Technically, we’d come to this aquarium to see the light display in the jellyfish tank, but since it was the main event, the area around that tank was totally packed.


  The way the jellyfish drifted through the water under the special lights was magical, but it was impossible to relax with so many people nearby.


  I was a little disappointed, but Ai didn’t seem to mind. She was bouncing with excitement, which came as a relief. As long as she was enjoying herself, that was enough.


  And she was thrilled when we made it to the penguins, which were right beside the seals.


  “Don’t you think penguins have the cutest butts? They wiggle them back and forth even when they’re swimming.” Her eyes sparkled like a child’s as she watched the penguins swim around the front of the tank. “And the seals swim so fast! I wish I could swim like that.”


  “Yeah, me too. I’m jealous.”


  We stood watching the seals spin and glide through the water. I’d never been that good at swimming, and I thought it would feel amazing to be able to move like they did.


  I made sure to look Ai in the eyes while we were talking. But in the quiet moments in between, I pretended to watch the tank while sneaking glances at her profile.


  Ai was just so cute. It might sound cliché, but there was no better way to describe her. I liked her mysterious side, too, but when I saw her carefree smile, it made my heart race. The way she’d turn her face toward me the second she had something to say, as if she couldn’t wait, made my heart skip a beat every single time.


  It was no surprise, but…I still really liked Ai.


  “Whew, that was so much fun! The aquarium was amazing!”


  We went to the dolphin show and then the tidepools where they let you touch the fish. I even touched a baby shark; its skin was rougher than I expected. It was an incredible experience. We explored the whole aquarium from top to bottom, and, once there was nothing left to see, we finally left.


  It was evening by then. I figured it’d be nice to grab a snack somewhere before heading home.


  It had been a sunny day when we arrived, but now the sky was covered with thick clouds, and the wind had picked up.


  As we walked side by side toward the station, I glanced toward the water.


  “It’s too bad,” I said. “I was hoping we could watch the sunset over the ocean. But the clouds ruined it.”


  Ai grimaced. “I can kinda tell where the sun should be, but yeah. You can’t really see it. It’s too bad.” She glanced at me, then bumped my shoulder with a mischievous smile. “But it’s fine, because the aquarium was really fun. We can see the sunset next time, right?”


  She had a teasing look in her eyes as she gazed up at me. I laughed a little, feeling kind of shy, then tried to play cool.


  “Sure. Let’s make sure it’s not before a big test next time, though.”


  “Ha-ha. Of course,” she giggled.


  Just then, I felt something cold fall on top of my head.


  “Oh…”


  A few drops of rain came down, and we looked each other. Then before we knew it, it was pouring.


  “Whoa!”


  The roar of the rainstorm filled the air within seconds. We frantically tried to find a place to shelter, but we were already pretty far from the aquarium, so going back or heading to the station would take a while.


  I wasn’t sure what to do, but then Ai tugged on my hand and grinned. “C’mon, Yuzuru! Let’s run until we find a place to get out of the rain!”


  I realized it was silly to just stand around overthinking everything. I was smiling before I knew it. “Yeah, let’s run.”


  Still holding hands, we sprinted through the pouring rain.


  Ai laughed happily, and before I knew it, I was laughing, too. The freezing rain soaked right through my clothes, but somehow, it felt nice.


  Usually, I’d just sigh and shake my head whenever Ai got soaked. But now, I understood. She’d enjoyed it. I felt like I’d just learned something new about her.


  Unable to find any place to shelter, we eventually reached the station.


  “We’re totally soaked,” I said.


  “Yeah, we’re dripping wet!”


  We stood near the ticket gate, looking like a pair of drowned rats. We’d finally found a roof to stand under, but at this point, it hardly mattered.


  I bought two small towels at the convenience store near the station and handed one to Ai. We’d definitely catch a cold in this weather if we didn’t at least dry our hair.


  I could feel her watching me as I toweled off, quiet and a little hesitant. I noticed, but to be honest, I was feeling pretty shy and couldn’t bring myself to look at her directly.


  In my peripheral vision, I could see how the rain had soaked through her clothes, making them cling tightly to her body. There was no way I could turn to face her now.


  Besides, I was now wrestling with a whole separate issue: Was it really okay for us to get on the train looking like this? If it got crowded, our soaked clothes might press up against other passengers and make them wet, too. But more importantly, the thought of strangers seeing Ai totally drenched made me uncomfortable.


  But if we didn’t take the train home, we’d have to take a taxi. And we definitely didn’t have the money for that. The trip would take over an hour.


  I kept thinking through it, even though I already knew the answer. We couldn’t get on the train like this. But we’d catch a cold if we stayed outside until our clothes dried off.


  Should we find somewhere to rest? But what kind of place would let us in, looking like this?


  “Hey, Yuzuru?”


  “Wh-what?” I was so deep in thought her voice startled me a little.


  She stared down at her phone and said, “We can’t get on the train like this, can we?”


  “Y-yeah, you’re right.”


  “But if we stay out here till our clothes dry, the wind will freeze us. We’ll totally catch a cold.”


  “Yeah. We don’t want that.”


  She was saying what I’d been thinking, slowly and carefully. But all I could do was nod vaguely in return. Maybe if I was cooler, I could come up with some genius plan and solve everything. But unfortunately, I wasn’t that kind of guy.


  Ai hesitated for a moment, then slowly turned her phone screen toward me. She looked me right in the eye, a serious look on her face.


  She had just searched “Enoshima hotels one night stay” and gotten a bunch of results.


  I felt my entire body heat up. “W-wait, Ai.”


  “Maybe we should just stay the night somewhere? We don’t have school tomorrow, after all.”


  “N-no, I mean…” I tried to say something, anything, but the words got stuck in my throat. Even just breathing felt weirdly hot. “We’re still minors, you know? I don’t think a hotel is gonna let two high schoolers check in together! Don’t you think it’s impossible?!” I blurted it all out at once. I thought they were reasonable excuses.


  “Oh. I looked that up, too.” Her cheeks were slightly flushed. She took a small step closer and whispered, “Love hotels don’t check your age.”


  “…!” I broke out in goosebumps all over my body. “That’s even worse!”


  “Yeah, but we’re wearing regular clothes. Nobody will know we’re in high school.”


  “That’s not the point!”


  “Everybody does it in secret.”


  “Maybe they do, but…”


  I had heard about such things before. Even high schoolers could check into love hotels without any issues. And if those rumors were circulating, that must mean lots of people had done it.


  High schoolers had urges too, after all. But it wasn’t just that. There was also the thrill of doing something bad, especially with someone you liked. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t understand that. But actually going through with it myself was a whole different story.


  I wasn’t sure if it was my conscience or personal morals, but something deep down inside me was working hard to suppress my desires.


  “We’re both gonna catch a cold if we stay out here, you know?” Ai said again.


  “Y-yeah, that’s probably true, but…”


  “And we came all the way out here even though midterms are next week…”


  “Ugh…”


  “What’re we gonna do if we get sick after goofing off and flunk all our tests?”


  “……”


  I couldn’t argue with that. She knew she had me, because a mischievous grin appeared on her face. Then she grabbed my arm.


  “Let’s go, Yuzuru.”


  “Hang on, Ai!”


  “Nope! No hanging on! Ha-ha!”


  She’d yanked me out of the station and back onto the street before I could argue. The rain had slowed a bit, but there was still a light drizzle that was enough to keep us wet.


  All the internal back and forth I’d been having suddenly felt meaningless. Whatever happened, happened.


  “We’re just staying the night, that’s all!” I blurted out.


  Ai giggled. “Yep. Just staying the night.” She tugged me along with a carefree grin, the raindrops on her face sparkling even in the cloudy, gray light.


  Not for the first time, I realized I could never win against that smile of hers.
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    After several months, I could finally play Jeux d’eau well enough to gain approval from my teacher.


    Then it was back to the grind. There were lots of high-level pieces specifically meant to sharpen a player’s technique, but I hadn’t reached that point yet.


    So I ended up playing Chopin études. Some of them grew on me, but not all of them.


    After I started playing Chopin day after day, over and over, I kept wondering why I was even playing in the first place.


    If you asked my mom, she’d tell you it was so I would become a pianist. But that wasn’t my dream, and it never had been. I never once thought about being a pianist. Then again, it wasn’t like I had anything to fall back on, either. So in the end, there wasn’t a good reason for me to rebel against what my mom was saying.


    If I had to put my feelings into words, the most basic thought in my mind was probably something like, “Can’t I just play what I like?”


    But saying that out loud felt selfish, so I didn’t.


    I simply learned each new piece, mastered it, and moved onto the next. That was my life. And through it all, Jeux d’eau kept playing in the back of my mind.


    “You’re playing that one again, huh? You must really love it.”


    One evening, I was sitting at the piano in the living room. My sister, Kozue, sipped on some herbal iced tea she’d pulled from the fridge and smiled at me.


    “Yeah, I really do.”


    “You’ve been playing that every evening for a year straight now. I’m sure you can play other songs.”


    “Yeah, but I like playing the ones I love as many times as I can.”


    “Oh yeah? I don’t really know much about music, so I don’t get it.” Kozue laughed wryly.


    “But you’re good at academics,” I said.


    She snorted and shot me a look. “You’d be way better at it than me if you were actually interested.”


    “What?”


    There was an edge to her voice, so I instinctively backed off.


    She took in a sharp breath, then looked away awkwardly. “Whatever. Anyway, Mom’s gonna be back soon,” she said as she disappeared into her room.


    I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was already past five, so Mom would be home in less than thirty minutes.


    I started playing Jeux d’eau again, completely from memory. I had until Mom walked through the door to play whatever I wanted. Just deciding that made it a little easier to breathe.


    I could feel the weight of the keys under my fingertips. I pushed and felt the resistance push back. Sometimes, I wondered if those two forces were one. It wasn’t that I was pressing against the key; I was simply feeling the power of the key springing back beneath my finger. When I played with that thought in mind, it felt like I could become one with the piano’s sound, like it had become part of me.


    I moved my fingers lightly across the keys, and the notes rang out. I felt the keys push back. And when they did, I could see the shape of water in front of me. That was what Jeux d’eau was to me. It made me feel like I understood why I was playing.


    “Ai.”


    I was completely lost in the music when I heard her voice. My heart pounded in my chest so violently I could hear it. I stopped playing and turned toward the living room doorway. Mom was standing there, glaring at me.


    “You already finished that piece,” she said.


    “Welcome home, Mom.”


    “What happened to the études?”


    “I was just taking a break.”


    “We agreed that piano practice begins the moment you get home from school. Don’t tell me you’ve been skipping your études this whole time.”


    “I said I was just taking a break!” I couldn’t help but raise my voice a little.


    Mom sighed dramatically and left the room.


    I glanced at the clock again. She was home ten minutes earlier than usual.


    “Can’t you at least let me have this time?” I muttered under my breath. Then I opened up my étude sheet music and got back to practice, just like always.


    One Saturday while Mom was out at a work dinner, Dad said he wanted to hear me play. He had a separate studio where he usually stayed. He slept there too, so it was rare for him to come home.


    Even now, he smelled faintly of paint. I always loved that smell.


    I played an étude I’d only recently gotten the hang of, and when I finished, Dad clapped a few times and said casually, “Skip the études. Play something you like.”


    “Huh?” I was so caught off guard I didn’t know what to say.


    “Why’re you so surprised?” Dad looked genuinely confused by my reaction.


    Kozue was leaning against the dining table behind him and laughed. “Well, yeah. Mom would never say that.”


    “But what’s the point of practicing so much if you can’t play something you actually enjoy?” Dad said it so matter-of-factly that Kozue and I couldn’t help but look at each other. Then we burst out laughing.


    “Did I say something weird again?” Dad blinked, still not following.


    “You should come home more often,” said Kozue. “Then you’d know why what you just said sounds so outrageous.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “I’m saying you’d understand if you were around more. Anyway, Ai. Go on and play him that song.”


    I quietly closed the sheet music and slid it back onto the shelf, then gently folded down the stand.


    “You’re not using the sheet music?” Dad asked, looking surprised.


    I shook my head. “It sounds better without it.”


    Then I began to play Jeux d’eau, my favorite piece. Having someone give me permission to play the song I loved the most made me so happy. And now I could play the song that meant the most to me for Dad.


    Because of that, I felt like I could play even more freely than usual.


    When the last note faded, Dad clapped. He looked excited as he reached over to pat me on the back. “I can’t tell you anything about it technically, but it’s obvious you love this song.”


    “You really think so?”


    “Of course. Your touch was nothing like earlier. The way you played and the way you looked was completely different.”


    “Oh…” I looked down, feeling a little shy.


    “Did you notice it too, Kozue?” he said, turning to my sister.


    “Huh?” she said. “I don’t really get music stuff.”


    “Well, neither do I. But you can still tell that it sounded way better, right?”


    “I mean, I guess so. I kind of felt that way.”


    “See? That’s the kind of feeling that makes art so great.” Dad looked genuinely happy as he turned back toward me. “You became a true performer without me even realizing it, Ai.”


    “……”


    His words made me feel warm inside.


    Unlike Mom, Dad didn’t push or pressure me. He just understood. He always seemed to say exactly what I needed to hear.


    “You’re lucky to get such a nice compliment,” Kozue said with a wry smile. It sounded like she was teasing, so I shot her a look instead of replying.


    “I can’t even imagine how much practice it took to play like that,” Dad said.


    Kozue answered for me. “Every day from the moment she gets home from school until at least eight. Sometimes, until bedtime.”


    “Really? That much? What about your studies?”


    “Her grades have been slipping lately,” Kozue said as if she was rubbing it in.


    I glared at her. “It’s not my fault! Mom’s the one who said piano is my number one priority!” My voice came out louder than I meant it to. Both of them blinked in surprise. “I—I mean, I know I need to study too, but…” I trailed off, glancing away.


    Dad tipped his head to the side, watching me carefully. “Well, putting school and grades aside for a second, does that mean you’re playing those études every single day? And only those?” he asked, sounding curious.


    I nodded hesitantly.


    He sighed and leaned in, peering at my face. “And do you enjoy that?”


    I wasn’t expecting that question. It left me speechless. The truth was, I was frustrated. I didn’t like being scolded for playing the pieces I loved. I didn’t like being told I was wasting time just because it wasn’t part of my official practice.


    But playing piano had always been expected of me. And if I was going to play, then I had to practice. And if practice meant études and not the songs I liked, then that was just how it had to be. That was what I kept telling myself.


    But was I enjoying it? No. Had I even tried to enjoy it?


    I opened my mouth, trying to come up with a response, but Dad beat me to it. His voice was gentle this time.


    “You know, being able to play the piano this well is really special, Ai. But…” He reached out and brushed the back of my hand. “Playing piano isn’t all there is to your life.”


    I looked up, and our eyes met. I wondered what kind of expression I was making.


    “It’s okay to have time when you’re not playing,” he said. “It’s okay to have days where you only play the songs you love. Isn’t that how it should be?”


    My heart was pounding loud enough to hear.


    It’s okay not to play.


    It’s okay to only play the songs you love.


    What beautiful words.


    “Are you serious, Dad?” Kozue cut in, her voice sharp. “You shouldn’t say irresponsible things like that. Ai’s the one who’s gonna get in trouble over it later.”


    Dad laughed awkwardly. “Oh, come on. Your mom gets mad even when you two are perfect angels. You’re both used to it by now, aren’t you?”


    “That’s not the point. Mom’s got high expectations for Ai’s piano. If she starts slacking off, who knows what Mom will do?”


    “There’s no rule that says you have to live up to your parents’ expectations,” Dad said, more firmly than I expected. I could hear Kozue suck in a breath. She’d been caught off-guard as well. “That goes for you too, Kozue. You and Ai should both do what you want to do.” He smiled softly, kindness in his eyes.


    Kozue huffed, and I recognized the look on her face. She was about to say something mean.


    “That would sound a lot cooler coming from someone who was actually making money doing the thing he loved.”


    She turned on her heel and stomped off to her room, her footsteps louder than usual. Dad watched her go, then sighed.


    “Well, I guess it doesn’t sound very convincing coming from me.”


    “I don’t think she meant it like that,” I said.


    “I know.”


    “She’s just really stressed. She’s been studying so hard lately. She’s trying for Tokyo University, you know? It’s not easy to get into.”


    “Do you think Kozue actually wants to go there?” he asked. It sounded like he genuinely didn’t know. And honestly, I didn’t know how to answer.


    But, in the end, I just said what I really thought.


    “She’s going because the decision was already made for her.”


    He turned to me, looking surprised.


    “It’s the same as me playing the piano,” I added quietly.


    Dad frowned. Then he said quietly, “Oh. I’m really sorry.”


    “Why are you apologizing?”


    “Because no matter what I say, it doesn’t change anything in this house.” He looked down and exhaled weakly. “It’s all my fault. I was never able to provide what you all needed.”


    I knew what he meant. Mom had been born into a family of lawyers, so naturally she became one, too. Dad had fallen in love with painting back in school, got into art college on a scholarship, and never stopped pursuing his dream. He got by with small commissions, but he didn’t make much. So in reality, Mom was the one who supported us.


    She didn’t think very highly of Dad’s lack of earnings, and that was probably why he rarely came home and why he was barely involved with raising us.


    Despite all that, I admired the way Dad lived his life. That was why I didn’t know what to say when he apologized like that.


    “Hey, Dad. I just thought of something.” I spoke a bit louder on purpose to change the subject. “Mom and I made a deal that I’d start piano practice as soon as I got home from school.”


    “Yeah?” He tipped his head, not knowing where this was going.


    “So I figured maybe I’d just stay at school a little longer. That’s what I thought, after what you said.”


    His face lit up like he understood. “I see. That’s a smart idea.”


    “Right? So I’ll come home before five, act normal, and play the études.”


    “That’s perfect. That time at school will be your secret time.”


    Even though no one else was around to hear us, we both lowered our voices conspiratorially and chuckled.


    And so, the next day, my secret time began.


    I wandered the halls after school, even with nothing to do. Classrooms emptied out, and the silence felt weirdly refreshing.


    The staircase landings.


    The emergency exits.


    The faculty parking lot.


