

  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    Can you do a sit-up?


    I'd messaged that to Adachi just as I'd been about to leave the house, and approximately two minutes later, she'd called me. I took my phone out of my sports bag and after placing the bag back on my shoulder, I answered. I peeked at the corridor through my door, and saw Mom still loitering about. Yeah, seemed that we weren't tight on time. Just then, I heard Adachi's voice.


    "What was that message you sent me?"


    "Huh? I thought it was pretty self-explanatory. I was just wondering if you can do a sit-up."


    I leaned against the wall by the door as I talked. It wasn't really the sort of question that I thought required a call, and as such, I found myself a little flustered. You see, whenever I talked with someone on the phone, I liked to prepare the conversation beforehand. This time I hadn't been able to. Although, thinking about it, people definitely told me that it wasn't a normal thing to do, to be so self-conscious about such a thing. I wonder.


    "A sit-up? Hmm..."


    Adachi's voice grew distant. Then, after a few moments, it returned.


    "Yep, I could", she reported. Apparently, she had actually tried it out. How conscientious. Diligent, even. "Umm, so what about it?"


    "That's pretty incredible."


    I clapped my hands, still holding the phone. In my heart, however, I felt a little disappointed: for a second I'd thought that I might have found someone who shared my pain.


    "To tell you the truth, I can't do it unless someone pushes my feet down for me."


    "Really?"


    "Yep."


    I patted my abdomen through my clothes. I didn't have any extra weight down there, but that also came at the cost of not having any muscles.


    Each night, I lay down on my futon worrying about how I was going to get up in the morning. In case you're curious, my sister could do it. She really could. ...Well, at least I had breasts.


    "I see... Was that all?"


    "Yep, that's all. See ya", I quickly said as I cut the call. I was kinda astonished: what the heck kind of conversation had that been?


    Maybe it would've been better to talk for a little while longer. Well, not that I had anything to talk about. Adachi wasn't the talkative type either, and I got the feeling that we would both have just ended up staying silent. On top of that, I really couldn't talk to her for one more second.


    There we go, making excuses again. I felt guilty, though I wasn't able to pinpoint why. Or maybe not; the conversation had felt like trying to grip a cloud with your bare hands for sure, but just as it had started getting on my nerves, Mom had called me and told me to hurry. Right, I forgot to mention. I was going to the gym with Mom this afternoon. Yeah, that's what I meant; I couldn't talk to her because I had to leave. Language can be weird like that sometimes.


    



    While you had to be over eighteen years old to join the gym, it seemed that a ticket was enough for a single-day trial. Also, as Mom was a member, I heard that she was able to purchase trial tickets at discounted price. She'd given me one of those tickets for some reason, and I'd decided to go with her to see what it was like.


    What was my reason to try it? Dunno. If I had to say, probably boredom. Sure, it wasn't the most exciting thing in the world, but neither was staying home and either playing with my sister or studying. Might as well move my body a little, I'd thought. Not that a single day's worth of exercise was going to make a difference, of course.


    Our family only owned a single bicycle. It could easily have supported two people, but as Mom was absolutely against riding it like that, she ended up making Dad drive us there instead. We crossed the large bridge at the shopping district, and right past the city's sports grounds, I caught a glimpse of a blue-white billboard. The colour combination was oddly reminiscent of Pocari Sweat—the drink. Anyway, the name of the gym was written on the sign in English. I looked to my left, to the opposite side of the gym, and saw a parking lot there. There was a parking lot next to the building as well, but that one was already full. That wasn't to say that the other one wasn't quite packed too, because it certainly was. Seemed that the gym was quite popular. Or perhaps there were just a lot of people with too much time on their hands.


    The car stopped in front of the building. I got out, followed by Mom from the passenger seat. Dad then drove away. Mom hadn't asked him to come along, but even if she had, it didn't appear that he had any intention of ever training his body. I always pass the physical examinations at work without any trouble, so why should I?, I remember him saying. Was that really the main issue?


    "Hey, come along", Mom called to me while rolling her right shoulder.


    "Yeah, yeah", I replied as I followed after her.


    The sports bag I was using—a hand-me-down from Mom—was horribly dirty and damaged all over. Both of its ends had worn out and now resembled stretched-out elastic bands. Holding up those ends, I walked in.


    There was a reception desk right through the automatic door. Two female employees sat behind it, both wearing white jackets. Mom gave one of them her membership card, and I did the same with my ticket. In return, the woman gave us a pair of blue wristbands with a key attached on each one. Keys to a locker, most likely. They were numbered as well, and mine was number 83. 83, huh? I thought about it for a while, trying to come up with something that I could remember it by, but nothing came to mind. I didn't have any of those "fated numbers" or whatever they were called.


    "Shall I explain the building's layout to you?" the clerk asked me.


    "No, thank you", I declined politely. Having to stand around and talk to someone seemed like a huge pain in the butt.


    I circled around the left side of the reception desk and came across a glass door with a tennis court on the other side of it. A middle-aged lady stood there, hitting yellow balls with her racket over and over again, presumably practising. A group of people that appeared to be her friends watched her do so. They were old ladies too. Incidentally, so were the people sitting on the red sofas arranged in a circle immediately before me. It was then that I realized it: wherever I looked, all I could see were middle-aged and elderly people. Sure, I suppose it made sense for there not to be any teenagers here, but the fact that I couldn't see anyone who looked like they were in their twenties or even thirties was a little surprising to say the least. It was just like Mom had said. I wondered how old the average member was.


    Passing through a sales area where they sold swimsuits and tennis equipment, I reached a shoe rack and took my shoes off. Mom had already gone up ahead. That's just the kind of person she was, always standing far in the distance, beckoning others.


    I opened the locker number 83 to my left and put my shoes in. I then climbed up the stairs and entered the second floor where my attention was instantly caught by the various types of devices there. The place was filled to the brim with black exercise equipment. Indeed, this really was a gym.


    There was a line of ten or so treadmills along the wall, all of which were currently occupied by sweaty middle-aged people running at their respective pace and angle. Each treadmill also had a television installed in front of it, all playing the same day-time drama. Deeper in, there was a group of old ladies doing aerobics in a separate room. Giving them a sidelong glance, I headed towards the locker room. As a did, I could feel the eyes of a bunch of old men nearby focusing on me. What the heck are you staring at? I wanted to ask them.


    I stuffed my sports bag in the locker, changed into the exercise clothes I'd brought with me, and tied my hair back. There was a scale on the floor that I passed by twice—once on my way in and a second time on my way out—but I purposefully ignored it both times. Mom was still changing her clothes, which was a little weird considering that she'd come here first. After letting let her know that I was going ahead, I exited the room.


    I returned to the second floor where all the equipment was. I looked to my right and saw a bunch of mats spread on the floor deeper in. Next to them were large, colourful balls. There was a person there, pinching one of the aforementioned balls between their extended legs and shaking it left and right. Just looking at it made my sides hurt. For some reason, I got the feeling that Hino would be good at that.


    There was a sales area on the second floor too, this one selling shirts as well as mats. Trying to sell you something at every opportunity, huh? Personally, I'd never been this persistent about anything in my life. Had I? No, don't think so.


    Now then, what to do? I stood in place and looked around, trying to find an answer to that question. Just then, a person stepped off one of the treadmills. Perfect timing. You never know unless you try, I thought as I stepped onto it. Putting the settings on whatever, I began running. It didn't take long before I had to tone them down, however, and after just five minutes, I had to stop completely.


    My sides hurt like crazy. Regardless, I decided to pretend like it was nothing.


    "That sure was some good exercise."


    "Idiot", Mom said as she smacked me on the head, having appeared at some point. Dunno if it was due to her being all trained up or whatever, but she put some serious snap into it, and it hurt quite a bit. "No wonder you get bad grades in school."


    She pretended to cry, going as far as to act like she was wiping her tears with her sleeves, which was a little weird considering that the sports shirt she was wearing was short-sleeved. How exactly were my school performance and lack of physical strength related? Was it because they were both matters of perseverance?


    "Young people are a rare sight around here. I'd like it if you presented yourself in a bit more of an impressive light."


    "I'm not sure if a person's age is really the deciding factor there."


    I looked around, and saw a man old enough that it would definitely have been safe to call him a grandpa lifting some pretty serious weights.


    "You've been lazy since you were little, haven't you? Yeah, I think that's how it was..."


    What sort of a mother fumbles while reminiscing about her daughter's past? Well, not that even I could explain to you what I was like back then. I remembered a few random fragments, but most of the details had already left my mind.


    I hadn't been the kind of child that got anything that stood out written on their report card, that's for sure. I remember there having been a section in the graduation essay where the teacher wrote a short comment about each individual student, and I bet she'd had a hard time coming up with anything to write when my name came up. Of course, I couldn't recall what she had ended up writing.


    "This is how you do this", Mom said, having gotten on the treadmill in my place. She was running super fast, and uphill at that.


    How many minutes could she keep this full-speed sprint going? I was pretty interested to find out, and so I decided to stay and watch.


    "By the way, you're going to school every day, right?" she asked me as she ran. While at it, she also pushed the buttons of the TV screen in front of her. Always had to be doing something, huh?


    Putting all that aside, could she have brought up a more annoying topic?


    "Well, you see me leaving every morning wearing my uniform, don't you?"


    "That doesn't necessarily mean that school's where you're going to."


    Her eyes grew narrow, and I could sense a tiny bit of hostility in them. The way she stared at me was intense, and almost made me confess that it was all my fault. And I wasn't even lying. I really did go to school every day, that was the truth. Was this what they called "motherly pressure"?


    "I am going."


    Leaning against the handle of the treadmill, I turned my eyes towards the TV screen, pretending to watch it so that I wouldn't have to look at her.


    I didn't often get a chance to talk alone with Mom. Not that I really wanted to. No, I hated it so much that if I had known about this beforehand, I wouldn't have come at all. That's what my parents were like to me.


    Mom was still running. It was a powerful run, yet she was still going steady. She hadn't lifted her chin, and her swinging arms hadn't slowed down at all. Whereas I'd gotten exhausted and shrivelled up almost immediately, she felt so fresh and lively.


    "Listen. If you don't go, it's just gonna get you in trouble later on. The people around you, too."


    She didn't appear to be buying my explanation. Was that also a parent thing, being able to see through their children's words?


    "Ever since you were little, I've always taught you not to be a burden to other people, haven't I?" she continued.


    "Yes, yes. I know."


    Were we about to start having a lecture? Was that the reason she had asked me to come with her? I was reminded of how she often jokingly told my sister "not to grow up like your big sister", and it made me laugh.


    It might have been a cliche thing to say, but I did understand that she was ultimately just worried about me. Still, being in puberty, I wasn't going to accept that she was right, even if deep down I knew that she probably was.


    I bonked my head lightly against the treadmill and let the recoil carry me away.


    "Where are you going?"


    "To the pool. I think I've had enough exercise for one day."


    "Weakling."


    I waved at Mom—still running—and walked away.


    I'd heard beforehand that this gym had a pool, and it was pretty much the reason why I had come here, to just float in the water, idling away.


    Being done with exercising as I'd proclaimed earlier, I headed back towards the locker room. Though I'd by no means been doing it seriously, my forehead and back had still gotten sweaty at some point, and I now felt a pain in my biceps. I'd also done some exercises aimed at my stomach region to help with the sit-ups—holding a ball between my legs and shaking it from side to side—and as a result, my sides were hurting as well. Maybe I had overdone it. The lack of any sort of stretching before I began could have also been why. My muscles were gonna hurt tomorrow, weren't they? No, probably not. I was too young for that sort of stuff. Deciding to think optimistically for once, I returned to the locker room.


    I pulled out my sports bag from the locker and changed into my swimsuit. It wasn't any special swimsuit, just the one I'd bought for school. Being a high schooler meant not having opportunities to visit the ocean with my family or anything like that, and as a result, this was all I had.


    I put on a swimming cap as well. It was pretty difficult to get my hair inside, giving me a sense of just how much longer it had grown since the first semester. Passing a group of old ladies that had finished doing aerobics, I headed towards the pool through a different exit. I'd barely taken a step outside when the dense smell of chlorine hit my nose. The disinfectants used here were far stronger than that at our school's pool. I was reminded of summer, even if it was already close to being winter. Gagging slightly, I climbed down the stairs. Deeper and deeper into the darkness I went. Then, at last, I could see light on the other side of a door.


    As I slid the door open and stepped inside, my attention was instantly drawn to the disinfectant fluid covering my feet, going up to my ankles. It felt lukewarm. The one I was used to in school was cold, which is why it being warm took me aback slightly. After a quick shower, I headed towards the pool itself.


    "Yeah, I really am glad that I joined... Hehehe. Sometimes, even I have good ideas."


    I was startled by the sudden voice. I looked up at what resembled a block wall, and saw a blonde young man with freckles on his nose sitting there, laughing to himself.


    What was he looking at? A group of little girls undergoing a swimming lesson in the right-most lane.


    Whoa.


    He might not have looked bad on the outside, but the way he stared at the girls made me a little uncomfortable to say the least. His eyes were narrowed as if he were looking at something bright, and his face was twisted into a smile. Definitely weird.


    Having perhaps noticed that I was staring at him, the man turned towards me. Whoa. When he'd been looking at the kids, his eyes had sparkled as if he were watching over a treasure or something, but as he faced me, no emotion could be felt in them. It was like he was looking through a window at scenery he was tired of seeing; pretty, but not interested. The only explanation I could think of for this obvious difference in reaction was that the man was either extremely fond of kids, or just a straight-up pervert.


    "Oops."


    As if not wanting to miss a second, the man turned back towards the girls.


    I had to say, I was leaning pretty heavily on "pervert". Probably for the best to keep my distance. Getting away from him as fast as I could, I entered the pool.


    There were stairs and a handrail installed by the left edge, and I used those to climb into the water. A group of elderly women walked about in the left-most lane—meant for water walking. It almost looked like they were performing a ritual of some kind. I slipped in.


    As you might have expected of a heated swimming pool, the water was quite hot. Honestly, as my skin was still burning from the exercise I'd done, I kinda wished it had been colder. I did a quick splash around, sinking underwater down to my chin. As I did, the water with the smell of chlorine that I still hadn't gotten used to reached just below my nose.


    "..."


    It wasn't just my imagination; even here, people were staring at me. Was it because I was wearing a school swimsuit? Or perhaps because of my age? There were likely people who enjoyed such a thing, but I certainly wasn't one of them. No, it only made me feel uncomfortable. I also felt like I had been slightly careless. I was the centre of attention, which was to say, out of place. This just wasn't somewhere I was meant to be.


    Half-standing with most of my body underwater, I took some steps forward. An old man swimming on the neighbouring lane passed me, and the resulting wave caused water to enter my mouth and nose. Wiping my face, I extended my knees. As it turned out, hiding underwater wasn't an option either.


    I really wished I had asked Adachi or someone to come with me. Although, I did wonder if she would have. I couldn't really imagine Adachi looking too happy somewhere with this many people staring at her. From what I'd heard, she'd never been to the school pool either.


    As I continued walking, almost like being pulled along by the stream of old people, I caught a glimpse of the pervert from earlier jumping into the pool. The way he secured the lane right next to the one where the swimming lesson was happening made me feel that he was quite used to doing this sort of stuff. A professional, you could even say. Having put on the goggles from his forehead, he began swimming.


    Ohh. That's one fast pervert. Even though all the other swimmers around him were middle-aged or elderly people, you could still tell that the man was going quite fast. In basically no time at all, his front crawl sent him to the opposite side of the pool. Not wasting a second, he kicked the wall and turned, maintaining his speed with fast pulls. It seemed kinda fun, honestly.


    Although, as I looked at it closer, I noticed that there was something strange about the way he swam. Mainly, the angle of his neck. Hmm. I put on my goggles too and dove underwater. Observing the pervert from down there, I quickly realized what was wrong.


    His head wasn't rotating at all.


    I see.


    Even while swimming, his eyes appeared to be locked on the girls.


    A real hardcore pervert. I was a little worried that he might strain his neck, but perhaps that would have been a good thing as far as the world was concerned. Still, while I might have been shocked and a little taken aback by the man, he also made me open my eyes and think; the world really was a vast place filled with all sorts of people. For someone who was looking at the world from a slightly different point of view than mine, it would have been wholly possible to see us as a gathering of heretics. The only thing that set us apart—me and that person—was that I was incapable of perceiving the heresy. That was to say, these sorts of people were easy for anyone to recognize. Better to keep my distance.


    As I was walking, one of the six lanes became empty. I decided to make my escape there. Unlike the walking lane I had been in, this one was meant for swimming, and had a sign written on it saying that it was reserved for sprints. I chose to ignore it completely, however, and simply floated on the water's surface.


    I wasn't at all in the mood for swimming. Instead, I took off my goggles before spreading my arms and legs apart.


    The stares of the people around me stopped mattering the moment I turned my eyes towards the ceiling. The lights there were quite intense, forcing me to close my eyes to avoid getting dazzled. As I did, a sensation of my body being shaken from side to side pushed to the front. It felt more like I was being rocked by darkness than water.


    Among the sound of splashing water, I could hear Mom's voice. If there was one lesson she'd hammered into my skull while I'd been growing up, it was to avoid being a nuisance to other people. For people who did act that way, their behaviour could first and foremost be traced back to their family situation, she always said.


    Still, I had to ask, who exactly was suffering due to me floating here? I was just having some fun away from the grips of gravity, nothing more serious than that. It was the same when I was skipping class; I merely wanted to get away from a place that made me feel like I was going to suffocate, like the bottom of a well, or in this case, the classroom. Whether or not I was present didn't matter; the class was going to proceed smoothly either way. So, what was the problem? Well, to be fair, that probably wasn't what Mom meant. No, she was likely worried about me growing up to be a worthless loser who didn't contribute to anything and caused people trouble that way, a person who lived with their parents till late into adulthood. Something like that.


    I kinda wanted to tell her that it was my life and that she should just leave me alone, but then again, my current situation didn't exactly give me the privilege to do so.


    I might have begun thinking of myself as a full-fledged member of society as I entered high school, but in the end, I was nothing but a child who lacked the ability to take responsibility for her own actions. That's what I must have looked like from the point of view of an adult, at least.


    Having opened my eyes, I put the goggles back on. After that, I relaxed my body ever further.


    I pushed away the air from my lungs as I sank, as if throwing away my body's lifebuoy. I grew heavier, but at the same time, felt liberated. Staring at the bubbles that floated up from my mouth, my back thudded against the bottom of the pool.


    The surface of the water above me was blue, almost as if it had been dyed by the floor below me.


    I was reminded of the brand of mineral water Adachi drank, Aqua Blue.


    There was something outstanding about that level of colour and reflection. The sound of flowing water hit my ears too, matching the visuals. I felt so incredibly comfortable.


    No water had entered my goggles, yet my eyes felt moist.


    I found myself in bit of a dilemma: on one hand, the only way to reach the peaceful pool bottom was to empty my lungs, but on the other hand, doing so meant that I couldn't stay for long. Though I didn't want to leave, the lack of air forced me to surface. Once there, I gasped for air, refilling my lungs, when all of a sudden, I felt a pushing sensation near my abdominal region. The air I'd just sucked in was pushed out, and once again, I sank beneath the surface. Having recovered, I quickly kicked the bottom of the pool to push myself back up, only to catch the culprit running away from the scene of her crime; it'd been Mom who pinched my side. The way she ran, laughing and pushing aside water, reminded me of a kappa. Well, not that I'd ever seen a kappa, but that's how I imagined them to be. That, or a stereotypical fleeing soldier from a gag manga.


    "Act your age!"


    That was the only thing I yelled after her. I watched as she got up from the pool, and following her, I did the same.


    Hmm, what now? Having taken off my swimming cap, I headed towards the opposite side of the pool. That's where the showers and indoor whirlpool baths were, and as a result, steam filled the air, making me feel like I'd entered a hot spring. There was also a door there, leading to an outside area with more whirlpool baths. I peered in and saw Mom in one of them. I decided not to go there.


    Right next to the door that led outside were two saunas of different types, a mist sauna and a steam sauna. I could sense an appropriate amount of heat coming from either one. I decided that I might as well try entering one now that I was here, though that led me into a dilemma: which one? For a while, I stood there, comparing the two. It was a pretty tough thing to decide, considering that I'd never been in a sauna before.


    I was still standing there with the blue plate you were meant to sit on in my hands when a person—a middle-aged lady—appeared. She passed me, clearly intending to enter a sauna, and as she did, I happened to look at her face. A strong sense that I'd seen her before filled me—almost like a deja vu—and I found myself staring at her. The woman quickly noticed this, however, and turned to face me. Moreover, she stopped in place. Had having our eyes meet really been that big of a deal for her?


    The woman wasn't wearing a swimming cap, giving me an indication that she was only here for the sauna. Her hair was black, and judging by her appearance, she seemed to be around the same age as Mom.


    Who was it that she reminded me of? While I was busy thinking about that, the woman opened her mouth.


    "I don't like you."


    Though the content of her statement was incredibly harsh, the way she said it made it sound like she was joking. Definitely didn't know anyone who I'd associate with that tone of voice.


    "As this place is filled with nothing but grannies and grandpas, it lets me feel superior for being the youngest one, even at my age. Ignoring the grade school kids who come here for swimming or tennis lessons, of course. Anyway, that's where you came in. Get what I'm saying?"


    "Sigh..."


    The woman just kept talking and talking. To sum up her long rambling, she appeared to dislike anyone younger than herself.


    Never before had I had something like that said to my face.


    "Just kidding. But really though, it's quite rare to see young kids here."


    "Oh, really?"


    I came close to gasping out loud while replying. Staring at the side of her middle-aged face, I could feel the mist of deja vu clearing.


    My suspicions were confirmed beyond a shadow of doubt as an old woman walked out of the sauna and addressed her.


    "You came too, Mrs Adachi? How come you're always in the sauna but never seem to lose any weight?"


    "That's none of your business", she replied jokingly to her gym buddy. That surname caught my attention. It was one I was more than familiar with.