    All those places were completely deserted after school, and they felt strangely new and separate from the life I’d always known, going back and forth between school and piano.


    Even though there were still students at clubs and teachers finishing up their work, none of them knew I was there.


    Everything I did and saw belonged only to me. After I’d had my fill of wandering, I’d go home and start piano practice.


    I felt okay now even if practice was boring, because I had my own time that no one else could take away from me.


    Until then, school had simply been a place I went during the day, but now it became my bastion and a symbol of my freedom. It was a place where I was allowed to be myself. A place where it was okay to do whatever I felt like doing.


    The more I wandered after school, the more I started wandering during breaks, too. I went wherever I wanted and did whatever crossed my mind.


    Before I realized it, I wasn’t even thinking about piano during class anymore. Not that I was focusing on the lessons, either. Sometimes, I’d doodle in my notebook or borrow books from the library just because the cover caught my eye. I did whatever I wanted to do.


    I’d completely fallen in love with the feeling of living freely. And while at school, my space to be free, I wanted to be alone.


    I started walking around by myself during every break. I stopped eating lunch with others. I wasn’t in any clubs, either, and that made me stand out. I was known as the girl who never talked to anyone, who just roamed around the school all day.


    People started whispering about me and spreading rumors.


    “She’s got a messed-up home life.”


    “She’s dating some guy outside school.”


    I heard stuff like that all the time, but I didn’t care.


    All I needed was a place where I could breathe. A break from the life where I was always expected to be something.


    And then, one evening, I saw him.


    He caught a butterfly in a flower vase in an empty classroom, during a time when no one else should’ve been around, and then let it go outside. He was different from other boys.


    Meeting him was the most unexpected moment of my life. Because for the first time, I knew someone other than my dad who was happy to let me be free.
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  Just as Ai had said, they didn’t check our ages, and we got into the love hotel without issue. The price for one night was way cheaper than I’d expected and easily within a student’s budget. Maybe that was just because it was a sketchy hotel on the side of a coastal road, though.


  “Yuzuru, look! The bathtub’s huge!”


  “Yeah.”


  “Ooh, there’s a fridge! The drinks have prices on them. Do we pay for those later?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Yuzuru! Come here for a sec!”


  “What is it?”


  “There’s all sorts of stuff in this vending machine. L-lotion… Heh-heh, I know what that is. But what’s with the stockings? What are those for?”


  “Probably to change into, since people stay the night.”


  “Oh, right. This place goes all out with the amenities, huh?”


  Honestly, the stockings were probably a set with the lotion, but I wasn’t going to say that out loud.


  Ai was practically bouncing around the room, opening up every drawer and cabinet. Meanwhile, I was awkwardly sitting on the edge of the sofa, nodding along with whatever she said.


  My phone buzzed in my pocket. It was a message from my mom, a response to the one I’d sent her right after we checked in: Staying overnight tonight.


  All she’d sent back was a sticker of a weird cartoon dog giving a thumbs-up. Honestly, it was a relief. Knowing her, she’d probably grill me once I got home, but for now, at least, her chill response helped me keep it together.


  “Whoa! Bathrobes!”


  Ai was still wandering from one end of the room to the other in her soaked clothes. I hadn’t changed, either.


  “We’ve gotta dry off, Ai. We’re here so we don’t catch a cold, remember?”


  “Oh! Right!” She blinked like it had just occurred to her, then turned to look at me. “So, like, wanna get in the bath together?”


  “No!”


  “But we need to warm up!”


  “We can warm up in the bath separately.”


  “Tch.” Ai pouted.


  We weren’t even dating, and she was already suggesting we bathe together? That was way too much.


  We were only here to keep from catching a cold, that was all. I repeated that to myself like a mantra and nodded. “I’ll go run the bath.”


  There was no point in sitting there forever. I got up from the couch and headed to the bathroom. When I opened the door, it was way bigger than I expected. Just as Ai had said, even the tub was huge.


  “……”


  It was super wide and had a bunch of oddly placed ledges. I stared at it for a few seconds, then shook my head.


  There was a weird dial with mysterious markings, probably to set how full you wanted the tub. I turned the knob and water came gushing out. I figured once it hit the marked amount it would shut off on its own.


  I looked around nervously, trying not to stare too hard. Most of the bathroom was made of frosted glass, separated from the bedroom by nothing but a single pane. You couldn’t technically see through it, but the fact that it wasn’t a solid wall made the whole space feel weirdly exposed and kept me on edge.


  When I finally stepped out of the bathroom, Ai was curled up on the couch I’d been sitting on before. Her shoulders were drawn in, and she was very quiet. I instantly knew what was wrong.


  “You’re starting to feel cold now that you’ve calmed down, huh?”


  Ai gave a sheepish nod and chuckled. “Eh-heh-heh. I guess it is autumn already.”


  “I’ll turn on the heater, so go ahead and take a shower first. The bath will probably be ready by the time you’re done.”


  Ai tipped her head to the side and gave me a hesitant look. “Are you sure I should go first?”


  “Of course.”


  “I always get first dibs on the bath at your place, too.”


  “Ah-ha-ha.” I laughed without thinking. Saying that was just like her, and it took some of the edge off my nerves. “Go ahead. I’m not even that cold yet.”


  That was a total lie. My whole body was chilled, and if I let my guard down, I’d probably start shivering.


  But honestly, I couldn’t handle the tension of sitting here soaking wet, face to face with Ai in this hotel room. And more than that, I really didn’t want her to catch a cold.


  She watched me for a second. Then she nodded back with an unreadable expression and slowly walked over to me.


  “You’re really not getting in with me?” she asked with a mischievous grin.


  I shook my head. “I’m really not.”


  “Hmph. Fine, I’ll go first.”


  “Please do.”


  Ai smiled, pulled a bath towel from the cabinet under the sink, and disappeared into the bathroom. There was no changing room. I realized that right after she shut the door and wondered about it.


  Then I remembered. This wasn’t a place where people needed or wanted privacy to change.


  I buried my face in my hands.


  Sure, I didn’t want Ai to get sick, but why had we ended up at a love hotel, of all places? What the hell was I thinking?


  While I was spiraling alone on the sofa, the bathroom door slowly creaked open. My eyes darted toward it on instinct, and I froze.


  Ai’s arm reached out from the gap in the door, and she gently placed her clothes and underwear outside the bathroom.


  I looked away so fast my neck hurt and I took a deep breath. Then I heard the shower start running. My brain was a total mess.


  Ai was taking a shower on the other side of that single pane of glass. Obviously, she was completely naked.


  “This is bad. Really, really bad.”


  I could feel my thoughts heading places they shouldn’t be going. I jumped to my feet and started pacing the room, doing anything I could to distract myself. I spent ten minutes like that, aimlessly wandering, completely unable to calm down.


  “Yuzuru.”


  “Yeah?”


  I was sitting in bed with my back to Ai, wearing nothing but the hotel’s bathrobe and my boxers that I’d blow-dried in a panic.


  We’d taken turns using the bath, being very careful not to see each other undressed, then split a cup of instant ramen from the vending machine along with some rice balls we ordered from the lobby. Finally, we’d brushed our teeth with the little complimentary toothbrushes, then sat down together on the only bed in the room.


  The whole time, my heart never stopped pounding. It felt like I was on the verge of losing it. I knew I’d talked to Ai about a bunch of things, but honestly, I barely remembered any of it. The only thing that really stuck with me was how happy she looked. That alone was my saving grace. This was supposed to be a break for her. If she hadn’t enjoyed it, it would have been pointless.


  I’d already accepted that my nerves were inevitable, given the situation. At that point, I heard Ai’s voice from behind me.


  “You know, you could at least turn around.”


  “I really can’t…”


  I didn’t need to imagine how I’d feel sitting here in just a bathrobe over my underwear, face to face with Ai. Even while we were eating dinner, I’d done everything I could to avoid looking directly at her.


  “I didn’t say that right.” Ai’s hand gently touched my back. I had to work not to flinch. “I want you to look at me. I’m lonely.”


  “That’s not fair.”


  She made it sound like I was being cruel by facing away from her. I tried to ignore my wildly pounding heart and slowly turned around.


  “…!”


  She was closer than I’d expected, and I instinctively pulled back.


  But when I glanced away from her face, my eyes landed on the dip of cleavage showing through her robe. Panicking, I started looking wildly all over the place. There were just too many things I needed to avoid.


  “You’re overthinking things, Yuzuru.”


  And of course, Ai could see right through me.


  “But…,” I started.


  “I don’t care if you look at my body.”


  “You shouldn’t say that!”


  “I wouldn’t be in a place like this with someone I wanted to hide it from.”


  “I know, but…”


  What was I supposed to say? “Okay, I guess I’ll just stare?” That wasn’t gonna happen.


  But fumbling over my words made me feel pathetic, too.


  “Actually, it’s not that,” I said after a short pause. “It’s the opposite.”


  “Hm?” Ai looked at me curiously.


  I glanced at her big, round eyes, then turned away, then turned back. I realized how dumb that probably looked, so I forced myself to hold her gaze, my heart racing. “It’s…”


  “Yeah?”


  “It’s because I like you…that I can’t look.”


  Her eyes went wide. Then slowly, her cheeks began to blush.


  “O-oh.”


  That was all she said before she shyly turned away. I wasn’t used to seeing her like that.


  For a while, we just sat there facing each other in silence. Neither of us knew what to say next.


  The hum of the heater and the occasional creak from somewhere in the building felt unusually loud. I began to realize just how run-down this hotel really was.


  “Hey, Yuzuru…” Ai’s soft voice broke through the quiet.


  “What is it?”


  “Can I hold you?”


  “Huh? Oh…”


  Before I could answer, she scooted closer and laid her head against my chest, then slipped her arms around my back.


  “I’m really glad you invited me out today,” she said with her face pressed against me. I could tell she meant it.


  I slowly wrapped my left arm around her too, gently pulling her in. “Yeah, I had a great time.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, I mean it.”


  “I’m glad…” She nuzzled her forehead lightly against my chest.


  I knew that this was just another version of the cute body language Ai always used, but…we were in bed together at a love hotel. I couldn’t stop thinking about that, no matter how much I tried.


  The reason I wasn’t pushing her away like I had earlier was because something felt different about her now. She wasn’t teasing me or acting playfully carefree, like usual. It felt like she was trying to say something. Something real, from deep inside her.


  “Yuzuru…”


  “Yeah?”


  “Your heart is beating really loud.” She giggled, and her breath tickled my chest.


  “Well, yeah. I mean, someone I like is this close to me, so of course it is.” I chuckled nervously.


  “Are you losing control?” she asked.


  “I’m trying not to.”


  “You don’t have to hold back.”


  “Wait, whoa!”


  Ai pushed me down onto the bed. I didn’t have time to resist. I was flat on my back before I knew it.


  She quickly climbed on top of me. Her robe slid up, and I caught a glimpse of her smooth, pale thighs. She leaned close, and I turned my head fast. Her breasts were right there, and I didn’t want to see anything I shouldn’t.


  “A-Ai?”


  “Look at me, Yuzuru.”


  “Wh-what are you doing all of a sudden?”


  “Look at me.”


  She cupped my cheeks in both hands and gently turned my face toward hers. My breath caught in my throat. Even in the dim lighting, I could clearly see her soft, heavy-lidded expression, just inches away.


  Her whole vibe had changed again. Earlier, it had felt like she wanted to say something, but now that was gone.


  

  
    [image: ]
  

  This was something else entirely. Now everything about her felt like a reminder that she was a woman.


  “…!”


  I tried to shift away, but she leaned her weight into me, making it impossible to escape.


  “So boys really do get like this, huh?”


  “I-it’s just biology, okay?!”


  Her body was so warm and soft, and it was pressed right against mine. Her gaze was too much. I couldn’t stop my lower half from reacting. And now she was sitting right on top of me, so there was no hiding it.


  “Ai, come on,” I pleaded. “Get off of me.”


  But she shook her head and pressed down even harder. Her chest was soft against mine as she whispered into my ear. “Hey, Yuzuru.”


  Her breath felt warm against my skin, sending chills down my spine.


  “I don’t think I can hold back anymore if we’re sleeping this close, in a place like this.”


  “I—I said we can’t!” I barely got the words out.


  Then Ai suddenly pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. The face I loved so much was right in front of me.


  “But we can,” she said quietly, then closed her eyes. Slowly, her face moved closer.


  “Ai, wait.”


  I put my hands on her shoulders and tried to stop her. But the moment I touched her, she leaned forward too forcefully to resist.


  Her lips pressed against mine. Time stopped.


  My heart was pounding so hard it physically hurt. Her lips were indescribably soft, and through them, I could feel us becoming one. My lips felt just as soft as hers.


  When she finally pulled back, her eyes stayed locked onto mine.


  “Did you not want to kiss me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.


  “Of course I did,” I answered honestly. I liked her, so obviously I wanted to kiss her. “But…”


  I was about to remind her what we’d promised—that we weren’t going to take things too far. But before I could finish, she kissed me again.


  Her lips pressed harder this time, gentle but insistent, and I felt my mind start to go numb.


  And then, her warm tongue pushed inside my mouth. And in that instant, my fading self-control snapped back awake.


  “Mm, mmph! Ai!”


  I grabbed her shoulders and gave them a firm shove. Her upper body lifted away from mine.


  We were both panting now. Ai looked like she was about to cry.


  “So you didn’t want it after all.” Her voice was quiet, but full of accusation.


  I shook my head. “That’s not true.”


  “Then why?”


  “Ai.”


  I reached around and pulled her into a tight hug without thinking. I heard her gasp softly into my ear. I held her like that for a while. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know how to put it into words.


  “Y-Yuzuru…” She sounded confused.


  “Just let me stay like this a bit longer,” I blurted out.


  Maybe I just needed time to think. But more importantly, when I held her close like this, it made me feel safe. It made me feel like I never wanted to let go.


  I think I already knew, deep down.


  Something about Ai had changed ever since Kozue showed up, even if it was small. But whenever I started to notice it, she’d go right back to her usual carefree self. I could tell that it was a front, though. She was putting on an act.


  And if Ai wanted things to stay normal between us, then I didn’t want to ruin things for her.


  Still, I knew we’d never end up on the same page if we didn’t talk things through. I’d learned that much. And I also knew there was no point in blaming her for what she was doing, even if she’d been a little forceful.


  There was something I needed to say first. All the words tangled up inside my chest were finally starting to unravel.


  “Ai,” I said, tightening my arms around her back. “It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “…!”


  I felt her body jump a little in my arms.


  “I won’t leave. And no matter where you go…I’ll find you.”


  I heard her draw in a sharp, deep breath. “Yuzuru,” she whispered in my ear. “You’re like a god.”


  I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You know, I used to think the same thing about you.”


  I gently pushed her shoulders, and she sat up without resisting. Our eyes met again, and this time, her expression was different from before. She looked confused, or maybe a little scared. As she stared at me, I could see she was just a regular girl.


  “But that’s not true, is it? It’s just that you and I both have things the other lacks. And because of that we admire each other so much it makes us think the other person is something incredible.”


  She listened quietly, a sad look on her face.


  “But really, we’re just kids, always wanting what we don’t have. Just like in junior high. Nothing’s changed.” I slowly sat up, leaning toward her again. But this time, I didn’t hesitate. “The truth is, yeah… I want to hold you, kiss you, and take things even further.”


  Her eyes widened, and her cheeks flushed pink. If she was going to get flustered now, maybe she shouldn’t have teased me like that. But I knew she’d been serious when she tried to tempt me before.


  Feelings shifted all the time. Just because she felt differently now didn’t mean what she’d felt earlier was a lie. That wasn’t how people worked.


  “But we’re not dating yet,” I said gently, “and we made a promise not to go too far before we were ready, remember? We said we would take it slow, or we’d just end up regretting it.”


  Ai looked a bit guilty. She was pouting, but she still nodded.


  “So I won’t go any further than this,” I said, making myself clear.


  She nodded a few times and mumbled, “Sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize. I’m the one who’s being a pain in the ass.”


  That was true. I was the one making things complicated between us. Because I did like her, and she clearly liked me, too. So why shouldn’t we kiss, hug, or do even more?


  But I kept holding back, all because I was haunted by the mistakes I’d made in junior high. I didn’t want to mess things up again, so I was keeping our relationship on pause. All of that was on me, but I was doing it because Ai mattered to me, and because I didn’t want to ignore how I really felt. I believed Ai understood that, too.


  Or, at least, I thought she did—until she pushed me down like that out of the blue. But though I was surprised, I couldn’t bring myself to blame her, even if she’d broken our promise. I didn’t care. Or rather, even if I did blame her, I wanted to understand why she’d done it. I had a guess, of course, but I wanted to hear it in her own words.


  I couldn’t keep asking things of her like this. I knew what she wanted, and I’d known for a while now. I had simply been pretending not to notice. And that wasn’t fair.


  “Ai, would you close your eyes for a second?”


  “Huh?”


  She blinked a few times, caught off guard. I reached out and gently cradled her left cheek with my right hand.


  “It’s okay. Just close them.”


  “O-okay…” She hesitantly closed her eyes, still confused.


  I stared at her face for a few seconds. Then I made up my mind, leaned in close, and softly kissed her right cheek. I felt her body jolt in response, then I slowly pulled away.


  “You can open them now.”


  Her eyes fluttered open. Her cheeks were pink. “W-wait, I thought we weren’t gonna do stuff like that?”


  I felt my own cheeks grow hot. “That one was a friend kiss.”


  She’d said the same thing to me, once.


  Ai stared at me, her mouth slightly open. Then the tension broke, and she burst out laughing. “Ha-ha! You’ve changed, Yuzuru.”


  “It’s normal to change for the person you like.”


  “Why don’t we just start dating already, then?”


  “Nope.”


  “Ha-ha. I knew you’d say that.” She grinned, then her gaze softened. “Yuzuru,” she said, then she leaned in and stole a kiss from me before I could respond.


  “…!”


  Smooch…


  The quiet sound echoed in my head as her lips pulled away.


  “That kind of kiss is one you give to someone you like,” she said.


  “Oh, come on!”


  “It’s fine. I like you.”


  She cut me off before I could argue. It felt like something I’d heard before. Maybe she thought that kind of forceful logic would work on me. And honestly, she wasn’t wrong.


  We both started chuckling. Then, for a few seconds, we just looked at each other in silence.


  “Well, now I’m totally awake,” I said. “There’s no way I’m sleeping anytime soon!”


  Ai nodded with a gentle smile. “Yeah, me either.”


  “Since it’s just the two of us, I want to hear what you’re thinking about right now.”


  Ai must have known I would say that. She giggled softly, then slowly got off me and sat on the edge of the bed.


  “I wonder if I’ll be able to put it into words?” she said.


  “It’s okay if you can’t. We’ve got plenty of time.”


  “I thought you’d say that.” She stood up and turned to face me. “There’s a package of some really good tea next to the kettle.”


  I understood what she was getting at and got out of bed. “Let’s boil some water, then.”


  “Okay!” She smiled.


  It was her usual carefree expression, and seeing it sent a deep wave of relief washing over me. I wanted to spend the long night ahead of us learning even more about who she was.
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  Meeting Yuzuru made my world so much bigger. I didn’t think anyone but me knew how much it meant—not even Yuzuru himself.


  Back then, I was just doing what Mom told me to do, playing the piano the way she expected.


  But Dad encouraged me to spend more time outside the house and to find something else that made me happy, so I did.


  That was when I met Yuzuru completely by chance.


  And even though he’d heard all the bad rumors about me, he didn’t let that stop him. He looked straight at me. Well, maybe not straight at me. Not really, anyway. Looking back on it now, I can see that.


  But at the time, it felt like he truly saw me, like he wrapped all of me up in his arms. And I totally fell for him.


  I leaned on him a lot.


  Yuzuru accepted me even when I acted recklessly. Just that simple act of acceptance made me feel freer than I ever had before. Like there was more to my life than just playing piano.


  I thought that maybe, if I could build strong bonds with people outside of my family, my life could stretch beyond the walls of my home and my piano.


  I was drunk on the freedom Yuzuru gave me and ran wild with it.


  I thought I loved him, and I wanted him all to myself. So I confessed my feelings to him without really understanding what dating meant, and we became a couple.


  But I had no idea that would end up hurting him so badly. I ruined what we had because of the way I acted.


  “You only wanted a friend, didn’t you? You wanted a friend who understood you. And I just happened to show up at a convenient time, and you have fun being with me, but that’s all.”


  That was what he said to me when we broke up in that park. Those words were still stuck in the back of my mind, even now.


  Back then, I thought he was wrong. And even now, I want to believe that. But a part of me believes that maybe he was right.


  Looking back on it now, I can see that the things I did with him were just things you did with friends. We walked home from school together and met up secretly on days when my mom wasn’t there. We hung out and went places together. Yuzuru never once complained about where I wanted to go. He simply came along. But I misunderstood that to mean that he was enjoying himself, too.


  We never whispered, “I love you” to each other or got all flustered over it. I mean, I didn’t think I needed to say it out loud. Not to Yuzuru, anyway.


  He was my first boyfriend, and I threw myself into the relationship, desperate for affection. Then I ended up hurting him without even realizing I was doing it.


  And right around the time things fell apart between us, my home life completely changed.


  My parents got divorced completely out of the blue.


  It felt like something decided far in advance. Mom and Dad just quietly went their separate ways.


  I chose to go with Dad. Mom didn’t like that, but I didn’t listen. My sister Kozue backed me up for some reason, and in the end, I left the house with Dad.


  Honestly, I wanted my sister to come with me, but she stayed behind with Mom.


  We moved temporarily to a place near Dad’s studio. It was way too far for me to keep attending the same junior high, so I had to transfer. Dad seemed to feel guilty about it, but I was the one who’d decided to come with him, and I didn’t complain.


  He didn’t ask anything of me. He simply told me to do what I wanted, and he lived his life the same way. He painted and sold his work, bringing home just enough to scrape by.


  Living with him gave me freedom. No one told me what to do. I thought that was what I’d wanted all along, but for some reason, it felt emptier than I had expected.


  I was lonely without having Yuzuru there, and it hurt.


  I used to be totally fine on my own. But after feeling his warmth, I couldn’t go back. There was no one watching what I did, no one giving me kind, thoughtful words that made everything feel okay. I couldn’t stand it.


  I realized then how much I really, really loved Yuzuru. I missed him. I constantly wished I could see him again. But that was impossible—or so I thought. Then, at the end of my first year of high school, everything changed.


  One day, Dad made a declaration out of the blue. “Ai, I’m thinking of moving again.”


  The lease on his studio was up, and since his job didn’t tie him to any specific place, he left the decision up to me.


  “Where should we move?” he asked.


  I gave him the name of the town we’d lived in back when I was in junior high. I didn’t even think about it. I just said it. I didn’t even care that it might mean being closer to Mom and Kozue.


  Dad looked a little surprised, but all he said was, “Okay.”


  We found a high school nearby with an exam I thought I could pass, and I got in. And then, I saw Yuzuru again.


  Honestly, he was the only reason I’d come back. But I’d never imagined we’d end up at the same high school.


  Suddenly, it felt like my world had color again, like everything was glowing.


  After we reunited, I realized something had shifted in how I felt about him.


  I didn’t just like Yuzuru as a person anymore, I liked him in a romantic way.


  I wanted to hold his hand, to hug him, to kiss him. And I wanted more than that too, if I could get the chance. I could feel that kind of desire inside myself.


  Yuzuru hadn’t changed. He was still kind and knew how to say exactly the right thing. Even after we broke up, he still accepted me completely. And that just made me fall for him all over again.


  His words had the power to change my whole world. And this time, I wanted to face those words and not run away.


  But one thing had changed. Yuzuru had other people in his life now—people I didn’t know and relationships I wasn’t a part of.


  In junior high, he’d been way more into books than people. It wasn’t like he didn’t have any friends, but he always preferred being alone. So I’d felt kind of superior about being the one he chose to spend time with.


  But now, Yuzuru was in a club with another girl, and she was really cute. He had bright, friendly classmates, and ties to a mysterious older girl, too. So I agonized over where I fit into his life.


  We weren’t in the same class, so we couldn’t participate in school events together. I worked up the courage to invite him to eat lunch a few times, but I could never really tell if he wanted to be there or if he was just being nice.


  I wanted him to look at only me and no one else.


  But though I felt that way inside, I knew saying it out loud would just make things awkward. For the first time in my life, I found myself hesitating to express what I really felt, and that was very painful for me.


  It made me feel immature.


  I knew the people around me cared about me in their own ways—Yuzuru, Kaoru, Andou, and even my family. But that kindness felt like torture.


  And now, the past I thought I’d left behind—the rest of my family—was creeping back into my life again, bringing with it those gentle words I hated the most.


  We’re doing this for you.


  That sort of kindness was the last thing I wanted.


  From the bottom of my heart, I didn’t want to go back home. How was I supposed to live with my mom now? I didn’t want to leave my dad, either, or Yuzuru and Kaoru. I wanted to graduate with them.


  I didn’t want to go back. I really didn’t.


  That was how I truly felt, but it wasn’t enough for Kozue.


  Every time I said I didn’t want to go home, a look of disappointment would flicker in her eyes. And that terrified me.


  We sat side by side, sipping the free tea from the room service tray. As we drank, Ai slowly opened up to me about her past, her feelings, and parts of her I’d never known before.


  I listened calmly and quietly. I didn’t feel like I should interrupt, nor did I want to.


  I could feel my chest tighten and grow warm when she talked about how she felt about me. It was embarrassing and kind of overwhelming, but it made me happy.


  Her words were all over the place, like she was struggling to say them right. Sometimes, she’d trail off, and sometimes, she’d backtrack.


  “I mean, no, maybe that’s not it…”


  It was obvious she hadn’t sorted out all her feelings yet. But I didn’t care. What mattered was that she was telling me, and that was enough to make me happy.


  As I listened, I kept thinking about something Kozue had said. Her words circled around and around in my head.


  “She hasn’t chosen anything for herself, and that’s why I can’t forgive her.”


  As Ai spoke, I started to understand what Kozue meant, just a little.


  But I didn’t think it would be right to say that to Ai right now. It wouldn’t mean anything.


  “Yuzuru?” Ai was leaning in before I realized it, peeking up at my face.


  “Oh, sorry.”


  “Ha-ha. You were listening with such a sweet face just a second ago…” She gave me a teasing look. “And now, you’re all serious again.”


  I chuckled awkwardly. “It’s a bad habit. I get lost in thought.”


  “Mm. I think it’s a good habit, actually.”


  “But I spaced out while you were talking.”


  “That’s how I know you were really thinking about me.” She cut me off with a soft smile, then booped my nose with her finger. “I know what that face means, Yuzuru. It’s the one you make when you’re stuck on something. Like when you’re wondering what the right thing to say is, or if you should even say anything at all. Right?”


  I blinked, dumbstruck. “W-wait, am I that easy to read?”


  “Hmm… Maybe I just like you way too much.”


  Ai grinned mischievously. I sipped some tea to hide my embarrassment and found the liquid was now lukewarm.


  Ai followed suit, then took a deep breath and said, “Hey, Yuzuru.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Just for now, even if it’s just pretend…” She rested her head on my shoulder. Her voice sounded soft and fragile.


  “Tell me not to go.”


  Her voice was barely above a whisper, and I felt a pang in my chest. She wasn’t just saying things. I could tell she really meant it. And yet…


  “I won’t,” I said quietly, holding back the ache in my chest.


  That was the one thing I couldn’t say. Even if she asked me to, I didn’t want to say it. Because if I did, she’d listen to me. And I knew that wouldn’t fix anything.


  Her head shifted slightly on my shoulder as she nodded.


  “That’s the kind of boy you are, Yuzuru,” she said with a soft laugh. “And I like that about you.”


  I’d lost track of how many times Ai had told me she liked me. But somehow, every single time, it made me happy. My heart felt warm and began to race.


  There was one thing I understood now, clear as day.


  Back in junior high, I’d looked up to Ai. She’d seemed free and radiant, like some kind of goddess. I’d practically worshipped her. And even after we met again in high school, I’d kept it up.


  I’d said I didn’t want any regrets this time, that I wanted to face her head-on. But somewhere deep down, I still viewed her as someone living on a different level, with some higher, untouchable philosophy. I never really saw her for who she was.


  In the end, Ai was just a regular girl. A girl with her own values, trying to break out of a life that made her feel trapped. It had taken me this long to finally get that, to really understand.


  I’d said I wanted to face her so I wouldn’t have any regrets, but in reality, I’d still been watching her from behind. And that wasn’t good enough anymore.


  “I can’t tell you to stay, but I can do something else,” I said.


  “Huh?” She looked up at me with wide eyes.


  I reached out and placed my right hand gently over hers, and she squeezed back, without hesitation.


  “I’ll help you look for it and stay right by your side.”


  She tipped her head, confused. “Look for what?”


  “Your words.”


  Her breath caught in her throat.


  “You told me so much tonight, and I think I understand why Kozue won’t accept your reasoning. But it’s not my place to give you the answer.”


  She didn’t say anything, but I could feel her squeezing my hand tightly.


  “You have to find words that you feel from the bottom of your heart. Words that will reach her. And I don’t think you’ve found them yet. So…” I met her gaze and squeezed her hand firmly. “We’ll find them together. I’ll be here, by your side.”


  Her eyes widened.


  “I can’t give you the answer. I can’t even say the words you probably want to hear. But I’ll stay with you, always.” As I struggled to get everything out, I saw her eyes gradually fill with tears.


  She looked down and sniffled. “Sheesh, Yuzuru…” She still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You’re so unfair…”


  I didn’t know what to say, so I just held her hand tighter, and she squeezed mine back.


  “Promise?” she asked, her tone a little needy. “Stay by my side. Always.”


  “I will,” I said.


  “You swear?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then I’ll try, too.” Her voice was quiet, but I heard the strength in it. “I’ll find them. My words.”


  “I know you will, and I’ll be cheering you on.” I nodded and gave her hand another squeeze.


  She squeezed back, and we kept holding hands.


  Eventually, we both started to nod off. The next thing I knew, we’d fallen asleep on the sofa, still holding hands and leaning against each other for support.


  When we woke up, it was nearly checkout time. We scrambled to get ready and rushed out of the hotel.


  Our clothes were completely dry now, though we both knew that had only been a convenient excuse to spend the night together.


  The sky was unbelievably clear outside.


  “It’s sunny,” Ai said softly, gazing up at it.


  I smiled and nodded. “Yep. It’s sunny.”


  As we said the same words, I knew we were both feeling the same comfort. And for some reason, that made me incredibly happy.
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  “Let’s see… This is an r-stem irregular conjugation, right?” Ai asked uncertainly, her classical Japanese text open on the desk in front of her.


  I smiled and nodded. “Yep, you got it. Not bad, especially with all the other forms mixed in.”


  Her face lit up. “Heh-heh. I guess that means you’re a good teacher.”


  It was nice to hear, but the truth was, she’d been studying a lot the day before and had run into particular trouble with the r-stems. I’d only shown her how to recognize it the day before, and she’d already learned it. If you asked me, she just picked up on things really quickly.


  During our weekend date, I’d gotten a better glimpse into Ai’s world and decided I wanted to be with her as she worked through her troubles. But first, we had to survive the upcoming tests.


  I was doing fine, but if Ai failed and had to take remedial classes, she’d have even less time to deal with the other things going on in her life.


  That week, we’d fallen into a routine. Kaoru handled science and math with Ai during club meetings, and I took care of the humanities after school at Ai’s house, where we were at the moment.


  The last time I’d been over was during summer break, when we’d hauled in the keyboard for band practice. I was pretty nervous when I showed up on Monday afternoon, but it was Wednesday now, and I’d already gotten used to it. After three days in a row, her apartment was starting to feel familiar.


  Our study sessions were surprisingly serious. Sure, we took the occasional drink break and chatted a bit, but when we hit the textbooks, we were all business. Time flew by.


  I quietly reviewed my notes for subjects that required a lot of memorization while Ai worked through problems in her workbook.


  It was already past 9 PM when I glanced at the clock. I was thinking about how I needed to head home in another forty minutes or so, when something unusual happened.


  We heard a rattle from the front door, and Ai jerked upright.


  I quickly realized it was the sound of a key in a lock. A second later, the handle turned, and the door slowly creaked open.


  “I’m home, Ai. Oh?” A tall, lean man stepped inside. When he saw me, he froze.


  “Welcome home, Dad!” Ai said, sounding surprised.


  Her dad nodded and smiled. “Thanks.”


  “It’s unusual for you to be home around this time…” Ai kept glancing between me and her dad like she wasn’t sure where to look.


  “Yeah, I was tired and wanted to see you.”


  He looked exhausted. I didn’t know how he usually was, but I could see the dark circles under his eyes even from across the room.


  He slowly walked closer, then knelt down in front of me in a formal position on the floor.


  Flustered, I quickly straightened up, as well.


  “It’s nice to meet you,” he said. “I’m Hirofumi, Ai’s father.”


  “N-nice to meet you, sir!” I stammered, bowing. “I go to the same school as Ai. I’m Yuzuru Asada. Thanks for allowing me to come over!”


  He blinked in surprise, then smiled warmly. “So you’re Yuzuru!”


  “What?”


  “Ai told me about you.”


  She told her dad about me?!


  I glanced at Ai, who was staring down at the floor looking embarrassed.


  Hirofumi glanced between us, then said, “It’s starting to get chilly at night. How about some hot tea? Do you like herbal tea?”


  “Sure, herbal is fine, I think!”


  Way to sound confident, Yuzuru.


  He grinned, then walked over to the kitchen and started filling the kettle. He spoke again as he placed it on the stove. “Yuzuru.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Are you and Ai dating?”


  His voice was calm, but I could feel my heart practically leap out of my chest.


  “Um, n-no! We’re just friends!” I blurted out in a panic.


  I noticed his shoulders shaking with silent laughter. “There’s no need to get so flustered. So you’re just friends, huh?”


  He pulled a clear glass teapot from the cupboard, separate from the electric one that was now heating up. Then he turned to me, his eyes softening with kindness.


  “Thanks for spending time with Ai.”


  “Oh, uh… No, I mean… It’s not like that. I should be thanking you, really.” I stumbled over my words and bowed again and again like an idiot.


  Hirofumi chuckled under his breath and started filling a tea bag with herbs. It looked like something he’d put together himself. As I watched, I felt Ai poke me in the arm.


  When I turned, she was openly glaring at me.


  “You said we’re just friends,” she said, too quietly for anyone but me to hear.


  “What was I supposed to say?” I whispered back.


  She averted her gaze and scrunched up her face like she was miffed, but not sure how to argue.


  “Well yeah, but still…” She pouted, then stood up. “I’ll help, Dad.”


  “There’s no need. You two keep chatting.”


  “I can’t relax with you standing right there! I’ll get the cups.”


  “Oops. Sorry if I interrupted.”


  “That’s not what I meant. Sheesh!”


  I felt a wave of relief wash over me as I watched the two of them talk in the kitchen.


  I’d thought the same thing when I visited during the summer, but something about this apartment didn’t feel very homey. It was somehow missing that warm, everyday kind of atmosphere I was used to.


  Ai had told me her dad wasn’t around much, and when I pictured her living here alone, it made sad. So seeing the two of them together like this, just existing in the same space made me feel warm. They had a gentle way of interacting, and I got the impression it was something they’d built up over a long period of time. I was able to tell very quickly that Ai really trusted her dad. She acted completely differently with him than with Kozue. She didn’t seem guarded at all.


  Hirofumi surprised me, too. From what Ai had told me, I was expecting someone louder and more eccentric—a typical starving artist type. But he was calm and quiet, and there was a gentleness in how he moved. He was relaxed, but not sloppy. Slow, but somehow efficient. I got all sorts of impressions from him at once.


  “You’re always thinking about something, aren’t you?”


  A voice startled me, and I turned to find Hirofumi standing just behind me, holding a tray with three cups.


  “Ai told me you were like this,” he said, “but I can really tell now that I’ve met you in person.”


  “I’m sorry, I should’ve offered to help.”