    This had all happened immediately after I'd realised who the woman reminded me of: Adachi. As Yashiro would say, must be destiny.


    



    Japan sure was one small place. What were the chances of me running across Adachi's mother in a place like this?


    Was this what they called fate? I was already bad at dealing with my own mom, and now I'd met Adachi's. It was a difficult situation to say the least. Trying to make myself small, I stared at her inside the steam sauna.


    Adachi hated talking about her parents. She barely ever did. Don't get me wrong, there was nothing weird about someone my age not wanting to talk about their parents. No, I just felt like her opposition towards them was different in nature compared to the type that was characteristic of other adolescents. For example, I still had a bit of warmth left for mine, but Adachi? Ice cold. Dry like sand. Moreover, it was easy to imagine her not knowing that expressing her emotions caused that sand to solidify.


    "...So, that coach, pretty bad at teaching, huh?"


    "Definitely. That other one is much better. Nicer voice, too..."


    Adachi's mom was now getting sweaty in the sauna with a different old lady. Tennis appeared to be the topic of their discussion. Something about some male staff member being bad at his job. Honestly, it didn't sound all that different to when girls in school talked about the good and bad qualities of boys from their class. Incidentally, bad-mouthing your own gender also made for good conversation.


    Unlike her daughter, Adachi's mom was quite sociable and seemed to enjoy talking to people. She definitely looked older than her, but other than that, the resemblance was stunning. Their jaws especially, they were shaped the exact same. The colour of their hair matched too, and if I had glanced at her quickly, I might have actually mistaken her for Adachi with a different hairstyle.


    This gym was quite a distance away from where Adachi lived. So then, what kept her mom coming here? Wondering that, I continued observing her, still not sure whether or not I disliked how brimming with motivation she appeared to be. It's so hot in here...


    It felt as hot as in the middle of summer, and soon enough, I started feeling dizzy. I'd always hated these sorts of levels of heat.


    Why had I entered a sauna then, you might ask. Well, Adachi's mom had, and I'd felt inclined to follow her.


    "...Good grief. By the way, how old is your child now?"


    "Fifteen. First year in high school", Adachi's mom replied. Ohh? Adachi's birthday hadn't passed yet?


    "Oh, that's nice. Must be relaxing now that the entrance exams are behind you."


    "I suppose."


    "Mine's taking university exams this year, and..."


    I wonder, had my mom been talking about stuff like that to other people last year too?


    "You say 'relaxing', but honestly, it's anything but. I have quite a difficult child, you see", she said while smiling. My eyes automatically turned towards her. 


    That expression, "difficult child", had caught my attention.


    "What goes on in the head of that kid, I have no idea. Always so gloomy and afraid of strangers."


    Based on those few times Adachi had talked about her mother, this wasn't at all how I'd imagined her to be. Still, it did more or less match the way that mothers were in my head—incapable of understanding their children. Adults were quick to forget what they'd once been.


    As such...


    "Excuse me."


    There were times when you had to speak out, even if you didn't particularly want to.


    "Though I might not know Ada—your child well... or at all... I don't think the way you speak about them is good."


    That was a lie. Well, maybe. I didn't know if I'd say that I knew her well.


    My heart was racing. To put it simply, I was extremely nervous. Still, I couldn't blame myself too much; it took a certain level of courage to talk back to an adult.


    Courage that I very much lacked. Honestly, it felt like I might pass out at any moment.


    And it definitely wasn't the heat of the sauna that was doing that.


    Adachi's mom stared at me suspiciously. She probably hadn't been expecting me to join the conversation.


    "Are you certain that the reason you don't understand your child is because they're 'difficult', and not because you don't interact with them?"


    Her eyes opened wide at my statement.


    Did this mean that I'd been wrong?


    Meddling mothers like mine definitely understood their daughters, at least to a certain extent.


    That was to say, they were involved with their children.


    This was why their snide remarks were so accurate, and why their children detested them so much. Now, compare that to Adachi.


    Could you really say that I didn't have a point?


    "Oh, and I don't want to start an argument or anything", I quickly added before I got yelled at. I definitely didn't think that I could win an argument against a middle-aged person.


    It just seemed like a complete waste of time to me. Now, whether she'd listen to my advice or not, that was a whole other matter.


    "You came here with a parent?" Adachi's mom asked me. The tone of her voice was way more relaxed than I had anticipated.


    "I did."


    "What's your name? Who are you?"


    "I don't think that's relevant here."


    I was saying something that was all my personal opinion, something my parents had nothing to do with.


    Adachi's mom looked like she wanted to say something, but before she could, I opened my mouth instead.


    "Like I said, I'm not going to discuss this with you."


    I once more emphasized my lack of desire to keep going. I simply wasn't interested in meddling in the lives of others. Neither did I want someone to meddle in mine.


    What I'd done—blurting out something that I needed to get off my chest and then promptly fleeing—really characterized the young people of this generation.


    I had really hoped that she would just ignore my irresponsible remark, yet Adachi's mom remained motionless, almost as if there was something on her mind. She stared at me, her eyes looking like they were filled with curiosity rather than anything negative. I knew for certain that I hadn't given her my name, and as such, it seemed likely that she didn't know who I was. No, her interest in my response probably came from me being the same age as her daughter. The old lady who she had come to the sauna with stared at us from behind, utterly baffled as to what was happening.


    Adachi's mom didn't attempt to say anything else. No questions, either.


    She simply continued staring at me.


    When things became silent, I found myself having to move. That was the one thing her daughter and I shared.


    "I don't know which one of us is correct. Why don't we have a contest to determine that?"


    "A contest?"


    I was being quite pushy, even if I do say so myself. Regardless, doing it this way would undoubtedly be faster than attempting to resolve it by talking.


    I'd be happy if I never had to meet her again. As such, I decided that we'd settle the matter right here, right now.


    "The one who can remain in the sauna longest, wins. If I win, then that means that I am correct. What I ask of you is to act like a good mother for your child, for just a single day."


    What did I mean by that? What did it actually mean to "act like a mother"? The answer lay beyond my grasp.


    Regardless, if I were to succeed, it'd be that much more fun when I saw Adachi tomorrow.


    That alone was my motive.


    "Is this what they mean when they talk about kids being rebellious?"


    "Indeed."


    I wasn't doing this because I was Adachi's friend. No, not at all. I placed my elbows on my knees and slouched forward.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Was the liquid that was dripping down from my hair pool water or sweat? I couldn't tell. It might have been a little reckless to challenge her into this.


    I'd been just about to throw in the towel when Adachi's mom slouched forward herself, assuming a position quite similar to mine. I felt like the battle had already begun. In other words, it was too late to back away now.


    How stupid was it to fall for the provocation of someone you'd just met and had barely spoken a word to?


    I was reminded of the time that Adachi had challenged Yashiro to a bowling match. Perhaps her whole family was like that, obsessed with competition.


    "You people are weird", said the old lady who had come with Adachi's mom, after tilting her head. I couldn't exactly deny her assessment; no matter how you thought about it, this had been one weird course of events. Had I said something that would require Adachi's mom to apologize and repent? Not to my knowledge; I'd merely jumped in to correct a statement. So then, why had it led to this?


    Anyhow, the endurance contest had now begun. A pretty straightforward one, no special rules or anything. The hot steam would hit your back, making it feel like you were evaporating down to your soul, and you'd have to fight back against that feeling. As cool as that might have sounded at first, that was pretty much all there was to it. Maybe it would have been more exciting to have a swimming contest instead? Of course, my chances of winning would have been much worse there, which is why I had purposefully avoided suggesting it.


    The old lady was the first one to leave. She warned us about overdoing it or something, though as the ringing in my ears had grown kinda loud at that point, it was a little difficult to make out exactly what she was saying. Adachi—who I, dare say, was sitting at home—probably couldn't have imagined in a million years that this was what her mom was doing: having a childish dispute with her classmate at a sauna.


    "What exactly do you mean by a 'good mother'"? Adachi's mom asked me in the middle of it. Her voice carried with it quite a bit of humidity.


    As my mind had grown quite hazy, I found answering her question even more bothersome than normal.


    "I don't have children. How should I know?"


    "Okay, your ideal mother then."


    Huh? My ideal mother?


    Was that really something you could ask another person?


    "Normal, I guess?"


    "What makes a 'normal' parent?"


    "Like... being with their kids? Eating with them, I guess? I don't really know."


    The thing with relationships was that once you attempted to define them, they became even more impossible to grasp. That's how I viewed all human relationships—as shapeless, formless concepts that floated in the aether and could only exist that way. Friends, family, all the same. Any attempts to flesh them out more than necessary only caused them to grow hollow inside, which is why I didn't bother; trying to make something that couldn't be seen, visible, caused it to lose its invisible value and turn into something else entirely. The thing that was now visible wouldn't be what you'd originally wanted to see, and you'd find yourself massively disappointed after (falsely) assuming it to be your relationship's true nature.


    Believing that there were no bad sides to your friend might have been wrong, but at the same time, focusing solely on picking out their bad parts and convincing yourself that that was who they really were was quite strange as well. That was to say, a lasting friendship required a certain level of ambiguity regarding both sides, both good and bad.


    I'd been certain that my explanation wouldn't be enough for her, yet Adachi's mom fell silent again. A frown formed on her face each time a drop of sweat dripped down on her eyelids. She'd also begun tapping her foot against the floor quite hard. Much like her, I too leaned forward, assuming a pose that would let me endure the heat the longest.


    Ten or so minutes then passed. In total, it had now been twenty minutes since we'd entered the sauna.


    "The other day, there was an old man who stayed too long in a sauna, fell over, and started bleeding."


    "..."


    Adachi's mom was trying to unsettle me. There was something adult-like in that, using those sorts of underhanded tactics.


    "Want me to let you win?"


    Her bright-red face twisted into an awkward smile as she offered to surrender.


    "I don't need you to let me win."


    "Okay, let me win then."


    "No, I won't."


    What sort of a conversation was this? The heat had gotten to us, causing random words to come out of our mouths.


    "I'll let you win."


    "Please don't."


    In the same way, it also became increasingly difficult to grasp what we were actually talking about.


    "If you're having fun, I'd like you to say so."


    Suddenly, Adachi's mom lifted her face and changed the topic. There was a strange expression on her face, as if she was pushing out her lower lip.


    "No matter where I take you, you always act reserved. I have no idea if you're having fun or not."


    "...Is this something you said to your daughter?"


    "Yep."


    "How old was she?"


    "Five, I think. Or maybe four", she counted with her fingers. Adachi must have been so much smaller back then. Wait, did saying that imply that I still saw her as being small?


    "That's quite the old story. Could you think of anything more recent?"


    "If a parent talks to their child about every little thing, they only find it annoying, right? Well, that's pretty much how it has been for me."


    "Hmm, I suppose I know what you mean."


    I definitely didn't like excessive meddling. Neither did I like complete negligence, though.


    Parents were pretty much the only people out there accepting of such selfishness. As such, I wished that they would've noticed it.


    Noticed that their children held this contradiction. And since they did, it was the parent's duty to teach them how to deal with it. That's how I thought it should've been, at least.