  “Not at all. You’re a guest. Plus, it’s only natural for your mind to wander when your hands are idle.”


  “Yuzuru doesn’t need his hands to be idle to start thinking. He zones out in the middle of conversations, too, and just stares into space.” Ai grabbed a cup from the tray and placed it in front of me. “Your tea, sir. It’s a special blend courtesy of the Mizuno family.” She gave a little bow like a café waitress.


  I couldn’t help but laugh. Then I nodded politely at her father. “Thanks for the tea, sir.”


  “You’re welcome.” He smiled warmly and placed the other two cups on the table, then sat beside Ai.


  The tea was surprisingly good. My mom usually made black tea with store-bought teabags or drip coffee, so I hadn’t gotten a lot of chances to try herbal tea. It wasn’t nearly as strong as I’d imagined. It had a unique taste, but it wasn’t sweet or bitter. A familiar herbal aroma drifted up gently through my nose after each swallow. The tea was calming and surprisingly easy to drink.


  Hirofumi chatted about all sorts of things while we drank our tea. He explained how he made a living selling his paintings and how he didn’t earn very much from it. The expression wasn’t self-deprecating though; he seemed satisfied with the way things were. And yet, when he added, “I feel bad for making things hard on Ai,” he sounded completely genuine.


  “Well, we’re getting by, right?” said Ai cheerfully. “And being able to earn money doing what you love is amazing!”


  Hirofumi smiled in return. He seemed happy, but a little conflicted at the same time.


  “Ai tells me you read a lot of books, Yuzuru.”


  “Oh, yeah. I’m the president of the literature club, so…” His question caught me off-guard, and I scrambled to answer.


  He chuckled. “I bet you read a lot before you became the president, too.”


  “Well, yeah. I guess so.”


  “Being a big reader ever since you were little is pretty impressive. I think I can count the number of books I’ve finished on one hand.”


  “Really?”


  That surprised me for some reason. Maybe it was because he gave off such a thoughtful, intellectual vibe. He spoke carefully and articulately and seemed to have a wide vocabulary.


  “I’ve never been very good at reading,” he said casually. “I’m better with things I can understand intuitively.”


  “Is that how you got into painting?” I asked.


  He waved his hand in front of his face and laughed. “No, not really. It’s not like I chose this path or anything. I just kept doing what I loved, and before I knew it, it was the only thing I could do.” He looked down awkwardly. “Never mind. I’m sure that kind of line only sounds cool when a successful artist says it.”


  I saw Ai’s expression darken. “That doesn’t matter,” she insisted. “Just being able to live off your art is more than enough. As long as it pays the bills, that makes you successful, don’t you think?”


  Her father nodded sheepishly. “Yeah. I didn’t mean to upset you. Sorry.”


  He gently patted her on the back. She looked like she was pouting, but she didn’t brush his hand away.


  “Ai’s always going on and on about you, you know,” Hirofumi continued, looking at me. “She said the things you say are ‘gentle and sparkly.’”


  I felt my heart skip a beat. There was something about his gaze that drew me in. His eyes didn’t look anything like Ai’s, but I thought they had the same essence.


  “It’s obvious just from talking to you for a little while. You choose your words carefully even when you’re nervous. I can tell you’re very kind. You’ve read a lot of books and taken the time to understand how words work.”


  I wasn’t sure how to respond to this sudden compliment. But I could tell by the expression on Hirofumi’s face that it was genuine.


  “Sorry to ask so many questions,” he said, “but I’ve got one more for you.”


  “Sure. What is it?”


  He took a deep breath, then slowly released it. “What kind of impact do you think reading has had on your life?”


  “Huh?” I probably sounded ridiculous.


  I loved reading, and I loved learning from books and being pulled into their stories. I loved all of it. I liked that I could travel anywhere just by turning their pages, all without leaving my room.


  But beyond that, I couldn’t put my feelings into words. I’d never really thought about how reading had shaped my life.


  “Sorry. I bet that was a tough question.” Hirofumi flashed me a wistful smile. “I just thought maybe you already had the answer, since you’re so good at expressing yourself.”


  “The answer to what, exactly?”


  “Even at my age, I still don’t know what painting means to my life. Despite how much I love it.”


  His words seemed to carry an overwhelming weight. Even Ai looked surprised.


  Hirofumi bowed apologetically when he saw I was speechless. “Sorry about that. I’m dropping so much on you, and we only just met! But Ai talks about you so often that I couldn’t help being curious.”


  “No, really… It’s fine.”


  “For me, it’s painting. But for you, it’s reading. I hope someday we’ll both understand what those things truly mean for us and our lives.” He smiled warmly.


  After that, the conversation turned to lighter topics. We talked about school, the literature club, and so on—nothing serious. But Hirofumi listened with a gentle smile on his face, no matter the topic.


  I began to understand why Ai had turned out the way she had, growing up with a father who was always so calm and open. No wonder she was cheerful and free-spirited.


  By the time I looked up at the clock, it was almost 10 PM. I needed to go home. I had already had a run-in with the police for being out late with Kaoru during the summer, so I had to be careful.


  Hirofumi noticed me looking at the clock and said, “Well, looks like it’s about time for high schoolers to head home for the night, huh? Want me to walk you back?”


  “No, it’s fine!” I said, shaking my head. “It’s not even a ten-minute walk.”


  I already felt bad for coming over without his permission and didn’t want him to go any further out of his way for me.


  He chuckled wryly. “I guess it would be kinda awkward to have some old guy walk you home, huh?”


  “Th-that’s not it at all!”


  “Ha-ha, I’m just kidding!”


  “Dad, stop teasing Yuzuru,” Ai said as she stood up. “I’ll walk you out.”


  “Thanks.” I grabbed my stuff and stood up, too.


  “You’re welcome to drop by anytime,” said Hirofumi. “Hopefully, the timing works out, and I can make you some more herbal tea.”


  “Thanks for everything. It was delicious. And I really enjoyed our talk.”


  I bowed, and Hirofumi smiled shyly.


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  “Um…”


  “Yeah?”


  I hesitated for a bit, searching for the right words, then said, “I’ll try to think about how reading has impacted my life.”


  He stared at me, looking surprised, then let out a soft chuckle. “Thanks. I’d love to hear about it when you figure it out.”


  “Thanks.”


  That was all he said, but for some reason, his simple reaction made me really happy. Even though he didn’t have an answer himself, he didn’t look down on me for wanting to find my own, despite how much younger I was. Maybe that was part of being a free spirit.


  “I’ll be back in a bit,” Ai said as she headed out the door with me.


  “Ai,” Hirofumi called out.


  “What is it?”


  “Can we talk when you get back?”


  A second after he spoke, I saw Ai’s face tense up with something that looked like fear.


  “Sorry my dad showed up out of nowhere and started chatting,” Ai muttered awkwardly when we’d made it down the stairs.


  His arrival had cut our study session short, but I was glad he’d shown up. She didn’t need to apologize for it.


  “No worries. I had a good time.”


  “Did you? That’s good, then.”


  “I can really tell he’s your dad, if that makes sense,” I said.


  She laughed, embarrassed, and gently punched me in the chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I can tell how much you love him, too,” I added.


  “W-well, yeah…”


  Now she looked really embarrassed and started playing with her hair.


  “I’m really happy when he comes home,” she mumbled, staring at the ground. I could tell by her voice that she meant it.


  Then she sighed and looked up again. I could tell she was worried about whatever it was he wanted to discuss. Honestly, I was too.


  “Since we moved out, he’s never once asked if we could talk. It can’t be anything good.” Her voice was calm, but she looked uneasy.


  Based on the timing, I figured it was about her mom. I wasn’t sure how the conversation would go, and Ai was probably the same. I couldn’t say anything to ease her anxiety, but I wanted to try.


  “Maybe you can talk about it with him just like you did with me.”


  I took a step closer, and she looked at me, puzzled.


  “You don’t have to choose your words perfectly or anything. Just be honest. Say whatever you’re feeling right now, and once you’ve done that, maybe it won’t hurt to hear what your dad has to say.”


  I pictured Hirofumi’s gentle expression in my mind. I was pretty confident he’d listen to Ai and really try to understand her feelings. And if the words didn’t come right away, she didn’t have to force out something fake. Words weren’t meant to win arguments; they were meant to express how one felt inside. Maybe Ai just needed time to find hers.


  “I’m on your side, Ai.”


  It was such a simple thing to say, but I really meant it.


  She chuckled. “I feel like it’s gonna be okay as long as you’re cheering me on, Yuzuru.” She looked straight at me, then suddenly threw out her arms. “Now hug me!”


  “H-huh?”


  “You said you’re on my side, right? So hug me tight!”


  “U-umm…”


  It felt like a trap. If I said no, she might think I was being insincere. In the end, I awkwardly stepped closer and wrapped my arms around her, careful not to squeeze her too tightly.


  “L-like this?” I asked.


  “Mm, just a little longer.”


  “.….….…Um, can I let go now?”


  “Noo, just a little bit longer…”


  Ai hugged me for several minutes. But when she spoke right next to my ear, she sounded relaxed, so I figured it was fine.


  I felt like I was slowly getting a little too used to physical contact with her. But it seemed like a small price to pay if it helped ease her mind.


  After a while, she finally let go.


  “Okay, well… Goodnight,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Yep! See you then!” Ai called out, waving.


  I looked back once and saw her climbing the stairs to her apartment.


  Hang in there, I thought before starting my trek home.


  “I’m back.”


  I found my dad still sitting at the table after I finished walking Yuzuru downstairs.


  “Welcome back.”


  He wore his usual gentle smile, but I could tell something about it was different.


  “Yuzuru’s a really good kid. He’s kind and thoughtful. He looks straight at the ground when he’s not sure what to say. I can tell he’s not the type to lie.”


  “Yeah, he’s really nice,” I said, picturing Yuzuru’s face.


  Dad glanced at me and chuckled. “That’s not the kind of face you make when you’re thinking about someone who’s just nice.”


  I glanced up in surprise, and Dad gave me a knowing look.


  “Kindness can confuse people sometimes,” he said.


  “I’m not confused.” I tried not to sound irritated as I sat down across from him. It felt like he’d seen right through me.


  “Like I said, there’s something I want to talk to you about,” he began.


  I had a good idea what that was already.


  “Did Kozue come see you?” I asked.


  He looked surprised, then chuckled awkwardly. “Oh, so you knew?”


  “I wasn’t sure. But I had a feeling, because she came to see me, too.”


  My sister had made it clear that she wanted me to come back with her to live with Mom. It made sense she’d try talking to Dad as well.


  “She did. She told me it was time I sent you back to your mother.”


  “Well, I’m not going back,” I said calmly.


  I heard Dad suck in a breath. “Why not?” he asked gently.


  I’d known the question was coming, but now that he’d asked, I wasn’t sure what to say.


  “Because I want to stay with you,” I managed at last.


  He sighed deeply and stared at the table, searching for the right words. “We live in the same apartment, but we don’t really live together… You know?”


  I knew what he meant. We only saw each other about once a week—sometimes, even less.


  “It’s not like you’d never see me again if you went back to your mom’s.”


  “Yeah, I know, but…”


  “Do you not want to go back to her?” he asked me bluntly.


  Once again, I didn’t know how to answer. The first thing I thought was No, I don’t. But my feelings were more complicated than that.


  “I don’t know,” I said eventually.


  I was being honest. I really didn’t want to go back, but another part of me didn’t want to close the door on that option forever.


  I didn’t hate anyone in my family. But living with Mom felt suffocating.


  Dad looked into my eyes for a while, then said, “I know this probably sounds pathetic, but I don’t think my income’s ever going to increase. And Kozue’s right, if you’re thinking about college, going back to your mom for help would be a pretty smart move.”


  “I know.”


  “You know?”


  I knew what he was really asking me: “You know, but you still don’t have an answer?”


  “Yes, I know. But I want to think more about how I feel.”


  Dad’s mouth hung open for a moment. Then, he smiled. “I see… So you’ve grown up a little without me even noticing, huh?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  He laughed, and the tension in the air eased. I couldn’t help but laugh, too. It always made me happy when Dad praised me.


  “Well, if you’ve thought things through already, then I don’t have anything else to say about it.” He stood up and placed a hand on my head, gently ruffling my hair. “Do whatever you want, Ai.”


  “Whatever I want, huh?”


  He’d been saying that to me for as long as I could remember. He’d never forced anything on me and always let me decide for myself. Because of that, I’d always felt free. But just maybe, it had made me a little lonely, too.


  A question popped into my mind out of nowhere. It was something I’d never asked before. “Won’t you be lonely if I go back to Mom’s?”


  He widened his eyes in surprise, then chuckled.


  I felt a strange mixture of embarrassment and frustration. “Why are you laughing? I’m being serious.”


  “I’m laughing because you’re so serious.” He chuckled again and tousled my hair even more. “Of course I’d be lonely.”


  “Then maybe I shouldn’t go.”


  “How I feel doesn’t matter, Ai. You’ve got to make your choice on your own.”


  My breath caught in my throat.


  His words were so deeply kind, but they were also firm. It felt familiar. Yuzuru’s kindness was like that, too. I knew if I asked Yuzuru the same question, he’d respond just like Dad had.


  “Yeah… Sorry.”


  I lowered my head, and Dad gently stroked my hair.


  “You don’t have to apologize,” he said. “You can ask me anything. I might not be able to give you the answer you want, but I’ll always listen.”


  “Yeah, I know. Thanks.” My heart felt warm, and I was afraid I might start to cry at any moment.


  Why haven’t I talked to Dad more? All this time, I’ve had someone by my side who’s so kind and warm.


  No… I knew why.


  I’d seen my dad’s kindness but turned away from the firmness quietly buried beneath its surface.


  Every time I tried to open up, it felt like he could see right through me—to parts of myself I hadn’t yet expressed out loud. It felt like he could hear what I was struggling with, and I was afraid he’d be disappointed by how petty it was. Even worse, I was scared of being crushed by those soft yet harsh words he liked to say so much: “Do what you want.”


  So I kept my feelings hidden. So well hidden, that even I didn’t know how I truly felt anymore. I was terrified of having my feelings exposed, so I just kept pretending I was content with the way things were.


  “Dad…”


  “Yes?”


  “Um, well…,” I started, but couldn’t continue. As I struggled to find the words, I thought about Yuzuru’s soft smile. I clung to that image of him in my mind, like reaching for a lifeline. “Yuzuru said he’d help me find the right words,” I said, lowering my head as I spoke.


  I heard Dad breath in. Then he moved slowly and calmly back into his seat across from me.


  “I see.”


  That was all he said. Then he watched me, as if waiting for me to continue.


  “When he said that, I was relieved. Someone was willing to be there beside me.”


  “Yeah.”


  “But even with him there, I can’t keep refusing to face myself, can I?”


  “Right.”


  “So I decided to really consider it.”


  “I think that’s a good thing.” His eyes softened, and he chuckled. “Now it all makes sense. I wondered why you were so calm today.” He gave me a teasing look. “I’d thought you’d blow up at me even if I even hinted that you ought to go back to your mom’s.”


  “Well, I probably would have if I hadn’t thought things out beforehand.”


  “I thought you were going to yell at me and say, ‘What? So you’re taking Kozue’s side now?!’”


  “Ugh, don’t say that… You’re totally right and it’s making me cringe…”


  I was right. My dad could see right through me. Even now, he probably knew exactly what I was trying to say.


  “So, umm…,” I began.


  “Yeah?”


  I knotted my fingers together in my lap as he answered me in his usual warm tone. Then I made up my mind and just said it.


  “I want to make my own decision, but would you be willing to talk it through with me?”


  I was nervous, but once the words were out, I realized something. Up until now, I’d never really talked to anyone about how I was feeling inside.


  Even when Yuzuru and I went to the aquarium and stayed up late talking at the hotel, I’d only told him about what happened and how I felt in those moments. I never actually asked him for advice or looked for the root of my problem or how to solve it.


  That option simply hadn’t existed in my world.


  My life had always been simple. Back with Mom, my only mission was to play piano, and that was it. Then when I started living with Dad, I traded that mission for a vague kind of freedom. I was lonely a lot of the time, but I convinced myself that I was finally free, and that I should be satisfied.


  Yet I never let myself struggle with those feelings. Maybe that was how I started losing the ability to talk to people and find the right words.


  Dad smiled at my request and nodded, looking pleased. “Of course. I’ll be with you for as long as you need.” He stood up and picked up his mug. “Guess I better make some more tea, huh?”


  “Yeah!”


  I stood up and grabbed my own mug. Dad went ahead to the kitchen and filled the kettle. For a moment, the sight of his back reminded me of Yuzuru fumbling with the electric kettle at the hotel, when he was unsure of how to use it.


  Yuzuru and I had been apart for a while, then we’d met again. I thought I’d grown up a lot in the meantime. But over the past few days, I realized that I really hadn’t. I was only now working to learn the most basic skill ever—how to rely on someone else.


  And now I knew that having someone willing to be with you on a night like this was more comforting than I’d ever imagined.
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  I loved Mom, Dad, and Kozue.


  Things fell apart with Mom because she forced me to play the piano. I couldn’t breathe under all that pressure. I just wanted to be free.


  But that didn’t mean I hated her. I admired and genuinely liked a lot of things about her. That only made the suffocating feeling I got living with her even more painful, though.


  Dad had always given me freedom.


  I loved how sensitive he was to art and the way he quietly understood things without me having to say them out loud. But the freedom he gave me was the exact opposite of the control I’d felt from Mom. And now that I had that freedom, I was unsure of how to enjoy it.


  Kozue had always been on my side, though.


  I’d always envied how free she seemed, ever since I was little. She got to live her life without the same pressure from Mom. Or so I’d thought when I was young. The older I got, the more I realized she wasn’t really free, after all. She’d just figured out how to handle the control.


  She was the only one who could face Mom head-on and win an argument. It was always Kozue who stepped in to protect me when Mom got harsh with me.


  And when our parents divorced, the fact that she chose Mom and stayed behind made me incredibly sad. But I wasn’t able to talk about it.


  My feelings about my family had been frozen in time ever since, because I’d never let myself really think about it.