    "Alright. I think it's about time I let you win."


    "I told you, you don't need to."


    Adachi's mom stood up before staggering towards the entrance. Oh? Running away?


    It seemed that she'd hit her limit.


    She pushed the door open, but stopped for a second in the doorway before turning her head around in a sluggish motion to look at me over her shoulder.


    "Wait... 'Daughter'? No, never mind."


    Adachi's mom shook her head as if she'd been about to say something. Regardless, she left without another word, leaving me to wonder what that something had been.


    Even now that the competition was over, I remained in the sauna. I was thinking back to our conversation, wondering if I'd said something that I shouldn't have. It made my chest hurt.


    I eventually tottered my way out, and as I slumped down on the white chair set up just outside the sauna, I finally realized it.


    We hadn't decided what would happen if I were to lose before starting the competition.


    It was difficult to imagine that Adachi's mom hadn't noticed this. So then, why had she remained silent? I immediately began searching for an explanation. The only one I could come up with was that the heat had gotten to her and made it hard for her to think straight, though.


    Perhaps it had been her pride as an adult? Yeah, that made sense; I didn't doubt for a second that she had a certain level of arrogance to her, and it was that arrogance that had caused her to act that way.


    Something like that. Being a child, I couldn't fully understand it, only pretend like I did.


    



    You worked really hard yesterday, so just take it easy today and rest. That's what my body was telling me.


    Using my muscle pain as a convenient excuse, I'd headed to the second floor of the gym instead of class on Monday morning. Adachi had been there as well. Perfect, I'd thought. I could really use her legs. Indeed, I was currently lying down on the floor with Adachi's extended thighs acting as a pillow. Though her skin had been cold at first, it was now quite warm. And soft.


    "Is it just me, or have we done something like this before?"


    "We have. Although, I was the one resting on your lap back then."


    "Oh, right. I remember now."


    I rolled over. Adachi's head was lifted up high, and her eyes were pointed towards the ceiling instead of me. While there were some parts of her that supported the theory that she was simply spacing out—her half-open mouth, for example—her cheeks certainly didn't. No, they were bright red. Something slightly strange was going on with her legs as well.


    "Hey, are you okay? Your legs are shaking."


    "Huh? Y-Yeah. It's nothing serious", she replied, basically telling me to ignore it. Really? This is nothing? Hmmm... To test my theory, I squeezed a part that was twitching with my fingers. As I did, her entire leg jumped into the air and stayed there. My head slid down the slope it formed, rolling all the way down it to where her skirt was. A few seconds later, her leg returned to its original position. I didn't, however; that would have taken far too much effort. I simply remained where I was, rolling over so that I was facing Adachi.


    I was reminded of an earlier back and forth we'd had. Oh, right. I should try smelling her.


    All the while, Adachi continued to stare at the ceiling.


    Her head might have been in the clouds, but her body was still reacting. Something like that.


    There was definitely something strange about the way she was acting. Right, I had met her mom yesterday. I couldn't rule out the possibility that our meeting was somehow connected to Adachi's behaviour. It might even have been the reason she'd come here. If so, then it would've been my fault.


    Adachi had been quiet for a while, but all of a sudden, her mouth opened.


    "What did you do yesterday, Shimamura?"


    "What did I do? Just some stuff. This and that, dis and dat."


    "Dis and dat?"


    She tilted her head, looking confused. I wasn't really sure why, but I had decided to keep the fact that I'd gone to the gym hidden. There was a chance that Adachi didn't know that her mother went there, although thinking about it, that wasn't really a good excuse; I could always choose not to bring up that fact. Anyway, I turned my gaze upwards, causing Adachi's to instantly wander to the side, as if dodging it.


    "So, like, yesterday..."


    "Yeah?"


    "My mom was, like, acting all weird", she muttered. So many "like"s. Adachi really was starting to act like a delinquent; she even spoke like one.


    "Weird in what way?"


    I could easily guess what she was about to say next, but decided to ask anyway. Her fingers moved through her hair like a comb before she opened her mouth.


    "She ate dinner with me."


    "...And that's weird?"


    That was a given in my family. We always ate together, Dad and my sister included. We'd done so since I was in grade school, and it was one of the reasons why I had such a hard time trying to grasp Adachi's feeling.


    "Definitely. It was so... nostalgic, I guess you could say. Also, oppressive."


    Adachi was clearly having trouble finding the right words to shape out her emotions. While the end result was a bit unclear, what I could tell was that she hadn't enjoyed it. Rather, it seemed that she'd felt uncomfortable, out of place.


    "She always makes food for me, but never eats with me."


    "Hmph..."


    "Probably because she's so rarely home."


    It looked like Adachi's mom had kept her promise. What a surprisingly conscientious person, I thought.


    That same sincerity could also be felt in her daughter. The two really did resemble each other in more ways than just appearance.


    "Did you like that she did?"


    "Hardly. We didn't talk about anything, just sat there silently. I can't even remember what the food tasted like, that's how uncomfortable it was."


    "I see, I see."


    "Anyway, I ate breakfast by myself like I always do. Really, what was up with her that evening?"


    "Hmm... Difficult to say."


    Of course, that was a complete lie; I knew exactly why she had done it. I rolled my body into a ball, almost like I was hugging my knees. Most likely, Adachi's mom had felt just as uncomfortable as her daughter. A common relationship, I suppose. I didn't really feel sympathy for either one.


    What I did feel was regret. Regret for sticking my nose where it didn't belong.


    Nothing had changed with Adachi. Still, she had managed to speak to me—or rather, to another person—about something a little strange. As far as she was concerned, that was probably more important.


    "..."


    Strange. Considering our family environments, it felt like they were the wrong way around.


    The way we dealt with people, she and I. One wanting to keep distance, one wanting to close it.


    ...Hmm, no. It might have been the right way after all.


    The more you had, the more apathetic you became. The reverse was also true.


    Was that it?


    Then again, not even I wished to live completely alone.


    That would just be impossible.


    I don't remember who said it, but I'd once heard that those who lived completely by themselves could no longer be categorized as people. The balance that made them human beings had crumbled, and they should be viewed as a whole different species entirely. Something like that. I could definitely see the point there. Not that it mattered; I wasn't planning on doing something that outrageous.


    There were worthwhile things you could get from other people, no doubt about that. Like, using their lap as a pillow, for example.


    "Ah..."


    A short gasp left Adachi's mouth. Simultaneously, her eyes turned down towards me.


    The topic was settled, and it seemed that she had only just now reacted to my head being right next to her stomach. Her body grew visibly stiff. I tried lifting my head slightly, only for it to be instantly pushed down. Why exactly had she done that? Whatever the reason was, I couldn't be bothered to fight back and simply rested my head upon her legs and skirt. My nose rubbed against the fabric, and it kinda hurt.


    This would surely result in my nose being crushed. And it hadn't even been that pointy to begin with. ...Well, so be it.


    I decided to bury my face into Adachi's thighs for now. Wait, no. Putting it that way kinda made me sound like a pervert. I quickly began thinking of a more suitable expression. The lack of oxygen made using my brain difficult, however, and I was forced to accept my fate as a pervert.


    I quickly rolled over as the hand pushing my head down was lifted. It took me a second to catch my breath, almost as if I had just come to the surface from underwater. The air entering my mouth tasted slightly different. It made me giggle a little.


    "I did it."


    "Huh?"


    "I smelled you."


    I told her the truth, just like she had done back then. The second those words left my mouth, Adachi's entire face went bright red. It felt like some switch in the back of her head had been flipped on. I should mention, the tone of red on her face was different than that of her mother's back at the sauna; hers had been bright red, whereas Adachi's was peach. Peach was definitely the more charming of the two.


    Having spotted that disparity, I thought this would be a good moment to make a request.


    "Hey, Adachi. Do a sit-up for me."


    "Why? What's up with you and sit-ups lately?"


    "Hmm, no reason. I just want to see you do it."


    I left my motive ambiguous. Adachi paused for a moment, but after that, began to move.


    There was a good chance that she was doing it to hide the fact that she was blushing. A little late for that.


    Adachi crawled across the floor to an open spot where she then lay on her back. With her feet turned towards me, she did a quick sit-up. And then another one. And another one. The way she lifted her body was sluggish for sure, yet she still did it, showing no signs of getting tired. After the fifth one, she stopped and lay back down on the floor.


    It felt like I'd just been shown the gap between us as truant students.


    "Hmph..."


    I leered at her. As if having noticed my stare, Adachi lifted her head.


    "What?"


    Her reaction and expression were completely innocent. Looking at them, I found myself wanting to tease her a little.


    "Careful now. I can see inside your skirt."


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    It was just a joke; I wasn't actually peeking under her skirt or anything. Regardless, Adachi instantly sprang up.


    What a reaction to a mere joke. I was reminded of how quick my little sister was to get on her feet when a cockroach or a centipede crawled into our room. Anyway, Adachi got up, sat straight, and pushed down her skirt. Then, she glared at me.


    Her face was bright red, showing just how badly she'd reacted to my joke.


    It almost made it seem like I was a bully who'd made her angry.


    "Did I do something wrong? I thought I was being nice by telling you straight."


    "That's sexual harassment."


    It was the first time in my life something like that had been said to me. How strange; it really wasn't something someone of my gender was ever expected to hear.


    "Huh? Sexual harassment? Come on, it's not like anyone else was looking."


    That wasn't to say that I'd been looking either, because I hadn't been. Honestly. Anyway, my excuse didn't seem to be enough to satisfy Adachi. Scratching her flushed cheek, she muttered back an objection.


    "Having you look is kinda... you know."


    "'You know' what?"


    She wouldn't answer. What she'd really meant remained a mystery to me.


    I waited for this storm of a conversation to be over before returning to the original topic and congratulating Adachi.


    "Still, it's pretty incredible how you're able to do a sit-up just like that. Must be because you're always biking such long distances."


    "You can't, Shimamura?"


    "...Hehe."


    I could already hear my muscles squeaking as I moved my body and lay face-up. The floor smelled of dust and varnish. While it definitely didn't feel good having my back against it, staring at the ceiling made me feel like my consciousness was being sucked up there, and I quickly forgot about the floor.


    I placed my hands behind my head. I then bent my knees and took a deep breath. Breathing out that air, I began.


    My neck rose. So did my shoulders, though less than my neck. My back was off the floor as well, just a little bit.


    My neck hurt. It was cramping, hard. My powerless stomach was left to bear an impossible burden.


    I couldn't breathe.


    I gave up.


    "...Was that a sit-up?" Adachi asked. "Looked to me like you just moved your neck."


    That last part was implied from her expression; she hadn't actually said it out loud.


    You didn't use your stomach, she probably also wanted to add. Damn, Adachi! Stop being so correct.


    Not that complaining to my imaginary version of her was going to do anything.


    I pushed myself off the floor and grinned with embarrassment. Unfortunately, as my cheeks were far too stiff for grinning, it ended up coming out pretty horribly.


    The pain I felt in my joints had been the cause. I'd tried so hard, but to no avail.


    "In the end, nothing changes in a single day."


    Adachi tilted her head, looking puzzled. It seemed that she hadn't quite understood what my remark was about.