  But now, as I thought it over, I wondered if maybe it would be okay to go back to Mom’s. Maybe now I’d be able to tell her I didn’t want to play piano anymore. Maybe she wouldn’t even ask me to, since so much time had passed.


  Part of me really wanted to live with Kozue again.


  Like Dad said, even if I went back to Mom’s, it wasn’t like I’d never see him again. I’d be freeing him from the burden of taking care of me and allowing him to devote himself fully to his art again.


  The more I thought about it, the more I wondered if that was the right choice. But something inside me just wouldn’t let go. Even when I tried to reason it out, the thought I don’t want to go back kept pushing to the surface.


  I wasn’t even sure if that phrase truly expressed how I was feeling.


  I needed a better way to express it. I needed better, more genuine words that I could believe in.


  Because if I didn’t find them, I’d end up hurting the people who cared about me most.


  “All right, time’s up. Pencils down, please. Pass your answer sheets to the front.”


  I’d just finished my final midterm—biology.


  The tension in the classroom immediately relaxed.


  We sat in student ID order for the test, so Sousuke was behind me.


  He threw back his head and shouted, “Finally!”


  “Quiet until all the tests are collected,” the teacher scolded.


  There were a few giggles as everyone started to relax.


  I felt a light poke in my back and turned around. Our row’s answer sheets had made their way to me already.


  “How do you think you did?” Sousuke asked quietly.


  I took the papers and handed them forward. “Good enough.”


  “Bet you got at least eighty percent,” he said, sounding annoyed.


  He was practically pouting, but I didn’t answer. I just handed the stack to the teacher collecting the sheets.


  Honestly, I’d spent so much time helping Ai study that I hadn’t reviewed enough for the subjects that required a lot of memorization. Biology, as it happened, was decidedly one of those. I wasn’t all that sure I’d hit 80 percent.


  I wondered if Ai had managed to avoid a failing grade. She caught on fast, so I wasn’t too worried about the subjects I’d helped her with. But the memorization stuff was all on her. I didn’t have time to help with that, so all I could do was pray she pulled through.


  The teacher finished collecting tests while I was lost in thought. “All right, that should do it. Dismissed.”


  Break had officially begun, and the classroom shifted straight into celebration mode.


  “Finally!” Sousuke yelled again, louder this time.


  I laughed, then stood up and made my way over to Kaoru’s seat at the very back of our row. I wasn’t just curious about Ai’s results.


  “How’d it go?” I asked. She slid two fingers out from the sleeve of her oversized cardigan and flashed me a victory sign.


  “I’m pretty confident,” she said.


  “That’s great. You worked hard.” I nodded, relieved.


  Kaoru made a face like she was embarrassed, then gave me a little smile. “Honestly, I think I did pretty well for having to tutor Ai at the same time.”


  “You worked hard at that, too.”


  “So did you, Yuzu.”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  “And lemme guess, you still ended up getting a better score than me.”


  “I’m not sure about that one,” I admitted. “I don’t feel as confident as I usually do.”


  Kaoru’s eyes widened with surprise, and she raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never heard you say that before.”


  “That’s because I’ve never said it before.”


  “Are you trying to piss me off?”


  Well, what do you want me to say?


  “Clubs start up again today, right?” Kaoru asked casually as she pulled her phone out of her bag. Her eyes flicked up from her screen when I didn’t answer. “What is it?”


  “Oh. Yeah. Clubs are back,” I said with a quick nod.


  Our school always suspended club activities a week before midterms, but it mostly just meant no club activities with teacher supervision. It was meant to give students time to study and teachers time to prepare. But in effect, it only really counted for sports clubs. The really dedicated members would still practice even without the coaches, and for the literature club, we’d still been using our club room. We’d just been holding study sessions instead of reading and playing puzzle games.


  That was why I was thrown off a bit when Kaoru asked if activities were starting back up. The statement made me realize two things. First, our study sessions hadn’t counted as club activities to Kaoru. And second, she’d really been looking forward to getting back to our regular meetings.


  When she saw the look on my face, Kaoru narrowed her eyes. “What?” she asked again.


  “Nothing. Let’s head to the club room after homeroom.”


  I knew that if I called her out for looking forward to our club meetings, she’d get flustered and kick me in the shin or something. So instead, I changed the subject and invited her to join me as casually as I could.


  She still looked mildly annoyed. “I was planning on it anyway,” she muttered, before looking back down at her phone.


  I needed to use the bathroom before homeroom started, so I slipped out of the classroom and made my way down the hall.


  As I walked, I let the end of midterms soak in. It was finally time to return to normal life. Midterms always felt like a big hurdle we students had to clear. And yet, as we settled back into our routines, I knew there would still be changes.


  I sighed.


  I’d already decided I wouldn’t interfere with Ai’s decision. I wouldn’t reject it, no matter what she chose to do moving forward. But depending on how things shook out, we might lose our new “normal”—this comfortable rhythm of going to the same school and seeing each other whenever we wanted.


  Even though I’d made my decision for both of our sakes, I wasn’t confident that I could face whatever happened with grace.


  Tests were over, and our circumstances would soon start to change. And when they did, all I could do was stay by Ai’s side and be there for her. I could help her find the words she needed to talk to her family, but once she found them, I couldn’t influence what she did with them.


  And so, maybe, just maybe, I had to be prepared to say goodbye, if that was what was best for her.


  I sighed again and noticed how tense my body was.


  “Act normal, act normal…,” I whispered the words to myself like a mantra as I headed into the bathroom.


  After I’d taken care of my business, I looked up at the mirror over the sink and stared into my reflection.


  Once homeroom finished, Kaoru and I went to the club room. It was more relaxing than I’d expected.


  I read a book for the first time in a while as Kaoru sprawled out on the sofa, tapping away on her phone. It was exactly the kind of normal routine I’d imagined, and it soothed me more than I would’ve thought.


  The book I was reading had come out during exam week. I’d picked it up the day it came out but hadn’t gotten a chance to crack it open. Now I finally let myself get absorbed.


  I lost myself in the story and stepped back from reality for a while, which helped me calm down. My heart began to settle, and I felt like I was getting back to normal.


  “Huh.”


  As I read, a few words floated up in my mind, and they clicked with what had happened a few days ago.


  “What kind of impact do you think reading has had on your life?”


  It was the question Hirofumi had asked me when I went over to Ai’s apartment—the one I hadn’t been able to answer at the time.


  I felt like the thoughts swirling in my head just now might be connected to it.


  Living in the real world and dealing with people always wore me down. I genuinely liked being alone. I needed it, but that didn’t mean I was tough enough to live in total solitude.


  In a way, reading was a kind of escape for me. It was a temporary break from reality, a little trip to another world. I followed the trail of words and got pulled into the story. It allowed me to heal from a weariness I found hard to describe.


  Maybe I’d been after more than just a good read, after all. And maybe wanting to be alone but not lonely wasn’t unique to me. Maybe everyone felt that way. We were all looking for something, and I’d simply found it in books.


  So then, what about Ai, Kaoru, and Hirofumi? If they carried the same contradictory feelings, how did they cope?


  “You looked so happy reading, but now you’re brooding again,” Kaoru remarked, bringing me back to reality.


  I turned and saw her staring at me from the sofa, an exasperated look on her face.


  “It feels like the club’s finally back to normal,” she said.


  “Yeah, it really does,” I said with a smile.


  Do I always make weird faces when I think too hard? Lately, people keep pointing out when I’m deep in thought.


  But Kaoru teasing me was also part of our new routine. And it made me feel at ease.


  She kept staring at me, like there was something she wanted to say. I looked back expectantly.


  “……”


  “………”


  “…………?”


  But when she just kept staring at me, I shot her a puzzled look.


  She sighed. “You know…”


  “Yeah?”


  “I thought you’d be frowning and brooding all week long.”


  “Huh?” Her words surprised me.


  “Well…” After a moment, she raised her voice. “You were concerned about Ai before the tests started, right?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  She’d seen right through me. I hadn’t said anything specific, but she’d figured out that I was worried about Ai. I’d simply told her there was nothing I could do, and Kaoru had to told me to face it head-on like always.


  “So did you figure it all out?” she asked hesitantly.


  I didn’t know how to answer.


  Honestly, not much had changed since then, at least not on the surface. The real shift was how Ai and I felt about it. She’d made up her mind to start moving forward, and I’d decided to be there for her. I wasn’t going to help her solve her problem, but I wanted to help her find the right words she needed to talk to her family. That was all. The situation still felt hazy because there were no clear plans or steps to take. And it wasn’t something I could fix by just throwing myself into it, either.


  “Not really, no,” I said honestly. That was all I could say.


  Kaoru blinked, then quickly looked away. “Hmm…” I sensed she was implying something.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” She stuck out her bottom lip a little, clearly annoyed, and looked down at her phone dramatically. She tapped the screen a few times like she wanted to look busy, then spoke up again. “I dunno. It just kinda bugs me.”


  “Bugs you?”


  “Yeah. You’re being, like, totally different from how you were with me, you know? You’re not even trying.”


  “I’m not?”


  Would it be better if I was freaking out?


  I frowned. I didn’t know what she was getting at.


  She glanced up at me, then shook her head. “Never mind. Just forget I said anything.”


  “Wait. Now I have to know. Listen, if I did something to upset you…”


  “I said, forget it! I’m the one who brought up something weird.” She shut me down, her eyes locked on her phone screen for real this time. A few moments later, I heard the sound effects from her puzzle game.


  I sighed deeply, then looked back down at my book.


  I’m not trying?


  If Kaoru said so, she must really mean it. And yeah, to be fair, it wasn’t like I was desperate to fix things like I had been with her. But I didn’t know why that would bother her.


  Nevertheless, sitting here thinking about it wasn’t going to accomplish anything, especially since she didn’t want to talk about it. I forced myself to push it out of my mind and focused on reading.


  A few minutes passed, and suddenly, the door burst open. I looked up and saw Hirakazu, our homeroom teacher who doubled as the literature club’s advisor.


  “Hey, Asada, come with me to the faculty room, would you?”


  “Huh? Did I do something wrong?” I asked frantically.


  It wasn’t every day that a teacher barged into my club room and told me to report to the faculty office.


  Hirakazu chuckled and shook his head. “No, we’ve got a new member who needs your signature as club president. I suspect this one will be a no-show, too.”


  “Seriously? Why didn’t you just bring the paperwork here, then?”


  “Hm, good point. That would’ve made more sense. Oh well, it’s too late now. I don’t feel like going back for it, so come on.”


  “That’s not fair,” I grumbled as I slipped my bookmark into my book and stood up.


  There wasn’t much point in arguing with him. I knew he’d just turn it back on me somehow. It was always easier to just go along with him. I’d lost count of how many times this had happened. The literature club was the go-to destination for kids who’d quit their original clubs but still needed to be enrolled somewhere. Our school made club membership mandatory, after all. It was probably another student from a sports club dropping out and joining us in name only.


  “I’ll be back in a bit,” I said to Kaoru.


  “Mm-hmm,” she said, not even glancing up from her game.


  Hirakazu raised an eyebrow at her. “No phones on campus.”


  “Go ahead and confiscate it then,” she said, her eyes still on the screen.


  He frowned and let out a sigh. “Confiscating and returning them requires a bunch of paperwork. It’s so annoying. Just don’t be so obvious about it, would ya?”


  “Just pretend you didn’t see anything,” she said, flicking her left hand in the air like she was shooing him away. She never stopped fiddling with her phone.


  Hirakazu clicked his tongue and looked back over at me. “C’mon, let’s go. What a pain…”


  Why are you upset with me?!


  Trying not to laugh at Kaoru’s bold attitude, I followed Hirakazu to the faculty office.


  Once I heard Yuzu and Hirakazu’s footsteps fade down the hall, I paused my puzzle game and tossed my phone onto the sofa.


  “Ugh, why’d I even say that?”


  Seeing him so weirdly calm about the whole thing made me strangely restless. It wasn’t frustration or anxiety…just a weird, uncomfortable feeling.


  It was fine to have emotions like that, but I regretted saying anything out loud. I’d assumed that once midterms were over and club activities went back to normal, Yuzu would get all worked up over Ai again.


  Like I’d told him before, I did get jealous over how much he thought about Ai. But the truth was I appreciated that side of him. I could tell he really cared about people.


  So I’d expected to see him moping again, and I’d already decided to hear him out.


  But all he’d done that day was read. He’d gone right back to his usual self, flipping through the pages like nothing had changed. Sure, he spaced out a few times, probably deep in thought, but it wasn’t like he was suffering. It was just normal Yuzu, getting lost in his own head.


  I don’t know why, but that really unsettled me.


  The situation felt entirely different from when I’d had family problems and pushed him away. If he’d looked even more torn up over Ai than he had over me, that would’ve made me jealous in another way. But instead, he just sat there calmly, despite admitting he hadn’t yet solved the problem. For some reason, that made me panic.


  I rolled over on the couch, trying to shake the feeling, but it didn’t work.


  Then I heard light footsteps tapping down the hallway. I felt a pang in my stomach. Why does she have to show up now?!


  “Greetings!”


  I already knew it was Ai the second I heard her footsteps.


  The door opened with a loud rattle, and I sighed, trying to clear my thoughts.


  “Hm? Yuzuru’s not here?” Ai looked around the room.


  “Hirakazu called him down to the faculty office.”


  “Wait, what? Is he in trouble?”


  “Nah, just paperwork for the club or something.” I couldn’t be bothered to explain the rest. “Did you need something from Yuzu?”


  “Hm? No, not really. I just felt like stopping by. Since tests are over and everything.”


  She glanced away like she was hiding something. But then she flashed me one of her usual smiles.


  Is she covering something up?


  I couldn’t be sure, but I didn’t have enough to go on, so I gave up trying to find out. Neither of them had told me enough to make a guess.


  “Still…I’m really glad you were here for me, Kaoru,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  Ai came over and knelt down in front of the sofa where I was still sprawled out, getting down to match my eye level. Then she grabbed my hand with both of hers and squeezed it tightly.


  “Thanks so much for helping me study!”


  “Oh, um… Sure.”


  Oh right. I’d spent my time in the club room tutoring her throughout the previous week. Even though it wasn’t that long ago, I’d gotten so caught up thinking about Yuzuru that I’d completely forgotten about it.


  “It’s no big deal,” I said. “It’s not like it was a lot of work or anything.”


  “No way! You were super serious. You really taught me a lot.”


  “Well, teaching you helped me review too, so the material stuck better in my head…”


  That was true. I’d felt a lot more comfortable with the material this time around. Normally, when it came to science tests, I just plugged formulas into the questions and hoped I was on the right track.


  Test questions aside, I was really weak to Ai’s open, straightforward nature. I was the same with Yuzuru, too. It was hard for me to push people away when they were so honest with me. I’d let my guard down before I realized it.


  And every time, I wound up hurt.


  “Let go of my hand already…,” I grumbled, embarrassed to still be holding hands with her.


  “Oops, sorry!” Ai looked down at our clasped hands as if she’d forgotten, then quickly let go. “Anyway, thanks to you, I’m pretty sure I didn’t flunk any of my tests this time!”


  “Oh yeah? Good for you.”


  “What about you, Kaoru? You were studying really hard. Do you think you did okay?”


  “Eh, maybe,” I replied vaguely, avoiding eye contact. I knew I was being cold, but I couldn’t help it.


  She stared at me quietly for a few seconds, then said in a soft voice, “Did I…make you mad or something?”


  Once again, she was exasperatingly straightforward. I bit my lip, unsure of how to respond. She hadn’t done anything to make me mad, but my feelings toward her were complicated, and it was affecting my attitude.


  “No, I’m not mad,” I said, barely getting the words out.


  She sighed, then plopped down on the floor right in front of the sofa.


  “You can sit here. I’ll move.” Flustered, I started to stand.


  “No, it’s okay. I want to look you in the eye.” Her words were gentle but firm.


  I leaned against the back of the sofa and watched as she stared at me with her big, round eyes.


  “You’re not mad, but you’re thinking about something.” She was being direct, and her words hit me straight in the heart. There was no room for escape.


  “Yeah, I am. But it’s not your fault. I’m sorry if I was cold.”


  “It’s okay. We all get like that sometimes. Even me.”


  “You? Seriously?”


  “Yeah… Actually, I’m dealing with some stuff right now, so…”


  Ai had always seemed like the kind of girl who could look deeper at things than I could. She could see the truth of something, understand it, and embrace it with that carefree innocence of hers. I’d always thought Yuzu was drawn to that part of her—the part that I lacked.


  “Anyway,” she said suddenly, “it feels like lately…all you think about is Yuzuru.”


  “Huh? Well, I mean…”


  “It’s obvious you’re in love with him.”


  “Tha—”


  I almost said, “That’s not true!” but I stopped myself because it was true. And denying it now would feel like admitting I’d lost to Ai completely.


  “Yeah. I’m in love with him,” I said.


  “You saw how Yuzuru was acting and started thinking about me, and that made things messy, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah…”


  My face burned. She’d seen right through me. How could someone who was so in tune with other people’s feelings be so confused about her own? From my perspective, Ai was too perfect.


  Yeah, that’s it. I’d always thought of her as perfect, and that was why…


  “Yuzu seemed like he was really struggling with something before midterms,” I said.


  “Yeah.”


  “So I figured it had to be about you. I poked him a little, and he did tell me it had to do with you, but he wouldn’t tell me anything else.”


  “Yeah.”


  “And when I saw the way he was acting, I just knew. It was just like when we fought. It wasn’t something he could solve right away, but it felt like something big was going on.” I heard my voice trembling as I spoke. I was facing all the soft, ugly parts of myself and putting them into words. And now that I’d started, I couldn’t stop. “I thought, ‘Wow, so even Ai has problems.’”


  I heard her breath catch in her throat.


  In my mind, Ai was the perfect girl. She was free-spirited, had an adorable smile that was never sarcastic, and was always sincere. Her words were always light and fun, and that lightness drew people in.


  I wished I could be like her, but I knew I never could.


  Every time I saw that side of her, I felt an overwhelming sense of defeat. That was how perfect and overwhelming her presence was to me. That was who I’d thought Ai Mizuno was.


  “I was surprised someone as perfect, cute, and free-spirited as you could have a difficult problem in their life. Things didn’t seem awkward between you and Yuzu, so I figured it wasn’t something as simple as a fight. I realized something big was going on outside of my relationship with you and Yuzu, and I thought, ‘Wow, Ai’s human just like me.’ It made me feel a little relieved.”


  “I get that…” Ai nodded, her face serious.


  I let out a dry chuckle through my nose. “But I was totally wrong.”


  “You were?”


  “After the midterms ended… No, even before that—back when we were all studying here together—I started to notice something.”


  All the feelings I’d thought I couldn’t express started to flow out of me. It made me think of that expression about finding the right thread. Once you pulled it, even the most tangled mess would start to unravel.


  “You two were so relaxed, like you’d already come to terms with whatever it was. It wasn’t like when I fought with Yuzu. It seemed like you’d both accepted how things were. It felt grown-up, like you respected each other’s space and your relationship. And I…” My throat started to burn and my eyes stung. “I was jealous.”


  I’d finally let out my true feelings. It was pathetic and embarrassing, but it was the truth.


  “Because I was the one who kept clashing with Yuzu and hurting him and making everything worse! The only reason our relationship didn’t fall apart was because he kept trying to fix it!” I’d raised my voice without even realizing it.


  Sadness washed over Ai’s face as she gazed at me.


  Stop, don’t look at me like that. All I want is for you to understand me.


  Conflicting feelings churned inside me.


  “The truth is, I wanted you two to fight. I was hoping for Yuzu to throw himself into some big problem that couldn’t be solved and make you mad. I wanted to see you two unable to get on the same page, because it would have reassured me. But deep down, I still believed that somehow, Yuzu’s sincerity would fix it all in the end. And then, I’d be the one there to give him advice, just like you did before. I wanted to be all mature and composed and comfort him. If I could be mature like that, then maybe…”


  As all my jumbled words poured out, so did my tears. They streamed down my face and blurred my vision. I couldn’t even see Ai anymore.


  “…Then maybe I could finally believe in myself!” I finally broke out into choking sobs. If felt so pathetic, crying out loud like this.


  Ai took a deep breath and gently pulled me into her arms, cradling my head. Her soft chest pressed against my face. I’m jealous of her big boobs, too! I thought, and that made me cry even harder.


  “Ohh, Kaoru…,” she murmured tenderly as she stroked my head. “I didn’t know that my inability to express myself or take action…could hurt a friend so much. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Kaoru.”


  “Why are you apologizing?”


  “Because I’m your friend, but I kept everything to myself.”


  “I didn’t say anything either! I didn’t tell you anything, Ai. But you still knew. You knew how I felt about Yuzu, and how it was messing everything up. But I…I just…”


  I could feel her shirt being soaked by my tears, but she didn’t let me go. In fact, she held me tighter.


  “I didn’t understand anything!” I shouted.


  I didn’t know anything. I couldn’t see through to the heart of the problem like Ai always could. I was just watching from the outside, feeling lonely and left out.


  “Well, of course not. We’re totally different. The only thing I could tell is that you really, really love Yuzuru. And that you were hurting trying to hide it.” Her voice was soft and kind as she caressed my hair.


  I didn’t understand how someone like her could still be so nice to someone like me, even at a time like this.


  “I should’ve talked to you more and relied on you,” she said. “I’m sorry. I never meant to leave you out. I’ve just never opened up to anyone about the things I’m dealing with now before. So I didn’t think I was allowed to, if that makes sense.”


  “Don’t apologize, Ai. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “But I did. I hurt someone I care about, and I should apologize for that. I should apologize a hundred times if I have to.”


  Before I knew it, Ai sounded like she was going to cry, too. I felt a warm drop land on my head and heard her sniffling above me.


  “But I’ll tell you everything now. It’s about my family. It’s not anyone’s fault, but I just can’t figure out how I feel. It seems like this huge deal, but really, it’s a bunch of small—”


  “W-wait. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I interrupted.
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  “I want to.” Her voice was strong despite her tears. “I want you to hear it, because you’re important to me, Kaoru.”


  “…!”


  I gasped. Even after everything that had happened, Ai still felt that way about me?


  “You mean…you still like me?” I asked.


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Even after all the awful things I said?”


  “Everyone thinks awful things sometimes. It’s only natural to get jealous of someone when the person you like has a crush on them.”


  “You mean, you get jealous, too?” I asked.


  “Of course. I’ve been jealous of you this whole time, Kaoru.”


  “Huh?” I was shocked. I had no idea Ai had ever thought that way about me.


  “I thought it was unfair that you got to spend so much time with Yuzuru at club meetings. I’d come here and feel like I was barging in on you. And at the beach when you two fell off the boat and were all over each other… Well, I was dying inside. I kept worrying that maybe you two had kissed and I just didn’t know about it. I was totally jealous of you,” she said, squeezing me tighter as she let it all out.


  I felt like I couldn’t keep quiet anymore, either. Not if I wanted to be fair.


  “I…I did kiss Yuzu. I started it, and he didn’t kiss me back,” I mumbled, my face burning. I immediately regretted it. Maybe I shouldn’t have told her, after all.


  “So did I,” she said.


  “What?”


  “So I guess we’re even.”


  I was stunned. But I didn’t press her about it. Because she forgave me first, and if I turned things into a fight now, I’d just be proving how pathetic I was.


  She gently stroked my head one more time. “I’m going to be more open with you from now on and tell you things, Kaoru. Because I like you, and I trust you.” Warm tears fell on my head as she spoke quietly, like she was praying. “So please stop blaming yourself. Don’t cry anymore, okay?”


  That was all it took for me to break down again.


  “You’re crying too, though!” I said through tears. Ai’s chest trembled with each breath she took, so I could tell she was holding back sobs.


  “Yeah, because I can’t help it!”


  And just like that, she lost it, too. We both sat there, bawling.


  I’d just exposed the ugliest parts of myself, but now my heart felt warm, like I’d finally said what I needed to say, and the tears were flushing all out all my big emotions.


  That was probably why I didn’t hear the footsteps in the hallway.


  The door slid open with a rattle and Yuzuru stepped into the room. He took one look at me and Ai wrapped around each other crying, and his eyes went wide.


  We both turned to look at him, our faces red and covered in tears and snot.


  He glanced between the two of us, clearly trying to figure out what the hell was going on. Then he muttered in a daze, “What happened?”
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  When Yuzuru said he’d help me search for the right words, I realized I didn’t have to figure out everything alone. That it was okay to be honest when Kaoru cried in front of me and let it all out.


  Back when the only things that mattered were my family and piano, I used to think everything through on my own. I couldn’t find any answers, so eventually I just stopped trying. I stopped confronting people, stopped being honest with myself, and buried everything so deep that I forgot what those feelings even looked like.


  But now, I wanted to find my real feelings and the words I needed to express them to the people who mattered.


  I went to the faculty office, signed the club admission form, and listened to Hirakazu grumble like always: “Why do I have to babysit students who don’t even want to join clubs?” Then I headed back to the club room.


  That was when I found Ai and Kaoru hugging each other, crying their eyes out.


  I had no idea what was going on, and before I could even ask, Ai wiped her face and said, “Let’s all go up to the roof together.”


  I asked what had happened as we walked up the stairs, but the two of them exchanged an awkward look and said only, “We just had a little fight.”


  It seemed more complicated than that, but if that was what they were going with, then I didn’t want to pry.


  I wondered if we would run into Nagoshi on the roof, but when we opened the door, we found it deserted. That was fine, though. This felt like something the three of us needed to do alone.


  We all sat down side by side and leaned against the fence. It was sunny, and the breeze was refreshing. There was a slight chill in the air despite the clear weather.


  “I have something to talk to you two about,” Ai began, her voice calm. “Yuzuru knows about most of it, but I want Kaoru to hear everything too, from the beginning.”


  “Okay.” Kaoru’s face was puffy, and she looked miserable, but she still nodded.


  I didn’t have any objections, either. “Yeah, got it.”


  Ai took a deep breath before speaking. She explained the situation about her family, how she used to play piano, and what things were like when she and I dated in junior high. She talked about what had happened after we broke up, and the decision she was facing now, about whether to go back to her mom’s house.


  It was stuff I already knew, of course. But something about the way she told it felt a little different from before, like she was seeing it from a new angle.


  “I talked it over with my dad,” she said, lowering her gaze, “and I still don’t really have a clear answer. He said the same thing he always does: ‘Do whatever you want.’ But I know that doesn’t mean I should make a hasty decision. That’s not what he was trying to say.”


  I pictured Hirofumi’s face as Ai spoke. That did sound like something he’d say. And she was right, when he said it, it carried a much heavier meaning. Like he was telling her to think things through and make sure she wouldn’t regret her decision later.


  “I think I should go to college,” she said. “I don’t know what I want to do as an adult yet, and even if I wanted to get a job straight out of high school to help out my dad, it’s not like I’d be guaranteed a good salary.”


  I was a little overwhelmed by how realistic she was being. I realized that was what it meant to think ahead. I couldn’t even picture myself having a job. College entrance exams were still a vague future concept in my mind.


  “That’s why, when I really think about it, I feel like going back to my mom’s place is probably the right decision,” Ai continued. “Maybe I can actually get along with her now. It’s been a while, after all.”


  Ai spoke calmly, as Kaoru and I listened.


  “I don’t know why I feel that way, though. And even though I can think of a lot of pros, and fewer cons than there were before, I still can’t bring myself to say, ‘I want to go back to Mom’s!’ I just can’t do it.” By the end, Ai started to sound a little depressed.


  Kaoru had been staring at the ground as she listened, but now she looked up at Ai. I wasn’t sure what her expression meant.


  “I have two questions for you,” she said.


  Ai winced at the sharp tone in Kaoru’s voice but nodded quickly. “Okay. Go ahead.”


  Kaoru glanced away, her eyes darting around as she chose her words carefully. “First question… You said the way your mom forced you to keep playing piano felt suffocating, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I understand that you didn’t like being pushed to play the études. And I understand wanting to get away from your mom if she was pressuring you. Pressure sucks, even when it comes from family. You also said you still love her, and if you could talk things out and get her to stop pressuring you, maybe you could live with her again. All that makes sense.” She paused and looked straight into Ai’s eyes. “But what I don’t get is why you keep talking about your mom and piano, while you haven’t said a single thing about you and piano.”


  “Huh? Oh…,” Ai let out a quiet noise and blinked, like something had finally clicked inside her.


  Kaoru continued, clearly trying to get the truth out of her. “You played every single day, right? You liked playing songs that weren’t the pieces you had to practice. But after you moved out of your mom’s house, you couldn’t play anymore. How about now, though? Don’t you miss it? Don’t you want to play again?”


  Ai’s eyes widened more and more as Kaoru continued. Then finally, she let out a sigh of realization.


  “I can’t believe I didn’t notice.” She closed her eyes, letting the truth settle inside her. “Yeah, I did.”


  She slowly moved her fingers, gently pressing them into the air in front of her like she was playing an invisible keyboard.


  “I really liked playing piano,” she said in a soft, almost awestruck voice.


  Neither Kaoru nor I said anything. Seeing Ai there with her eyes closed and a peaceful expression on her face made it look like something deep inside her had finally fallen into place, which was enough to leave us both speechless.


  I thought about the first time I heard her play piano in the music room. I remembered thinking it wasn’t just beautiful, but joyful. Ai and the piano seemed to fit together. I recalled the way the notes bounced, how her face shifted with the music, and how she immersed herself in it completely. Even though she’d told me so much about her past, I still hadn’t connected that joy with her story.


  “…No wonder I felt so lonely,” she murmured to herself.


  She wasn’t saying it to us, so I pretended not to hear it.


  “If you go back to your mom’s house, you’ll be able to play again,” Kaoru said bluntly.


  Ai looked up at her, her expression conflicted. “But if that’s the only reason I go back, it feels kind of, I don’t know…”


  “But who cares? If that’s how you really feel, then own it.” Kaoru said it so simply that Ai just sat there blinking for a moment, opening her mouth and closing it.


  Then finally, she nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I should stop trying to put on a brave face and just say how I feel out loud.”


  “Now my second question,” Kaoru jumped in before Ai could continue any further.


  Ai sat up straight, bracing herself. “Yeah?”


  “You keep saying you think you should go back, and that you don’t have a reason not to, and stuff like that, right?” Her voice gradually rose, and when I looked over at her I almost flinched. She was pissed. “So why are you only thinking in terms of whether you want to go back?”


  “Huh? B-but isn’t that what I’m supposed to be doing, if I want to figure out how I really feel?”


  “You think something like your true feelings can just be summed up by a simple yes or no question? Like, go home or don’t go home?”


  “W-well, I mean, I don’t know…” Ai’s eyes darted around as she scrambled for an answer.


  Kaoru bounced her leg up and down impatiently. Then she just exploded. “And what about us?!”


  Now I did flinch. Kaoru had finally said the one thing I couldn’t bring myself to say.


  I’d been thinking it, I just didn’t have the guts to say it. I kept telling myself not to get in the way of Ai’s decision, that it wasn’t fair to sway her. But that was just an excuse. I was scared to ask her something so pure and direct.


  “You like Yuzu, don’t you?” Kaoru pressed.


  “I—I do…”


  “You just said you liked me, too!” Kaoru was yelling.


  “I do, Kaoru!”


  “Well? So what now?!”


  “Huh?”


  Kaoru was clearly angry, her face bright red, but Ai just looked confused. Kaoru jumped to her feet and stomped over to Ai. Then, standing right in front of her, she continued.


  “If you like both of us, then why the hell aren’t we part of your decision? Why don’t we factor into whether you transfer or not?!”


  “………”


  Ai looked up at her, mouth hanging open.


  “Like just now, for instance! You talked all about how your mom forced you to play piano and how much you hated it, but you didn’t even realize you loved piano! And now, you’re going on and on about whether you feel like going back home, and it’s all just about your mom’s house again. But you don’t live your whole life inside a house! You don’t now, and you didn’t back then, either!”


  “.….….!”


  Ai’s eyes opened wide.


  “I’m not asking whether you wanna go or stay. Maybe you think this is just a choice between those two options, but you’re wrong!” Kaoru’s voice cracked, her eyes shining with tears. But she kept going.


  “The real question right now is, do you want to stay here?!”


  Ai gasped, and I could hear her breath whistle. Then a single tear slid down her cheek.


  “You say you like us,” Kaoru continued, “but all you’re doing is digging around for some tidy reason that sounds good enough to believe. You’re just waffling! Take a good look at what you’ve been doing. I mean, really look! Look at your own behavior objectively, like you do for other people! Figure out what’s driving your actions and then feel your own feelings! That’s who you are, right?”


  Kaoru poured everything out in one big breath, then wiped her eyes roughly with her cardigan sleeve and sniffled. And just when I thought she was finally done, she yelled again.


  “Yuzu will probably still go see you even if you transfer! But I’ll be the one at school with him all day! I’ll go all in while you’re gone! I’ll take every chance I can to kiss him! And maybe…maybe I’ll win him over while you’re not around!”


  “Wh-what?”


  “Are you okay with me dating Yuzu?!”


  “N-no!”


  “Are you fine with me and Yuzu acting like a couple while you’re off living somewhere else?! Huh?! You’re the one transferring, right?!”


  “I said no! I don’t want that!” Ai burst into tears and leapt to her feet, throwing herself into Kaoru’s arms.


  “H-huh? Wait, what?”


  Kaoru had been provoking Ai like crazy, but when Ai suddenly embraced her, she was totally stunned.


  Ai clung to her and sobbed like a little kid.


  “I don’t wanna stop seeing you two! I hate the idea of you guys dating and leaving me all alone! I wanna date Yuzuru, too! And I wanna stay friends with you forever, Kaoru! I wanna see you both all the time! I wanna go to cafés with you every weekend, even after we graduate!”


  “Every weekend might be pushing it,” Kaoru muttered, choosing only that line to comment on. I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “I wanna graduate high school with you guys!” Ai shouted, her voice hoarse from crying. She buried her face against Kaoru’s shoulder and wailed.


  Kaoru looked helpless for a second, then awkwardly reached down to pat Ai’s back. After a while, she sighed and said warmly, “Isn’t that enough?”


  Ai sniffled loudly and nodded again and again. “Yeah, maybe it is. I’ve just been so focused on my family, trying to find the right words to convince my sister…and trying to find a way to convince myself, too…”


  “We know. But if you think about it, you’ve always acted according to your feelings, haven’t you? You like walking around school after class, so you do. You told both Yuzu and me that you like us, because that’s the truth… And even with piano, if you kept doing it that long, you must like it. You felt suffocated by your mom, but you still couldn’t hate her. All of that is how you feel… You don’t have to package it all into one neat little box.”


  “Yeah… You’re right…”


  “You have to stay here if you want to graduate with us. Or are you planning on making me and Yuzu transfer, too?”


  “No, I could never ask you to do that.”


  “Well, even if you did, it wouldn’t happen!” Kaoru laughed and gently rubbed Ai’s back. Then she turned and glanced over at me as I sat in a daze, her expression fierce. “Seriously, why aren’t you the one saying all this?”


  “Huh? Wait, no, I…” I hadn’t expected her to drag me into the conversation, and I wasn’t sure how to react.


  “Why am I always the one who has to yell?!”


  “Because you’re mad all the time!”


  I could tell Kaoru had been furious.


  Don’t blame me for stuff you yelled about just because you were emotional!


  …And yet, at the same time, I thought she was amazing.


  “There’s no way I could’ve said all that,” I admitted, looking down at my feet.


  “Why not? You don’t want Ai to transfer schools, do you?”


  “Of course I don’t. But if I said that out loud, it might make Ai decide to stay.”


  I wanted Ai to choose for herself. I wanted her to stay because she wanted to, not because I told her to. And if she didn’t really feel that way, then I didn’t want to interfere and mess with her decision. And if one day…


  “Don’t tell me it’s ’cause you’re scared she might regret it later,” Kaoru said.


  I drew in a sharp breath. She’d seen right through me.


  Kaoru snorted and gently pushed Ai off her. Ai didn’t resist, she just wiped her tears and looked back and forth between the two of us.