    Good. It would only lead into a more complicated conversation if she knew. A conversation there was no need for.


    "What do you mean?"


    "Just some stuff."


    I pushed myself onto my feet and, after brushing the dust off both my back and butt, began walking towards the stairs.


    It was just about time for the lunch break. We'd been resting the whole day, but I still felt like I needed some more rest.


    As such, I'd decided to go buy lunch. While I was there, I'd buy some for Adachi as well.


    Like always, I was trying to avoid changing so fast that the change became visible.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yashiro: The Visitor"


    



    



    I moved to the right. Swish. She also moved. I fled to the left. Swoosh. She stood in the way.


    I braced myself and broke into a run. Hyaah! I could hear her chasing after me. Step, step, step. Why was this happening?


    My home was nearby, so I ran there. I flew through the corridor, stopping only to quickly check that Sis's shoes were in the entrance.


    "Sis, Sis!" I screamed as I burst into the room.


    She was there, watching TV while leaning against a chair she had dragged out. She turned to look at me, though only her neck rotated. The rest of her body stayed where it was. This caused her hair to flow down, and it kinda made her look like a character from a horror movie. Her lips moved lazily.


    "Huh? Welcome back."


    "There's a weirdo!" I yelled, letting Sis know that this was no time for idle greetings.


    "Hm? A weirdo?"


    Sis was quite the weirdo herself, but that wasn't the point here.


    "A weirdo chased me. Her hair was all like, bazaa", I explained through gestures. As I did, Sis got off the chair and stood up.


    "A pervert? Are you okay? Did she do something to you?" she asked, crouching before me. She looked dead serious, which was pretty rare for her. All adult-like. I was kinda shocked.


    "Umm... She stood in front of me and blocked me."


    "And? Did she touch you anywhere, or try to take you with her?"


    "No, nothing like that."


    "Well, that's good."


    She sighed in relief. Her stiffened shoulders relaxed, and she stood back up. She then left the room, likely heading out to check the weirdo herself. I thought about following her for a second, but I had a feeling she'd tell me to stay if I did. Still, I had to be there to identify the weirdo for her, and so I ended up going regardless.


    "I knew it, Sis. You're a bad girl", I said as I caught her stepping into the entrance barefoot. 


    "Be quiet."


    Half-standing, she opened the letter box and peeked through. A few seconds later, I could hear a massive sigh leaving her mouth.


    "I see. Yep, she sure is a weirdo", she muttered before straightening her knees and opening the door. Huh? She's just gonna open it?


    "Hey, you. 'Mysterious Shorty'. Try not to move all suspiciously in front of other people's homes", she called out to the weirdo who had been walking about in front of our house. As she did, the weirdo waved back at her. The girl was about my size, and wore fluffy clothes as well as a hat, the latter of which looked quite heavy. Now, what was weird about her, you ask? Her blue hair. It was tied in a bow behind her head, like the wings of a butterfly, and was surrounded by grains of light floating in the air around it. She was also carrying a container full of croquettes with her.


    "Ooh, destiny."


    Huh? This girl was friends with Sis? In any case, she ran up to her, looking extremely happy.


    Her footsteps made a peculiar sound. As for why that was, well, she was wearing beach sandals. Were her feet the only part of her body that weren't cold, perhaps? Anyway, as she ran up to Sis, the grains surrounding her hair flew all over, some even reaching me. So pretty...


    "Hohoo! So, this is where you live, Shimamura?"


    "Damn. You really do look like a weirdo, you know that?"


    Sis grabbed the weirdo's cheeks and pulled them. They were quite stretchy, from the looks of it.


    "Were you the one chasing my little sister around?"


    As she said this, Sis pushed my back and forced me to step forth. The weirdo replied by staring at me. She shook her head lightly as Sis let go of her cheeks, after which she nodded. Uh-huh.


    "This weirdo is Yashiro. She might be weird, but she's harmless. Probably. We're... friends? No, how should I put it..."


    "We're bound by destiny."


    I didn't get it at all. Regardless, it seemed that her name was "Yashiro". That's really hard to say. Let's just go with "Yachii" for short.


    ...Oh, that's it! Her hair was dyed, just like Sis's. That meant they were fellow delinquents.


    "So, you want something?"


    "No, nothing. Well, I do want to eat these croquettes, but I don't need your help for that."


    Chuckling to herself, Yachii held up the container of croquettes she was carrying with her. People often started making weird friends once they entered high school, and it seemed that Sis was no exception to that. I was kinda worried about her future. Had that black-haired girl who'd come to our house the other day been a delinquent too?


    I slipped behind Sis to hide. As I did, Yachii instantly circled around her to peer at me.


    I ran away. Swish. She chased after me. Swoosh. Why was Yachii chasing me in the first place? I had no idea. She was like a playful puppy chasing after a child who hated dogs. I ran circles around Sis, and she ran behind me.


    Her neck turning round and round, Sis followed us with her eyes. She eventually seemed to get bored of it, though, and grabbed us by our heads. Then, after we were stopped in place, she slipped away from between us and began making her way back inside.


    "You two shorties play by yourself. I need to study."


    "Huh!?"


    D-Don't leave me alone! I screamed in my mind as I clung to her.


    "Hey, don't grab onto my skirt", she said before placing her hand on my forehead and pushing me away. I could see Yachii standing there, her hands placed on her hips, looking extremely proud of herself for some reason.


    "It's rude to call someone a 'shorty', Shimamura."


    Her hand still on my forehead, Sis turned towards Yachii.


    "Wait, how old are you even?"


    "Umm, let's see..."


    Yachii began counting with her fingers. She folded them all, then extended them all. Then folded them again, and then extended them again. There was no end to it. At first, Sis stared at her silently, but as she just kept going and going, she eventually began hurrying her along. Yachii was well into the hundreds when she at last spoke.


    "Six-hundred-seventy years, plus or minus a few."


    "Ohh? So, you've been alive since the... Muromachi period? Period of the northern and southern dynasties? One of those two."


    Sis clearly wasn't taking her seriously. Her eyes grew narrow, and her shoulders shook as if she was laughing to herself.


    "Yes, I know it must be shocking to an Earthling. Also, just so that you know, my brethren are all well over eight hundred years old."


    As for Yachii, she couldn't have been more serious. Sis didn't say anything back and simply scratched her brow, almost as if she'd been astonished beyond words.


    "'Earthling'?"


    Though nothing Yachii said made any sense to me, that was one part that particularly stuck out. I decided to try asking her about it.


    As I did, Yachii approached me. Before I could run away, she brought her face right next to my ear. Whisper, whisper.


    "I'm actually an alien."


    "Ohh?"


    "Don't believe her", Sis warned me. I instantly found myself wanting to rebut her. 


    There were definitely things about her that were weird. The colour of her hair, for example. Why was Sis acting like it was completely normal?


    Yachii took off the rubber band around the container she was carrying and opened its lid. Inside, there were three croquettes.


    She grabbed one of them and presented it to me.


    The croquette and Yachii didn't at all fit together. It looked like someone had taken two pictures and hastily edited them into one.


    "This is a seal of our acquaintanceship. Will you eat it?"


    "O-Okay, sure."


    It seemed impolite to refuse, and so I took the croquette. I then tore it in half and gave the other part to Sis.


    "It tastes like something I've eaten before", Sis mumbled, having immediately grabbed the thing from my fingers and tossed it into her mouth. I decided to try it as well, and just like Sis, I also recognized the taste; these were croquettes from the meat store, the same ones Mom often bought when she couldn't be bothered to cook. They were mostly potato and had just a tiny bit of meat inside. I loved them.


    "Destiny", Yachii repeated herself from earlier. It had almost sounded like she'd been about to say "delicious", which would have made sense considering that she'd begun eating as well. Still astonished, Sis smiled a little. You could really tell Yachii was enjoying the croquette from the way she munched it.


    Yachii grinned at me.


    I'd learned her name, she'd smiled at me.


    What had once been weird had now changed into pretty.


    Her eyes and hair had settled in my heart, almost as if they'd grown wings and flown there. She might have been the same height as me, but the colour of them didn't belong to an elementary schooler.


    No, it belonged to a fairy.


    That's what I wanted to call her, for she was fluttering inside my head.


    It was easily the biggest surprise of the year for me, and coloured me blue from head to toe.


    That day, I met my strange friend, Yachii.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    Would it be weird for me to go out with Shimamura on Christmas? The finals were rapidly closing in, yet that was all I could think about. Propping up my chin with my hand, I restlessly moved my feet around, trying to keep them warm because the air conditioner sure wasn't. Eventually, I gave up on the pretence of studying, closed the reference book I'd barely even opened, and rolled onto my bed.


    I turned to my side and was immediately dazzled; the ceiling lights were far brighter than I had anticipated. The bulbs had just been changed, and as such, were still extremely powerful. I turned over again, this time towards the window, and rubbed my cheek. It felt a bit dry. I'd been in my room for a while now, which was probably why. The air conditioner certainly didn't help either. Honestly, it seemed pretty tempting to just fall asleep.


    It was the first Tuesday of December, and the final exams for the second term were going to be starting at the beginning of the next week. Combine that with the cold weather, and it was easy to see why this was the part of the year when our expressions were at their sternest. And before anyone asks, no, you couldn't just skip the exam. Speaking of winter, the second floor of the gym had been getting pretty chilly as well lately. Particularly the floor; it was so cold now that stepping on it barefoot caused me to instantly jump up. It came as no surprise that my feet rarely took me there these days. Yeah, the gym was Shimamura's and my hiding place from spring to autumn. The question was, where should we go now that it was winter?


    Those thoughts led me to worry about Christmas. While there were certainly all sorts of holidays and festivals and what have you, as for those where it was acceptable or common for girls to get together and have a grand old time, not so many. To be precise, it wasn't the "having a grand old time" part that was the problem. No, simply getting together made you look weird. Shimamura and I obviously didn't have our own special date or anything like that. For making one of those, I had to admit it, Christmas did seem like the best choice. There was something slightly off about New Year's, and making a big deal about giving her chocolate as a friend on Valentine's Day seemed a little strange as well. Could I even do that in the first place, give Shimamura chocolate? It wasn't difficult for me to imagine myself getting all self-conscious and just forcing the box into her hands, leading into an awkward silence between us. I also felt bad pre-emptively for making her go buy me a box of her own, because knowing Shimamura, there was no way that she would've prepared one beforehand. I'd tell her that it was fine, that she didn't have to, but she'd go anyway. That's just how she was.


    As there was no stop to the headaches surrounding Valentine's Day, I decided to leave it all behind and instead imagine us meeting on Christmas and going out together. It didn't take long for me to realise that I had no idea what that would entail, however; it was always super cold on Christmas, and as the winter break meant that there was no school, I barely went outside. Were there a lot of girls having fun together? Very few? I simply didn't know. I had to fill in the blanks—from the townscape to our frosty breaths—using my imagination. When I was feeling weak, those sorts of thoughts caused me to get depressed, like I was weird for having them. On the contrary, when my mind was free of worries, I found them completely normal. That was to say, I was unable to find a good balance, and instead, continued bouncing back and forth between the two extremes. This struggle was quite exhausting, honestly, and quite frequently manifested itself as a migraine. For these past few days, I'd been trying my hardest to decide whether or not I should ask her.