  Kaoru walked over to me, crouched down, and stared straight into my eyes. “Well, since we’re already doing this, I’m just gonna say it.”


  The look on her face seemed to say, “Don’t even think about running away.”


  “Do you really think you can stop someone from regretting something?” she snapped. “You’re really arrogant, you know that?”


  “What?”


  “I don’t care what happens between me and you from now on,” she said firmly. “Whatever happens, I’m not gonna regret it.”


  My breath caught in my throat again.


  She narrowed her eyes, her voice growing softer. “Even if I end up regretting everything later, it’ll never beat the way I feel in this moment.”


  I felt my heart skip a beat, and my chest grew warm.


  “If you’d just told her ‘don’t go’ sooner, she probably would’ve realized how she felt. So what if she made her choice because of what you said? If that’s how she feels now, and if that’s what she truly wants, then that’s all that matters.”


  “Yeah… You’re right.”


  Kaoru was right. Maybe I’d been trapped by the word “regret” this whole time. I never wanted to have regrets again, and I didn’t want anyone else to, either. That was why I kept telling myself I shouldn’t interfere with other people’s choices. I’d looked at it like I was upholding some noble principle, and that it was something to be proud of. But I was wrong. It was just an excuse born from fear. I was scared of doing or saying anything that might change another person’s life forever. But it’s perfectly normal—even inevitable—for people’s relationships with others to change them.


  I was only pretending to be mature, and that had nearly made me regret something all over again.


  “Thank you, Kaoru,” I said, looking her straight in the eye.


  She made a face like I’d said something gross. “I only said it ’cause I was pissed.”


  “Still. Thanks.”


  She finally relented with a sigh and stood back up. I leaned away from the fence and got to my feet too, then walked over to Ai. She looked at me with swollen, pink eyes.


  “I’m sorry for not saying something earlier,” I said.


  When we were at that love hotel by the ocean, she’d asked me to tell her not to go, and I’d refused. Once again, I’d held back, clinging to my fake principles.


  She shook her head gently. “No, I’m glad you didn’t say it then. I was looking for an excuse back there. And if you’d said it like I wanted you to, I never would’ve realized how I actually felt. I would’ve stayed only because you told me to.” She paused, then looked between me and Kaoru. “But Kaoru told me off because you stayed quiet, and thanks to that, I finally figured it out. So thanks.”


  She bowed deeply, embarrassing me and Kaoru.


  “You don’t need to bow!” Kaoru shouted.


  “I mean it, though. Thanks.” Ai stayed in that position for a few moments, then popped her head back up with a shy little grin. “I’m gonna talk to my sister and tell her everything. I’m not going to tell her I don’t want to go home, though. I’m going to tell her I want to stay here.”


  Hearing her say that made my chest feel warm all over again. Those were the words I’d been hoping to hear this whole time.


  Kaoru sniffled again, then punched Ai playfully on her shoulder. “If she doesn’t get it after that, it means she’s not thinking about what you want. And if that happens, you tell us! Yuzu and I will go with you to have a talk with her!”


  “Ah-ha-ha! I think my sister will understand. Mom… Well, who knows?” Ai smiled awkwardly. But there was something clear and refreshed about her expression, and I honestly felt like everything would be okay.


  The sun had started to set while we were talking. The breeze was colder than when we’d first arrived, and once our excitement died down, the chill hit us all at once. I think we felt it at the same time, because we all laughed together and quickly headed back inside.


  After all that yelling and crying on the roof, we returned to the club room and spent the rest of our time there, relaxing.


  Yuzu quietly read his book and Ai seemed like she was back to normal. She sat beside me on the sofa and watched me play my puzzle game on my phone like it was the most entertaining thing in the world.


  She’d opened up to us about everything, and I’d said my piece. I really thought I was feeling better, but…


  When the final bell rang and we were all in the entrance changing into our outdoor footwear, I spoke up.


  “I’ve got something I need to do near school today.”


  “Huh?” Yuzu looked at me in surprise. “This late?”


  “Mom’s got something going on nearby, so we’re meeting up for dinner,” I said the line I’d rehearsed. It came out smoother than I expected, so I was pretty impressed with myself.


  “Okay, cool. Have fun.” Yuzu smiled.


  He didn’t look suspicious at all, though Ai glanced between us a few times. She must have known I was full of it.


  “Anyway, you two go on ahead,” I said.


  “Okay. See you tomorrow,” Yuzu replied, not pressing me any further.


  Ai didn’t seem convinced, but she walked over and gave me a cheerful smile anyway. “Next time, let’s all walk home together, okay?”


  I nodded, feeling a little awkward. “Sure. Next time.”


  She waved, then ran back over to Yuzu.


  Once she was gone, I took my loafers out of the shoe locker and tossed them onto the floor. I took forever to put them on for no reason, then headed to the opposite school gate from the one Yuzuru and Ai had used.


  After I stepped out onto the street, I started walking slowly. The sun had set, and the air was chilly enough that I felt chilly even with my cardigan on under my blazer. It was still too early in the year to wear a winter coat, and it’d look lame to wear a thermal undershirt under my blazer.


  As those thoughts ran through my head, I realized something. I was deliberately filling my head with stupid thoughts just to distract myself.


  It’s fine now. You’re alone.


  I spotted an empty soda can on the ground, so I kicked it.


  “Why the hell did I do that?” I muttered.


  The empty can clattered as it rolled down the sidewalk. I walked a few steps to catch up to it and kicked it harder this time.


  “Why the hell did I say something like that?”


  The can bounced farther than before. I walked slowly and caught up with it again. My vision started to blur.


  “But…”


  My eyes stung with tears I couldn’t stop. I just couldn’t hold it in today.


  This time, I kicked the can as hard as I could. But it wasn’t a clean hit, so it went skidding off into the bushes, rustling their leaves.


  For some reason, that was what finally broke me.


  I wiped my face with the sleeve of my cardigan, but my tears just wouldn’t stop.


  “I love them… I love them both!”


  I crouched down on the spot, unable to bear it anymore.


  I already knew. It was just like last time. Now that Ai had figured out her family problems, she and Yuzuru would grow even closer. No matter what I said or how I phrased it, the only one who could be truly close to Ai, who could be there for her, was Yuzuru.


  No matter how many times Ai said she liked me, I knew Yuzu would always be the closest person to her. I knew it because I felt the same way about him.


  The things he said and did always resonated with me the most. I couldn’t help it, not even when he pissed me off or frustrated me. I just liked him.


  But if I knew that, then I never should’ve pushed them together.


  I should’ve stayed quiet and let things be. That way, Ai might have chosen to leave. I shouldn’t have said anything to stop her. If I was really serious about my love for Yuzuru, then that was what I should’ve done.


  But I couldn’t.


  I liked him so much I couldn’t control it anymore, so I imagined things I shouldn’t. I wanted him to hold me and kiss me. Only me.


  My feelings for him were so intense that I didn’t know how to deal with them anymore. But I still cared about Ai, too.


  She was so pure and had such a beautiful smile. I didn’t know anyone else like her. I liked her enough to weigh that against how I felt about Yuzuru.


  “Why do I have to feel both ways?” I grumbled as I hunched over in the middle of the sidewalk.


  I wanted Yuzuru and Ai to be happy. But if they were happy together, then what was I supposed to do with my feelings for Yuzuru?


  I was glad I didn’t give up on him and could still tell him how I felt. I was happy we could still laugh together.


  But right now, one thing felt obvious: If I’d given up on him back then, I wouldn’t be feeling like this right now. The pain in my chest was so sharp that it seemed ready to tear me in two.


  I sobbed quietly through gritted teeth.


  This was the right thing to do. I wouldn’t regret it. That was what I kept telling myself. But then, why did it hurt so much?


  I rose to my feet and wiped my face with my sleeve, even though it was already soaked with tears.


  “Yuzu……”


  I whispered the name of the one person I wanted to be with the most in that moment.
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  After we said goodbye to Kaoru at school, I walked home with Ai. Everything felt calm now.


  She thanked me again for helping her study, which made me blush. Then she bragged about how she wasn’t worried about failing anything for the first time in forever. I couldn’t help but laugh.


  Her eyes were still a little red from crying, but her smile was the same as always. I felt like I could talk with her like normal for the first time in a long while. I didn’t have to force myself to be calm and bottle up my feelings. I could just be normal.


  She hadn’t talked to Kozue yet, but I felt like she’d be able to handle it after today. I thought she’d be able to say what she needed to say.


  We exchanged small talk as we boarded the train, then we got off at our stop. As we passed through the ticket gate, I spotted Kozue standing next to the station entrance by the convenience store.


  She stood with her back totally straight, radiating the aura of an ambitious career woman. She had an undeniable presence. I recognized her instantly, even though I’d only met her twice.


  “I was planning to see you once midterms were over,” she said with a light wave. She glanced over at Ai, then back to me again.


  Ai nodded, her voice calm and even. “You stopped coming by the second exams started, so I figured you’d show up again once they were over.”


  “I did go to see Dad though,” Kozue said.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “You’re not mad?”


  “Nope.”


  Kozue had been teasing her the whole time, but she went silent after she heard Ai’s reply and just stared at her for a while.


  “Something’s different about you, Ai.” There was a hint of happiness in her response.


  Meanwhile, Ai kept her voice clear and firm. “I’ve decided I’m not going back to Mom’s place.”


  Kozue blinked at her, looking momentarily surprised. But then she laughed, like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “That’s your decision, huh? Give me a break. You’ve been saying you weren’t going back from the very beginning, and you still haven’t—”


  “No, I really mean it. That’s my decision,” Ai interrupted before Kozue could continue, catching her sister off guard.


  Kozue fell silent for a second, then smiled again, like she couldn’t help it. “I see. Are you going to tell me why?”


  “Yeah. I’m not great at explaining myself, but I’ll tell you everything.”


  “You never were good at talking.”


  “You’re such a jerk.”


  “What about you, Yuzuru? Are you coming, too?” her sister asked.


  “Wait, what?” I said, flustered.


  I’d been trying to stay out of their family business, but then Kozue roped me in out of nowhere.


  “Well, you’re the one who helped Ai stand up to me like this, right?”


  “Um, I guess?” I looked over at Ai for help, but she just gave me an exasperated look and laughed.


  “Ha-ha, why are you looking at me? She’s right. It’s all thanks to you, Yuzuru. Well, and Kaoru, too.”


  “Who’s Kaoru?” Kozue asked curiously.


  “My friend,” Ai said.


  Her sister’s eyes widened dramatically. “You have friends besides Yuzuru?!”


  “Will you knock it off?”


  Their banter had derailed the conversation a second time. I just stood to the side, feeling awkward, unsure of what to do as I glanced back and forth between them. Ai must’ve noticed, because she tugged on my sleeve a little.


  “Will you come with me? I might not be able to say everything right if I’m alone.”


  “You heard her,” said Kozue. “So, are you free?”


  They were both staring at me. I began to feel like I didn’t have a choice.


  “Sure, if you’re both all right with that…”


  “Perfect! Then let’s get over to Ai’s place. It’s gonna be freezing once the sun sets. I’ve been waiting out here for over a half-hour, you know!”


  “You could’ve waited for me at the apartment,” Ai said. “You know the address.”


  “And do what, sit outside the door? It’s not like I have a key! What if I ran into one of your neighbors? That’d be pretty awkward.”


  Well, that explains why she keeps waiting at the station…


  Kozue started walking, and Ai fell into step beside her.


  When I watched the two of them banter, I could tell they were really close.


  I walked alongside them, listening to them and occasionally getting pulled into the conversation. Before I knew it, we’d reached Ai’s house.


  I’d gotten pretty used to visiting her apartment thanks to all those study sessions. But now that Kozue was here, the atmosphere felt tense.


  Ai tossed her school bag into her room like always, washed her hands in the kitchen, and filled the kettle before setting it on the stove.


  “I’ll make some herbal tea,” she said.


  Kozue sat down at the table and smiled softly. “I knew you’d have some on hand. You know, that’s the only kind of tea Mom drinks, even now.”


  “Really?”


  I thought I heard a faint tension rise in Ai’s voice when Kozue mentioned their mother.


  Kozue watched Ai’s back as she moved around the kitchen.


  “What about you, Yuzuru?” she asked, lowering her voice enough so Ai couldn’t hear.


  I leaned in and replied equally quietly. “What about me?”


  “You think Ai can convince me?”


  It was such a direct question that I was speechless. I didn’t know her well enough to guess what kind of answer she wanted from Ai…


  “Ai’s thought it all through, and I know she’s faced her feelings. She’s made up her own mind.” I paused and looked Kozue straight in the eye. “So it’s not really important whether she can convince you.”


  That felt like the right thing to say. After all, I already knew that Kozue wasn’t really here to have Ai convince her.


  She blinked at me, startled. Then she chuckled under her breath “Ha-ha…” She looked genuinely amused. “All right, then. I’m looking forward to hearing what she has to say.” She grinned, then laughed again. “How is she still such a kid when she’s got a guy this intelligent by her side?”


  “Because we’re not grown-ups yet,” I blurted out, unable to help myself. But I regretted it as soon as I’d I said it and glanced over at her hesitantly.


  However, Kozue just looked surprised. Then she frowned, like she was pondering something. “Yeah. You know, you’re right. You’re still just kids. I kinda forgot.” She wasn’t teasing this time; she sounded genuine. “Guess that means I still am, too.”


  I didn’t think she’d meant for me to hear that, so I pretended I hadn’t. I didn’t know what she meant by it, either.


  “All done.” Ai brought a tray over with three mugs on it, then placed them on the table.


  “Thanks.” Kozue picked one up and sipped the contents right away. “Mm, that’s good. Little weak, though.”


  “Then don’t drink it. Nobody asked you to.”


  “Chill out. I’m just joking.”


  They reverted to bickering whenever there was a lull in the conversation. I could only smile politely and glance between them.


  Once we each had a mug, Ai sat down across from Kozue, and I sat beside her. The setup felt really weird, like we were at a parent-teacher conference or something.


  “All right, let’s hear it,” Kozue said, getting straight to the point.


  Ai nodded, like she’d been waiting for that. “Like I said before, I’m not going back to Mom.”


  Kozue didn’t respond. She just stayed quiet for a while.


  Then she finally asked, “Why not?”


  Her expression was calm, but her tone was low. There was a kind of pressure behind it, like she wasn’t going to accept anything half-hearted.


  Ai swallowed hard, clearly nervous. I was worried her anxiety would get the best of her, and she wouldn’t be able to say what she really meant. But then, her hand moved down and squeezed mine tightly. She took a slow, steady breath and said, “It’s not that I don’t want to go back.”


  I saw Kozue’s eyebrow twitch. She blinked in surprise a few times. “Then—”


  “Wait. Don’t ask me why yet.” Ai cut her off before she could finish.


  That’s what I’d thought Kozue would ask. It was the obvious question, after all. But Ai took another deep breath, then another. It looked like she was trying to steady herself and maintain her own rhythm.


  “I don’t hate Mom. But being forced to practice piano all the time was really hard. That part sucked, but that’s all. I don’t hate her.”


  “Okay.”


  “I liked playing piano. I felt free when I got away from Mom and didn’t have to practice anymore. But then, I realized I missed it and that not being able to play made me feel empty. It took one of my friends to make me realize that.”


  “Yeah, I figured.”


  Ai kept going, saying everything that came to mind. Kozue nodded, giving quiet, short responses. Her face remained serious, and I could tell that she was really listening.


  “I love Dad. I really do. I love his passion for art and the way he paints. I think he’s amazing. And I like that he gives me space and respects my freedom.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “But we’re not really living together. He’s barely ever home. I get to talk to him maybe once a week, if we happen to be here at the same time. And even if I went back to Mom’s, I could still see him. Our relationship wouldn’t change.”


  “Yeah, probably not.”


  Ai was expressing herself calmly, but I could hear the emotion packed into every word. I didn’t say anything. I just watched the two of them, quietly holding my breath.


  “I want to go to college. I still don’t know what to do as an adult, so I think I should at least go.”


  “Yeah, I agree.”


  “I could get a student loan and pay my own way while I live with Dad. That could work. But I’d just be avoiding the real problem and putting it off. I’d just be running away from talking to Mom.”


  “That’s true. And honestly, Mom’s income could cover your tuition easily.”


  “Exactly. That’s why I think I should talk to her. Like, really talk. And so, I think…I should go back.”


  “Yeah.”


  Ai was beating around the bush, not saying what she really wanted to, and I could tell that Kozue had noticed. Her responses were growing increasingly agitated.


  “But despite all that, I still don’t want to go back.” Ai said, her voice trembling. Her hand holding mine began to shake. I reached over with my free hand and gently covered hers.


  You can do it. That was all I wanted to say. I let that feeling flow through my hand into hers. Her breath hitched, and she lifted her eyes to look straight at Kozue, as if she was gathering up her courage.


  “Because I want to stay here.” Even though her voice was shaking, she was firm.


  Her sister tensed up. She frowned and shut her eyes. Her lips twitched slightly, but she smiled.


  “I never talked back to Mom, not even once,” Ai said. “I always played whatever piece she wanted me to, even though I wanted to play the stuff that I liked. But I never said it. I never said anything. And that’s why I forgot how much I loved the piano.”


  “Yeah…”


  “Living with Dad gave me so much free time, but I got lonely. I never told him that, because I knew it’d make him feel bad.”


  There was no more hesitation in her voice. Everything she’d held back was pouring out all at once.


  “After I moved, I ran into Yuzuru again and became friends with Kaoru. I made another new friend named Andou. We went to the beach, started a band, and for the first time, I didn’t feel lonely. I didn’t feel suffocated. I started liking Yuzuru even more than I did back in junior high. I love my new friends, too. I want to stay with them and graduate with them.”


  She leaned forward, like she couldn’t stop herself. Kozue kept her eyes down, nodding over and over.


  “I don’t want to lose something important again just because I couldn’t express how I felt. But this moment and how I feel now are more important to me than what might happen later. I want to stay here! That’s why I don’t want to go back!” Ai raised her voice. She sounded more intense and desperate than before. “Sis, I’ll talk to Mom. I’ll go see her and tell her everything. I really will! So…”


  Ai closed her mouth tightly and breathed in through her nose, as if she was trying to hold in her churning emotions. Then she bowed so deeply her forehead nearly hit the table.