    Another night spent with this endless conflict raging in my head. Lying down was, strangely enough, really starting to irritate me, and I returned to the chair. I opened up the closed reference book and randomly flipped through the pages, barely even looking at them. This book didn't have the answers I was looking for. Even if it did, I probably wouldn't have wanted to follow them.


    "...Am I just being too self-conscious?" I wondered out loud. I'd been thinking about this way too much, and by the end, I was left feeling like I was unable to get down a tree that I'd climbed up myself. It wasn't really as difficult as I was making it out to be, and if I just casually asked her, I'd get an answer. So simple... At least I hoped so.


    Going out with her during a holiday itself wasn't the problem. No, what made it troublesome was that I was asking her specifically on Christmas.


    The essential question was this: Would Shimamura think that I was weird, or simply nod her head?


    Focusing my attention on that question, I found myself worried, unable to decide what I should do.


    I went ahead and wrote "Shimamura" in the corner of the book. As always, I was reminded of the store. Come to think of it, what was her first name again? Shimamura was definitely a person without much of a presence, to the point that she often joked about how she came close to forgetting it herself all the time. She didn't have any friends who called her by her first name, huh?


    In that case, what if I started doing it, just me? Perhaps that was the kind of special relationship I was looking for. At the same time, though, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't imagine myself calling her anything other than "Shimamura". I just felt like I'd be a whole other person if our relationship ever grew that deep.


    Shimamura is Shimamura, I agreed in my head as I stared at the name I'd written out.


    That didn't last for long, however; staring at it caused me to face just how conscious I was of her. I got really embarrassed and quickly erased the name. Or tried to do so, at least. No matter how hard I rubbed the eraser against the paper, I couldn't make the text disappear completely. Had I used too much strength while writing? It was kinda similar to when I closed my eyes, fell asleep, and woke up, only to find that the image of her from the previous day was still fresh in my mind.


    



    If Shimamura were to start making requests to me, what would be the point where I'd no longer say "yes"?


    For example, what if she asked me to hold her bag? ...No, that wasn't the kind of question I was thinking of. Something more akin to "Give me a hug". In that case, yeah, I probably would. What about going shopping with her? I'd be delighted. Joining her for an afternoon nap? ...No, this wasn't it either. These were all things I wanted her to ask me, not something that she'd actually ever say. I was in class, yet Shimamura had once again found her way into my mind. I likely thought about her more than she did herself. That didn't mean that I understood her, however, because I certainly didn't. It was kinda like how walking around a lake didn't mean that you knew how cold the water was, or what sort of creatures lived in it.


    This was how attempting to socialize usually went for me. I'd overthink things and find myself stuck, unable to move forward. Then, incapable of doing anything, I'd watch the whole thing crash and burn in front of my eyes.


    I was well aware that both my parents thought of me as a child who they weren't able to understand. Though it had never been my intention to hide whether I was happy or not, for whatever reason, it didn't seem that those two were able to tell. A lapse in communication, maybe? I honestly had no idea. I'd even tried mimicking those around me, but to no avail. Perhaps we just weren't compatible with each other, me and my family?


    As it turned out, blood wasn't much of a link. Mine at least was merely a liquid, unable to maintain its shape, and thus incapable of tying people together. It was no wonder that I had grown distant from my family.


    That wasn't the case with Shimamura, however. No, not at all. I'm a little embarrassed to say, but with her, I found myself worrying that I was too easy to read. And yet, she didn't seem to take any notice. The only reason I could think of was that she really didn't mind. On one hand, I found it relieving, but on the other, it just led to more worries.


    Our relationship wasn't equal. Not in the slightest. No matter how you looked at it, it was clear that I was the far more conscientious one. 


    For example, whereas I regularly called her, Shimamura always stuck to text messages. I felt like this really showed off our personalities, our attitudes. I didn't like the periods of blank time that came with messaging, when you were waiting for the other person to write their reply. They irritated me, made me nervous. Talking to someone over the phone was just so much easier.


    Well, I obviously couldn't call her in the middle of class. Yes, I was in the classroom, and so was Shimamura. We sat relatively close to each other, but not close enough to talk. No, we were limited to fleeting glances.


    Not that our eyes even met all that often. I was a little surprised how diligently Shimamura was attending the class. What did that make me then? Propping up my head with my hand, I cast my eyes downwards and sighed. 


    With those sorts of thoughts running through my mind, the class came to an end. At this point, I'd completely given up on passing the exam.


    



    School had already ended when I at last moved. I hadn't talked with Shimamura today, not even during the lunch break. We hadn't had an opportunity to do so yesterday either, meaning that it had now been two days in row that I hadn't heard her voice. I felt like my ears were going to start crying... Well, hopefully not; just imagining a strange fluid gushing out from my ears was pretty disgusting.


    I stuffed the unopened textbooks into my bag and got up out of my seat. As usual, it took just a slight bit of courage to go where Shimamura was. While I might not have had anything to be ashamed of, there was still something about walking up to her somewhere people could see us that made me feel reluctant to do so. Was my excessive self-consciousness the reason why?


    In mere seconds, I'd blown through a whole day's worth of saved-up courage. Any attempts to create a worthwhile stockpile of it would be completely futile as long as I kept doing this. Still, even if the fact that I needed to do so in the first place was a bit problematic, at least this was a healthy use of my courage. That, I was convinced of.


    As I approached Shimamura's seat, I could see Hino and Nagafuji walking up to her as well. Seeing them caused me to take an instinctive step backwards, resulting in me not being able to be the first one to talk to her.


    "It's finally winter. Now I can wear a muffler without looking like a weirdo!" Hino stated.


    "What are you even talking about?" Shimamura asked back, tilting her head. I couldn't remember Hino ever wearing a muffler.


    The ones who did were Shimamura and I. Just as many strange remarks as always, I see.


    "Have you been studying for the exam, Shimako?"


    "What about you, Hino? And everyone else."


    "Hahaha. Do you even need to ask them?"


    For some unknown reason, she was looking really proud of herself with her arms folded. Also, why wouldn't she need to ask us?


    "By the way, what are 'grades'?"


    "Half of the time, I don't know if you're joking or not", Shimamura replied to Nagafuji's question, clearly amazed. 


    "Hmm..." she muttered back ambiguously, the expression on her face giving the appearance that she was deep in thought. No kidding; you really couldn't tell whether she was joking or serious. Not too long after, she took off her glasses and wiped her eyes.


    "So, you needed something from me?"


    "Nope, not really. Is that a bad thing?" Hino asked, still acting all self-important. Shimamura placed her bag on the desk and looked up to her.


    "Hmm, I wonder."


    "Definitely", Nagafuji nodded instantly, having clearly not given it even a second of thought. Shimamura gave her a forced smile but avoided making eye contact, almost as if there was still something that bugged her. She did seem like the kind of person who didn't talk to others unless she needed something. Was that perhaps the reason why?


    "Well then, let's come up with something. Oh, I know, I could say goodbye to you before you leave school. You did that in elementary school?"


    "Yeah, I did. The teacher would say goodbye, then all the students."


    Shimamura's eyes grew narrow as she looked back on her days in elementary school. She even waved her hand slightly.


    Hino waved back at her before turning towards me. She took a step forward and stared at my face real close.


    "Yo, Ada Chi-Chi. Have you been studying?"


    Once again, a new nickname. I bet she came up with them on the spot.


    "Hmm, I guess."


    "Oh, really? How diligent", Shimamura stated while stuffing her books into her bag, clearly surprised. Apparently, she'd thought that I'd given up from the start and hadn't been doing anything. Figured.


    "Good, good. Maybe I should follow your example."


    "Yeah, why aren't you studying?"


    Hino jumped up and lightly tapped Nagafuji's head. As the height difference between the two was vast, it was only thanks to the latter bending her knees in response that she was able to do so.


    How strange. Anyway, from the looks of it, the two appeared to be just about to leave.


    It seemed like they really hadn't wanted anything from Shimamura. I sighed in relief.


    "Alright. Nagafuji, do you mind if I come over?"


    "I feel like I see you every day near the kotatsu."


    "That's just your imagination. I-mag-i-na-tion."


    "Hmm, I still kinda feel that way."


    "D-o-n'-t. No more, right?"


    "Nope. So, in other words, what I saw was..."


    Continuing their ridiculous conversation, the two left the classroom. While my relationship with them was still by no means deep, at this point, I could more or less grasp their personalities. Hino was just as sociable as she looked, and as for Nagafuji, well, let's just say that you shouldn't trust her intellectual appearance.


    Still, those two sure did get along, huh? I'd only ever seen them together. It was kinda like how most of the time Shimamura was the only person I was with, except much more frequent. Plus, Shimamura did hang out with other people. Sometimes, when I thought about that fact, I could feel my throat narrowing, like there was something stuck in there.


    The two left, and Shimamura's gaze turned towards me.


    "Now, what do you wan—No, sorry."


    She scratched her forehead, taking back her words. The earlier exchange seemed to have put her slightly on the edge. She grabbed her bag and stood up.


    "What's wrong? Ah, there I go again. Hmm, I wonder how I should greet people in situations like these..."


    Rewrapping her muffler around her neck, Shimamura knitted her eyebrows. Was something troubling her?


    "Any ideas, Adachi?"


    "Don't ask me."


    From what I could gather, the problem here seemed to be that she didn't think it was proper to simply ask "what's wrong?" when someone walked up to you.


    Personally, I didn't mind that. Rather, I felt relieved when I didn't need to be the one to start the conversation.


    "Let's just leave that question for the next time. Now, what was it, Adachi?"


    It seemed that that matter had been put on a shelf. At last, we were getting to the main topic.


    ...Still, I wonder, why did I always start to hesitate when it came time to ask her?


    The answer was simple: I was scared that she would say no. Yeah, that was probably it. I hated the idea of her thinking negatively of me.


    "I was thinking, why don't we study for the exams together?"


    "Huh? Study?"


    Judging by Shimamura's expression, that wasn't what she had been expecting me to say. While it was true that I was a delinquent who barely went to class, in a weird way, that turned out to be the greatest impetus for studying before an exam. In other words, there was no way that I could invite her to have fun.


    "When did you become a grade-A student, Adachi?"


    "Oh, come on. Everyone studies before an exam. It's completely normal."


    "I wonder, is it due to my influence?"


    While the innocent grin on her face showed that she'd meant that statement as a joke, she was actually spot on. I wouldn't have been in the classroom had I not met her. Not today, and not any other day.


    I wanted to thank her, but feeling that it would cause her to look at me weird, I decided against it.


    "Well, in that case, you should have also asked Hino and Nagafuji."


    "Huh?"


    "They might not look like it, but those two get better grades than we ever will."


    Shimamura's eyes turned towards the classroom's entrance as she said that. I got the feeling that if I wasn't careful, she'd run after them.


    The reason I didn't want them to join us was simple: I wanted to be alone with Shimamura. A part of me wanted to say that to her directly, but thankfully, I managed to stop myself in time. My eyes jumping from place to place, I looked for an alternative excuse.


    "Those two are super diligent students. If their grades really are that good, then studying with them... umm... isn't going to help us in any way."


    "Oh, you think I'm an idiot, Adachi? Is that what you're saying?"


    "Huh?"


    Shimamura suddenly pointed her finger at me in a really childish way. It kinda made me laugh.


    "Considering that my grades are the same as yours, I'd say that's just the right amount of stupid."


    "Huh? No, that's not what I—"


    Wait, was I being inadvertently treated like an idiot?


    "Still, you are completely right. Alright, let's study together."


    Before I had a chance to think about it for longer than a second, that question was wiped out of relevancy by Shimamura's reply.


    I could feel something simmering near the back of my neck. Bubbles of hope, perhaps?


    "Where should we do it? There's a library pretty close by. Oh, I guess we have one of those in school too, huh?"


    No, that isn't it. In my mind, I rejected Shimamura's suggestion.


    Somewhere people couldn't see us, somewhere we could be alone. That was what I wanted.


    "Why don't we go over to your place?"


    "Huh? It's so dusty there."


    She didn't sound all that enthusiastic about it. Also, "dusty"? I wasn't sure about that.


    I found myself physically uncomfortable as I thought about the time I'd been there, how I had run away with my face bright red. While Shimamura didn't seem to have thought much about it, looking at it objectively, it had been ultra suspicious. I could only thank my luck that I hadn't been hit by a car or something on my way back home.


    "What about your place?"


    "Mine?"


    I'd been just about to use some reasonable argument to turn down her suggestion, like how I lived really far away and felt bad about making her walk back home, when I remembered that I still had the bottle I'd brought back with me from the park. If she were to realize that it was the same one from back then, I'd once again have to rush out, this time from my own home. Obviously, there was no way that I could let that happen.


    "Well, that's kinda... You know."


    "Oh, I just realised, it might be a little awkward for me as well", she muttered before turning away, sounding like she'd just realised something. I let out a short, questioning grunt, but she ignored it.


    "I guess we can go to my place. But, I warn you, it really is dusty there", she repeated. Strange. Her home hadn't seemed all that old to me.


    I exited the classroom alongside her. It wasn't something that we had done all that many times, and as such, I still wasn't quite used to it. We had just passed through the door and entered the corridor when I felt a sensation in my shoulders, almost like I was being stopped in place by a thin, invisible membrane. I could only assume that feeling was caused by my excessively self-conscious reaction to what was happening. To put it simply, I was nervous.


    Though I hadn't done so on purpose, I'd ended up on Shimamura's left side. That was to say, on the opposite side of her right hand in which she held her bag.


    I glanced at her hand, and saw it swaying leisurely from side to side. Her other hand was empty, and for a second, mine reached for it. I quickly pulled it back, however.


    I took a look around. We were in school, in the hallway. Our classmates were everywhere.


    Shimamura might have been who she was, but even she'd turn me down if I tried doing it here. Probably shake her hand free or something.


    I had to force myself to look at it from her perspective.


    Shimamura wasn't kind. No, there was something else to it. Something slightly different.


    Yeah, there was no way that we could walk hand in hand. I straightened by back and began walking, forcing myself to move on.


    



    With Shimamura behind me, I pedalled over to her house. The sun had started setting earlier day by day, and it was now completely dim outside, as if the whole world was being lit by a single, forlorn garden lantern. It really seemed like it would be pitch-black by the time I went home. Speaking of which, how long was I going to stay for? What would be a "normal" amount of time?


    I hadn't been to a friend's house once after entering high school, and as such, such things were completely beyond me.


    It was common for these sorts of matters to grow into problems between us two, Shimamura and I.


    Even I knew what it meant to be "normal friends". I didn't want us to be normal, however, but rather, "special friends". What sort of a baseline would that set? I didn't have the faintest clue. Unable to see my feet, I'd mistake carelessness for courage and step forward, accidentally getting too close.


    The result of that would be me working myself up for no particular reason, ultimately ending in a "whadashaa".


    The fact that I knew this and still wasn't able to do anything about it was pretty serious. Almost like an illness.


    "Whoa! She's home."


    A stern frown formed on Shimamura's face as she peered through the gap between their house and the garage next to it. I peeked from behind her, and saw an orange-framed bike parked there. This seemed to be the bike her mother rode. I remembered hearing Shimamura talk about how that was the reason why she walked to school.


    "I'm home!" she said as she knocked on the door. A little while later, I heard footsteps approaching on the other side. The lock turned, the door opened, and a person appeared. That person was Shimamura's mom.


    Her hair was slightly wet, and her skin red. Had she taken a bath?


    "Welcome bac—Oh! A friend? Oh! The house."


    Shimamura's mom was astonished not once but twice, and back-to-back at that. The first time I could understand, but the second? I was a little confused. Was it that her daughter had brought a friend to their house? Either way, Shimamura silently walked past her and took her shoes off. From the look on her face, I could tell that she was displeased.


    "We're going to be studying. Please don't bother us."


    "Adachi, was it?" her mom asked me, pretty much ignoring her daughter. I nodded slightly and placed my shoes next to Shimamura's. Her expression grew more sullen by the second, and for a moment, I found myself staring at it. Quite the rare sight. She hardly ever showed these sorts of negative emotions on her face.


    Most likely, it was reserved for when she was dealing with her family. Yeah. Even with Shimamura, there was just something special about family. Must be nice. Both for her family to have someone like her, and for her to have a family like hers.


    "Come on, just go already."


    "Hmph. I thought you were past your rebellious phase."


    Feeling slightly ignored with Shimamura talking to her mom, I looked around.


    Deeper in, I saw Shimamura's little sister poking her head out from one of the rooms. She was looking our way. Our eyes met, and she instantly withdrew. Based on what Shimamura had told me, she was supposed to be a real mischief maker, though she didn't really seem that way. Rather, it looked like she was the type that was scared of new people. Come to think of it, that was how I acted too when meeting relatives, wasn't it?


    Was her little sister also called "Shimamura" by her friends at school? I wonder.


    "Hey, let's go. Shoo, shoo."


    Shooing off her mom with her hands, Shimamura climbed up the stairs on the left side of the hallway. I followed after her, and—Wait, what? Wasn't her room supposed to be on the first floor? I stopped and tilted my head, but as Shimamura beckoned me forward, I decided to leave worrying about it for later. We reached the top of the slightly steep stairs, after which I was guided through a narrow hallway to a room at the end of it. It didn't take a second after we entered for me to notice just how dry the air was. The particles of dust dancing in the air also caught my attention. Shimamura had entered the room before me, and while coughing lightly, she pulled the cord that turned the lights on. They flickered twice, after which the room was filled with light.


    What emerged from the darkness was a random assortment of furniture and worn-out cardboard boxes. There were also some leather chairs in the corner of the room, though they were torn all over and clearly missing a few screws. A dusty curtain hung in front of the window, blocking the sun and making the room far colder than the hallway. It was easy to tell that this was a storeroom that had been hastily turned into a personal room by adding a kotatsu and a fan. Likewise, the reason why this had been done was also easy deduce: to allow Shimamura to study till late at night.


    "Told you it would be dusty."


    Shimamura tossed her bag on the floor and flipped the kotatsu on. Instantaneously, I could hear the heat source inside it become active. I watched her crawl under it before sitting opposite of her.


    "Should I bring a cushion for you to sit on?"


    "No, it's fine."


    The carpetless floor definitely felt cold against my feet, but as I didn't want to bother her, I simply waved off her offer.


    There was a blue coat—a hanten—folded next to the kotatsu. As I picked it up, Shimamura's eyes turned towards me.


    "Gotta have one of those. While the kotatsu might warm your legs, it doesn't do anything for your back."


    "I see."


    "Anyway, I'm gonna rest till I've gotten warm", she said before lying down and slipping deeper under the kotatsu. Was it really okay to lie down with her school uniform on? I placed my bag on a pillow next to me and stared at her. What should I do here? I didn't really feel like flipping open the textbook by myself, but at the same time, the kotatsu was way too small for the both of us to lie under. Even now, our feet were almost touching.


    Still, wasn't this room exactly what I'd wanted? The dusty air, the cramped size that made it seem like a hidden room, the random boxes and pieces of furniture lying everywhere, the silence, it was all perfect. The kotatsu hadn't yet warmed up, and still shivering under it, I found myself thinking about how nice it would be if I could turn this into our "winter hideout", so to speak.


    "Adachi. Are you the type of person who listens to music when they study?" Shimamura asked me, not bothering to lift her head. I thought about it for a while before answering.


    "Yeah, I usually do."


    It wasn't something that I had ever thought about, but looking back to it, I did seem to do that often. Take yesterday for example; I'd been studying to the sound of music. Well, more accurately, I'd opened the textbook and then spent the next 30 minutes stressing about Christmas, only stopping when my head started to hurt. Regardless. With barely any change in her expression, Shimamura gave my answer a small nod.


    "I see. Well, I guess that makes sense. It's pretty common, after all."


    "Is it really? I'm not sure."


    "Hmm..."


    Her reactions were growing more disinterested with each one. As it tended to happen with us, we were quickly sinking into the ocean of silence.


    However, today, I decided to try holding out, just a little bit.


    "What sort of child were you, Shimamura?" I asked, casually changing the topic into one I'd been thinking about since yesterday. As we normally didn't have anything to talk about, I'd decided to come up with some.


    "Hmm, let's see... Normal, I guess? Not all that much different compared to how I am right now, I don't think."


    She spoke quite quickly, implying that this hadn't been a difficult question for her. I tried imagining what she'd look like if she was herself, but smaller.


    Small Shimamura.


    I got as far as imagining myself leading her by the hand before realising that my version didn't match reality at all. If anything, it was the complete opposite.


    "I never took part in any of the activities during sports day. I was also never the class representative or anything like that. I was part of the school lunch committee, but I kinda feel like that's the only thing I did. Also... Or is that enough? Basically, a really bland kid."


    Even though it was herself she was talking about, it kinda sounded like she was a describing a classmate that she'd never interacted with. 


    "I think my hair was also shorter back then. And obviously not dyed", she stated while gripping her bangs. In other words, the same as her little sister's? I kinda wanted to see her with short, black hair now.


    "What about you, Adachi?"


    I didn't get the feeling that she actually cared. It was more like she was compelled to ask me since I'd asked her.


    "Pretty much the same as I'm now, I think."


    I decided to play it safe and gave the same answer she had. As I did, Shimamura closed her eyes before opening her mouth.


    "Same as now? So, you had the teacher hold your hand?"


    There was a slightly mean-spirited smirk on her face as she said that.


    It seemed that after all that had happened between us, this was what she'd begun seeing me as.


    "That's not what I'm like, though."


    "Really? What are you like then?"


    "Hmm, let me think..."


    I'm not some baby who constantly needs attention. That's what I had wanted to say, but the moment the words were about to leave my mouth, I was filled with so much embarrassment that I had to stop myself. Furthermore, looking back to it, I was forced to accept that she might actually have been right. After all, I had held her hand, I had made her pat my head. There was no explaining those away.


    "The type that... chooses their company well, I guess."