  “Please let me stay here until I graduate high school!”


  Kozue opened her eyes and looked at Ai. A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. “Why are you bowing to me, Ai?”


  “Huh? Oh, right.” Ai lifted her head, her face turning red in embarrassment.


  Kozue sighed, then laughed hoarsely. “I wish you would’ve told me all this sooner.”


  There was so much meaning in that line that I couldn’t possibly understand it.


  “You didn’t explain why you chose to go with Dad. I thought it made sense, but you wouldn’t tell me why. You just said you were leaving. Did you really think Mom would accept that? Do you know how much I had to comfort her afterward?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “The house got so quiet after you two left. I even missed the sounds of your piano. Mom started staying late at work, like she was trying to avoid the silence. The house got so big and quiet that we couldn’t stand it anymore, so we moved.”


  Kozue started out talking slowly, but as her emotion built, she began to speak faster. I could tell she’d been holding all this inside, too.


  “I totally lost it when you left. My talented, adorable little sister was gone, just like that! I ate dinner all by myself most nights. And even when Mom got home early and we ate together, we barely said a word. She loves you, Ai. It was so obvious when you left. She just wasn’t the same anymore. I…” Kozue swallowed hard, squeezing her eyes shut. She was trying not to cry, but the tears came anyway. They streamed down her face. “I love you so much. I loved hearing you play the piano. So did Dad, whenever he showed up. And even though Mom’s such a nag, she would smile and sway back and forth while she listened to you play. I loved it all so much. But when you left, I lost all of it!” She looked down at the floor, and her tears spilled onto the table.


  “Sis…” Ai looked lost and panicked, like she didn’t know what to do. That was only natural, since her sister was breaking down in front of her. She looked so sad.


  “It’s okay. You don’t have to come back. It’s not like I’m Mom’s puppet or something. Even if she wants you to come home, I’m not her enforcer. If this is where you’re happy, then I want you stay, and I mean that. But…” Kozue pulled her handkerchief from her purse and wiped her eyes. Then she lifted her head. “But it’s not fair if you don’t tell me how you really feel. I need to know or else I can’t move on, either.”


  Ai clenched her jaw tight and nodded, then bowed again. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t say it until now.”


  “I still needed to hear it, even if you suck at expressing yourself.”


  “Yeah. I’m really sorry.”


  “I missed you. I missed you so much. And you could’ve come to see me, you know. You could’ve come even if I didn’t reach out.”


  “I-I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Sis!”


  Now both of them were crying. And honestly, I felt like I was gonna cry, too. Ai shakily rose to her feet, walked over to Kozue, and gave her a hug.


  “I’m sorry, Sis. I really missed you, too. I wanted to go see you, I really did. I’m sorry for how I acted the other day.”


  “It’s okay, Ai. You finally said it, and that’s all I wanted.”


  They both held onto each other and cried. They finally understood each other. As I watched them, I couldn’t help thinking I’d been right about Kozue from the beginning. Even though she was pushy and provoked Ai into making tough choices, I knew deep down she was kind and cared about her sister.


  I could tell from the way she spoke. Sure, Kozue’s mom had probably sent her to convince Ai to come home. But deep down, what Kozue wanted was to hear what Ai wanted for herself. And maybe that was what she needed to finally move on from the time they’d spent living together.


  Once they’d mostly stopped crying, Kozue said, “Oh!”


  “What is it?” Ai asked.


  Her sister looked up and glared at her. “Will you apologize for one more thing?”


  “For what?”


  “You…” She narrowed her eyes and stared at Ai for a few seconds, then said, “How come you didn’t mention me once in that big, long speech?!”


  “Huh? I didn’t?”


  “Not even once! You mentioned Mom, then Dad, and I was sitting here waiting for my turn, but then you just skipped over me and started talking about your new school friends!”


  “Seriously?”


  “I love you, you know! Doesn’t that mean anything to you? Am I not a part of your happy memories?!”


  “That’s not true! I love you, too, Kozue!”


  They started hugging and wrestling with each other, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Watching them playing around with smiles on their faces made me really glad they’d worked things out.


  The tension between Ai and her sister had finally been resolved. Well, perhaps “resolved” was the wrong word. At any rate, they’d talked things out.


  Once they were finished, they promised to visit their mom together over winter break and have a proper conversation with her.


  “Sorry for dragging you into our family drama,” Kozue said as we walked down the street together.


  Ai had stayed behind at the apartment to be alone for a while.


  “It’s no big deal. I just sat there, anyway. But I’m glad I was able to hear all of it.”


  Kozue laughed, then smacked me hard on the back.


  “Ouch!”


  “Remember when I told you not to say anything irresponsible to Ai?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Well, I was the one saying irresponsible things. I’m sorry.”


  She bowed, and I waved my hands, flustered.


  “Huh?! P-please don’t bow to me!”


  “You really do like Ai, don’t you, Yuzuru?”


  “Huh? N-no, I mean…”


  “You were holding hands.”


  “It wasn’t like that…”


  “Ha-ha. I know, I know.” Laughing, she looked over at me. “Things between me and Ai are settled now, though I don’t know what will happen going forward. Mom and I don’t exactly see things eye-to-eye.”


  “I see…” I wasn’t sure what else to say.
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  Ai had talked a lot about her mom, but the only things I knew about her were that she was strict and that she wanted Ai to become a pianist.


  “Just stick close to her no matter what happens, okay? I can tell both of you are serious about this.” Her tone of voice was light, but I knew she meant every word.


  “Okay.”


  I nodded seriously. She did the same in return, looking satisfied.


  We said goodbye when we got to the corner near my house. Kozue waved at me, and I found myself wondering if I’d ever see her again. I watched her walk for a while before turning around and heading home.
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  Midterms were finally over. Ai and Kozue had straightened things out, at least for now, and it felt like life was finally back to normal again.


  None of the teachers had finished grading our tests yet, so, unable to review our scores, we were just having regular classes all day.


  Kaoru usually found ways to bug me from the seat behind, but she was being strangely quiet that day. I wasn’t sure if I should say something or just leave it. We ended up not talking even once.


  “Listen up, everybody. The choir competition is coming up,” Hirokazu said at the end of the day. “Most of the planning will be done during music class, but this is just a heads-up that you’ll need to pick a conductor and a piano accompanist for both the set piece and the free choice song.”


  Oh, yeah. It’s that time of year again.


  Every February, each grade took part in the choir contest. It was basically the last event of the school year, aside from the third years’ graduation trip.


  I wasn’t going to volunteer for any special roles, of course. I’d just be one of the singers like last year. But I had to wonder if Ai would play piano for her class.


  Once homeroom ended, I gathered my things and stood up. I made brief eye contact with Kaoru, but she quickly looked away. She was probably still upset. Things had been a little awkward between us after everything that went down the day before.


  I didn’t want to make it worse by forcing a conversation, so I left without saying anything and headed to the faculty office. I borrowed the key to the club room, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. Settling down in one of the folding chairs, I realized it had been a while since I felt this relaxed.


  I pulled out a paperback and started reading, and for once, the words actually sank in. It was a book I’d been meaning to focus on for a while. I began to get excited as I immersed myself in the story. Whenever I got wrapped up in a book, time lost all meaning.


  So when the door burst open with a loud rattle, I jumped and checked the clock. Only twenty minutes had passed.


  Seriously? That’s it?


  But I forgot all that when I looked over at the person in the doorway.


  “What?” Kaoru said bluntly, staring at me.


  “Oh, I just didn’t think you were gonna show today. You seemed kinda pissed.”


  “I’m not.”


  She frowned slightly and walked over to her usual spot on the worn-out sofa. She seemed normal, but something felt different.


  She flopped down on the sofa and glanced over at me. “So did you and Ai work things out?”


  “Huh?”


  “I can tell by looking at your face.”


  Not again…


  All I could do was nod in response.


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  “Good for you,” she said, nodding like it was no big deal, even though she was the one who brought it up. Then she looked over at me again and stood up. “So if all that’s settled, then I guess I can do this now.”


  “Huh?”


  She took another step closer and then yanked me toward her by my tie. Before I even knew what was happening, her lips were on mine. They were soft and warm. My whole body felt like it was on fire.


  “Wh-what are you…” I tried to push back and ask what she was doing, but the words got caught in my throat because the look on her face was so sad and beautiful.


  She stared right into my eyes. “I like you, Yuzu.”


  “Kaoru…” My heart skipped a beat.


  That single honest sentence hit me right in the heart.


  “When I saw how seriously you were thinking about Ai, it felt like my heart was gonna break. But getting in the way of that felt just as awful.” She pushed the words out, like they were painful, and then leaned in again, her face close to mine. “That’s why I held back yesterday. But now that everything’s settled, it’s fine, right? I won’t get in your way anymore… But this isn’t about you two. This is me, making my move.”


  “Kaoru, wai—”


  She leaned in and kissed me again before I could stop her. My brain felt light and hazy yet searing hot at the same time. Her lips were so soft. She smelled so good. I seriously thought I might lose it.


  She pulled back slowly and stared at me from up close. “Is it a problem if I say I like you?”


  “No, it’s not, but…”


  “You said you’d seriously consider me, remember?”


  “Y-yeah, I did.”


  “Then this should be fine,” she said forcefully, only inches from my face. Then her eyes fluttered closed again.


  I could feel my mind going blank from her warmth and proximity. But, just in time, my last remaining trace of self-control kicked in.


  “W-wait!” I grabbed her by the shoulders before she could kiss me again.


  “You don’t want to?”


  “No, it’s not that! It’s not that at all, I…”
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  “Then what’s the problem?”


  “Kissing is the problem!” I practically yelled. My face was on fire. I couldn’t even look at her. “I can’t think straight about how I feel if you keep kissing me like that! You’re totally messing with my head!” I knew I sounded pathetic.


  Kaoru just laughed. “Why? Because it makes your heart race?”


  “Ugh…” I couldn’t answer. Don’t say the same stuff Ai says… “I-it does, okay?” I forced myself to admit the truth. My cheeks were blazing.


  Kaoru flashed me a wicked grin. “Good. That’s the plan.”


  When did she get this bold? Had I pushed her to this? In that case, I couldn’t really blame her, but…


  “Like I said, it’s messing with me.”


  “I wanna mess with you even more.”


  Kaoru was being relentless today… And honestly, I thought it was incredibly sexy.


  How was I supposed to get this situation under control? If I pushed her away too firmly, it might hurt her feelings. But at the same time, she seemed to be enjoying my reaction.


  I was stuck in that spiral when the door rattled open again.


  Kaoru and I whirled toward it in unison. Ai stood in the doorway. She stared at us for a moment, blinking in disbelief.


  Neither of us said a word. We were way too close to pretend we were innocent.


  Ai stood there for a few seconds, then sighed and walked over. Her face was totally impassive. All Kaoru and I could do was watch her get closer. I had no idea what would happen next.


  Then, without warning, she reached out and pulled both of us into an embrace.


  “A-Ai?!”


  She pressed right up against me. She smelled sweet, totally different from Kaoru, and I was in a state of total confusion.


  “Sorry, you two. And thanks,” she said.


  “Huh?” Kaoru sounded just as confused as I was.


  But Ai didn’t even flinch. She just kept talking. “I know I probably looked pathetic, but you two saw me clearly and said the things I needed to hear. That really helped me. So thanks.”


  Then she pulled away. She looked at ease, like she’d just put down a heavy burden.


  Kaoru still didn’t know what was going on. She stared at Ai through narrowed eyes. “You’re saying that now?”


  I exhaled. It was more of a sigh than a laugh—just air coming from my throat. I agreed with Kaoru. It didn’t feel like the right thing to say at this moment.


  Ai just giggled. “I had to thank you and say I was sorry, otherwise it would’ve kept bugging me.” She really sounded at peace with herself. Then she smirked mischievously. “You two were looking pretty cozy just now, huh?”


  Yep, there it is.


  So that was how she planned to do this. First an apology, then a thank you, and now the interrogation.


  “Ai, it isn’t what—”


  “Were you two kissing?” she interrupted me and asked me directly.


  “N-no, I mean, um…”


  “I kissed him,” Kaoru said bluntly, cutting me off as well. “Yuzu didn’t start it.”


  Ai’s eyes widened for a second, but then she chuckled. “But you two were kissing. Just the two of you—in the club room.”


  “Yeah, we were. I kissed him because I like him,” Kaoru said firmly, refusing to back down.


  Ai looked surprised and awkwardly scratched her head. “Wow, you’ve turned out to be a tough rival, Kaoru.” Then she turned and looked straight at me. “Then you’d better kiss me, too.”


  “Wha—?”


  She leaned in and kissed me before I could stop her. It was fast and pushy—our teeth knocked together. It hurt. But it didn’t even register with me because I was completely panicking. I’d just kissed Ai in front of Kaoru.


  Ai pulled away with a carefree smile. “Now we’re even.”


  Kaoru stared at her, stunned, then laughed like she couldn’t even be mad. “Well, I did sneak in first. Guess I’ve got no business complaining.”


  “Exactly!”


  “You’re way too shameless,” Kaoru said with a sigh, shaking her head as she smiled.


  Ai was still grinning from ear to ear. Then the two of them walked over to the sofa and plopped down side by side like nothing had happened.


  “Well, if Kaoru’s gonna start doing stuff like that, I guess I better come by more often and keep an eye on you two, huh?”


  “That’s probably a good idea, because I’m not gonna hold back anymore,” said Kaoru.


  “I love that about you, Kaoru!”


  “Get off me; you’re too warm!”


  “Oh, c’mon. It’s getting cold out. Being warm’s a good thing!”


  They were back to their usual banter, like everything was fine.


  I was supposed to be part of this whole love triangle, but right now, it just felt like I was caught between two scary girls. I stood up from my chair, my heart still pounding. I’d started toward the door when Ai called out to me.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Bathroom,” I said weakly and slipped out the door. Once I was out in the hallway, I loosened my tie. Kaoru had pulled on it earlier, so I needed to adjust it back to normal.


  I could feel how much colder the air had gotten just from walking down the hall. Winter was just around the corner.


  Everything around me was changing so fast—both my surroundings and my relationships. It was exciting and confusing, but man, it was hard to cope.


  Once winter break arrived, Ai would go talk to her mom. She would make her decision to stay here or go back. She’d already made her case to Kozue, and her sister had accepted it. But I had no idea how her mom would react.


  What’s more, I had no idea what would happen between me and Ai after that. And the same went for me and Kaoru. I didn’t know how I felt or how they felt—it was all a jumble. No one could say where we were headed.


  I sighed deeply as I walked down the hall.


  Ever since I reunited with Ai, my life had been a whirlwind of change. It made my head spin. It was exciting and intense, and sad enough to break my heart.


  Every time I talked with Ai or Kaoru—every time something shifted—my heart would skip a beat. And I couldn’t even explain what any of those moments really meant to me. But I knew this much: I would never be able to move forward if I couldn’t come up with the right words to name those feelings.


  The school year was almost over, and the next one was right around the corner. What awaited me beyond? I couldn’t say. At the same time, I couldn’t help but think about it.


  I kept walking alone through the empty afterschool hallways, lost in thought.


  
    

    AFTERWORD


    Hello, it’s Shimesaba. It’s been a long time since Volume 3. Thank you so much for your patience. I’m really sorry it took so long.


    Anyway, just like it says in the author bio, I’ve gotten really into walking over the past six months. I’m not sure if I’m obsessed with walking itself or just addicted to the Pikmin app, but either way I’ve been walking a ton.


    There’s been a lot of little benefits since I made an effort to go on walks regularly. I’m feeling healthier, my back doesn’t hurt as much anymore, and I’ve lost some weight. But honestly, there is one thing I found more rewarding than the rest: When I’m walking, I’m not doing anything else.


    Well, technically I do stop now and then to pull out or plant a Pikmin. But let’s just set that aside for now.


    I’m pretty solidly an indoors person. When I’m home, I’m always doing something if I’m not working, like watching movies or anime, playing games, or reading. I’m always keeping myself busy. I live alone. Well, I live with a cat, but I mean I don’t live with any other humans, so even when I’m eating, I’ll have some kind of video playing in the background.


    But when you live like that, something starts to happen.


    You stop having time to really think about anything. I didn’t even realize that was happening until I started going on walks.


    My brain was always taking in new information and reacting to it. But once walking became part of my routine, something changed. It felt like my mind had cleared up.


    When I’m walking, I get to think about only what I want to think about. I’m not reacting to something I’m reading or watching. I’m just letting my mind wander. I’m thinking in a gentle, unforced way.


    Still, if I’ve been upset or had a bad day, sometimes I’ll spend the whole walk spiraling through those thoughts instead. But even then, after I walk for about an hour, I calm down and feel like everything will be okay.


    I’ll skip the walk if I have a crazy deadline or if it’s pouring rain, but overall, it’s turned into a really great habit for me, and I plan on keeping it up.


    Walking is a really healthy method of losing weight, so it’s a great way to diet, too. I highly recommend it.


    Now for the acknowledgments.


    Thank you to K-hara, my editor. Once again, the book ended up with a ridiculous schedule, so I’m sorry for all the chaos. But you stuck with me despite all that and believed the manuscript could still be better right until the end. I’m really grateful for that.


    Next, thank you so much to Ui Shigure, who created another set of really beautiful illustrations despite the tight turnaround.


    When it came to Ai’s expression on the cover, I had a difficult time explaining exactly what I had in mind. But once the sketch came in, I thought, Wow, this totally nailed it. It honestly blew me away. I love the way Ui draws Ai.


    Thank you to the proofreader—who probably read the manuscript even more closely than I did—and to everyone else who had a hand in getting this book to print. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.


    And finally, thank you for picking up this fourth volume after such a long delay. I really appreciate it.


    I hope that you can find at least a line or two that really resonates with you somewhere within Yuzuru’s conversations or inner conflicts.


    And with that thought in mind, I’ll bring this afterword to a close and hope we can meet again through another story of mine.


    Shimesaba
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