    It only took seconds for me to realise that saying that was basically the same as admitting that I only wanted her to pat my head, that hers was the only hand I wanted to hold. It was kinda like... confessing. No, no.


    No!


    "Hmm... Why me then?"


    She spoke softly, almost as if lost in thought. Her voice sounded so muffled, clogged up.


    Why? That was simple: Because she was Shimamura.


    I'd once heard someone say that "love is a reason in and of itself". I'd also seen it written in a book. Likewise, it was the first thing that came to mind as the explanation here. I found it impossible to lift up my hung head. If I were to give her that as an answer, it would be the same as straight-up admitting that I was in love with her.


    I continued groaning to myself as I attempted to make sense of the thoughts rushing through my head. The fact that Shimamura hadn't spoken a word since only made it worse. Even disregarding the possibility of her changing the topic, having her say anything would be less painful than this silence continuing. I took a deep breath before lifting my head, praying in my mind that this would cause her to speak. What I was greeted by, however, was an expression of complete tranquillity on Shimamura's face. Wait a second. Her eyes were closed, and I could also hear her snoring softly. I took a closer look.


    ...She was sleeping.


    Had her voice sounded so quiet earlier only because she'd been sleepy?


    I crawled out from under the kotatsu. Careful not to make a sound, I approached her and, for now, kneeled next to her. Why? Or rather, what did I mean by "for now"? Timidly, I took a look at her. Her usual, sociable smile was gone, replaced by the defenceless expression of someone who was asleep. Simply looking at it I could feel myself growing more and more restless. Not only did my eyes jump around awkwardly, my cheeks felt like they were on fire as well. I didn't often get to see her in such a vulnerable state. It was as if the walls she had built around her to shield her from other people had turned transparent, and I was now peering through them. This really felt like something I shouldn't have been doing. At the same time, I found it impossible to take my eyes off her.


    "..."


    So, what next? I'd come here to study, so maybe I should go back to doing that? No, let's just drop the act already. That had never been my true intention. Anyway, as I stared at her, I began to realise what an incredible opportunity this was. Opportunity to do what? Play a prank on her? Before I knew it, my eyes had moved to her lips. I don't know if it was the dryness of winter or what, but they were slightly chapped. I started to touch them, but almost instantly stopped my hand.


    I leaned forward, just a little bit. There was no one here. Shimamura was asleep. This hit all the checkboxes of the imagined scenario in which I might try kissing her. My eyes were spinning.


    My mind grew increasingly hazy, and my head hurt real bad.


    No, no. No! I slammed my fist against my head, telling it to calm down.


    There was no guarantee that she would stay asleep for the next 24 hours. It would only take her waking up while I was kissing her for it all to be over. Besides, it wasn't like I wanted to kiss her no matter what. If Shimamura herself was asking me to do it, then it would mean a lot, but not so much if she wasn't.


    There was a world of difference between wanting to kiss someone, and being asked for a kiss.


    What I wanted was the latter. How the kiss came to happen, it mattered a lot.


    While I was busy trying to think through this all, Shimamura woke up. Her half-open eyes turned towards me.


    Was she confused as to why I was now sitting next to her? My body grew stiff, and a moment later...


    "Mmhh..."


    Shimamura gripped my knees. She then dragged her body to me. With my heart pumping like crazy, unable to understand what was happening, her head landed on my thighs. She adjusted her position before once again closing her eyes.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "I like these. So much softer", she whispered. It seemed that she'd been looking for a pillow.


    "I see", I replied, mumbling despite my best attempts to act calm. My cheeks were practically burning, as if the heating element inside the kotatsu had been pressed directly against them.


    "A-Are you feeling tired?"


    "Hmm... I'm not sleeping... I'm wide awake..."


    It sounded like she had to force each individual word out of her mouth. Still, she wasn't lying; her eyes were open.


    "Aren't you cold?" she asked.


    "No, not at all! I'm fine."


    "Oh, right. Wanna wear the hanten?"


    Still lying down, Shimamura reached for the hanten and held it up. Since it would've been rude to decline her offer—plus I was actually feeling cold—I thanked her and put it on. It was already slightly difficult to move my body with my uniform on, and with an additional layer on top of it, it would be doubly so. Anyhow, I hadn't even gotten the jacket halfway on when I started feeling droplets of sweat dripping down my skin. Was the hanten that effective?


    Well, not really. It was cold sweat, most likely caused by anxiety.


    "Shimamura, umm, how do you usually spend Christmas?"


    My voice cracked slightly in the middle of my question. Either way, I had managed to nonchalantly change the topic of conversation to Christmas.


    The expression on Shimamura's face remained just as sleepy as before as she turned her head. Her cheeks rubbed against my skin, causing them to swell up slightly. She waited for them to return to normal before answering my question.


    "We usually get chicken for dinner. Oh, and we eat cake too. No candles, though."


    "Hmm... That seems common."


    I obviously didn't know the statistics or anything. I just had a feeling. Fried chicken from either MOS Burger or KFC, depending on the family. Rarely did you get a chance to eat turkey.


    "My little sister still gets Christmas presents. She also believes in Santa."


    "Santa, huh?"


    Something about that felt awfully nostalgic. Still, did you really need to believe in him to get presents?


    "How old were you when you stopped believing in Santa, Shimamura?"


    "I never did", she answered bluntly. "Old men who are that kind-hearted just don't exist."


    What a Shimamura-esque way of thinking about it. Tolerant, but at the same time, lacking kindness.


    By the way, weren't we meant to be studying for the exam? What ever happened to that?


    "What about you, Adachi?"


    "I honestly thought it was something my preschool teachers came up with."


    "Huh? Why?"


    "They were the only adults I ever heard talking about Santa."


    He simply wasn't a thing in my family. My mom had once, just once, asked me what I wanted for Christmas, but since I remained silent, unable to decide, the topic didn't come up the following year.


    That really sucked. There were so many things that I wanted.


    "Neither of us really did that sort of kid stuff, huh?"


    "I suppose", I stated in agreement with her opinion. I kinda wanted to add that I didn't do it presently either, but decided against it.


    "Still, they do say that childhood is the best time of a person's life. You get to live wild, do dumb things. Probably don't have to worry about stiff shoulders, either", she reminisced, sounding just slightly jealous. Her eyes were once again closed, and there was a faint smile on her face. Her head was still on my lap. It was easy to tell that she found it comfortable. This all combined to give off a certain air of childishness, something that I didn't exactly associate with her. The fact that she was resting her head on my lap was probably the main reason, huh? Either way, most of my nervousness from earlier was gone, and my body temperature had also dropped considerably, from feeling like I had a fever to a suitable level. The touch of her head against my legs felt extremely pleasant, so much so that I didn't miss the warmth of the kotatsu one bit.


    It was like we'd taken those days we'd skipped school, taken the relaxation, and left everything else behind.


    I found myself wishing that this would go on forever.


    "...Let's not."


    My plan had been to change the topic to Christmas, talk about this and that, and then smoothly invite her.


    Not today. The next time.


    Right now, this was all I wanted to do.


    Like a loving mother bird, protecting its young under its wing.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Meat Shop: The Visitor"


    



    



    A customer came in, looking for minced meat cutlets. As I'd always been taught to live an honest life, I told them that they were on sale at the supermarket on the other side of the road. This, however, earned me a smack on the head by my father. It seemed that even honesty had its limits. Another lesson learned.


    When was he going to realise that it was a mistake to leave me tending the store?


    The final exams were just around the corner, yet he was still making me help him. Something about that didn't feel right. Don't get me wrong, even if he hadn't made me help him, I wouldn't have spent that time studying. No, I was feeling quite tired, and as such, I most likely would've crawled under the kotatsu and simply idled away. Was that why he had done it, because he'd seen my true intentions?


    "Ah, she came again", I exclaimed as I saw a small person slipping through the alley between the bankrupt tobacco store directly in front of us and the building next to it. A girl with blue hair. She hopped inside, waving both of her hands above her head. This person had started visiting our store regularly some time ago, and these days, it was rare for there to be a night that she didn't come to buy something. And by "something", I mean the same thing every time.


    The girl stood on her tiptoes and lifted three of her stubby fingers.


    "Three croquettes, please."


    "The usual, huh?"


    This time, I didn't mention the supermarket. I forwarded the order to my father, who then took the croquettes—deep-fried just now—and placed them in a box. I handed the container to the girl, along with the change, and she immediately took out one of them and began eating it on the spot. I could hear her munching as she once again disappeared into the darkness of the alleyway.


    Seeing how she came to buy croquettes pretty much daily, the only two possibilities I could think of were that she was either buying them as a snack, or running an errand for her folks. Which one was it, I wonder?


    Regardless of the frequency of her visits, Father clearly still wasn't used to seeing her. His movements grew stiff and awkward whenever she showed up.


    Oh, and I should mention, the girl appeared to be friends with Hino. She sure had a lot of weird friends, didn't she? Of course, I wasn't one of them. No, I was normal.


    Mother had finished whatever housework she'd been busy with and was ready to take my place, and I was told that I could go back. Being the honest person I was, I did just that. Not before extending my neck and looking up at the sign above my head, though.


    "Nagafuji Meat". That's what was written on it. I had been commonly referred to as "Meatfuji" in both elementary and grade school, and that sign was likely to be blamed. Staring at it for too long would get me hungry, which is why I decided to cut it short and hurry inside.


    I exited the store, took off my shoes, and entered the living room.


    Afternoon was when every last corner of our house was filled with the smell of fried food, and it was already way past that. Though I was personally used to the smell and didn't mind it at all, many of my friends said that they found it unbearable. Speaking of which, one of those aforementioned friends just so happened to be present.


    She was lying shoulders-deep under the kotatsu, watching TV with a bowl of red kidney beans in her hand. Not even bothering to get up, she turned towards me before sticking out the now-empty styrofoam container, shamelessly asking for more with her eyes and her wide grin.


    "Seconds!"


    "Go home."


    I brushed her demand aside and placed my feet under the kotatsu from the other end. Hino once again turned to face the TV.


    Why was she always at our house? I distinctively remembered it having started the very first day of preschool. We'd played together, and before I knew it, she had been over at our place, eating croquettes. While I had long since forgotten which one of us had spoken to the other first, I did know that we used to call each other by our given names back then. That, or various nicknames derived from them. Anyway, somewhere around the second year of elementary school we had switched to our last names, and those were what we'd been using ever since.


    Hino had been small from the start. Not once had she surpassed my height.


    "I wonder why you never grow big, Hino."


    "Oh, you're picking a fight?"


    She placed her hand on her chest, but I simply brushed it off, choosing to stare at her instead. She had always preferred fish to meat. Was that really what set us apart, fish? Hmm, interesting. Still, my mother loved fish, and she was pretty big. Maybe it was motivation? Not that it really mattered whether Hino was big or small. We'd be walking side by side regardless, and as such, there was no need to look for an answer.


    Speaking of which, I know it's been years, but I just realised that she'd told me her first name almost immediately after we met in preschool. I'd likely been the first friend she'd ever made, and it had gotten her really happy. That seemed to make sense. Anyway, she'd quickly grown used to the smell of fried food, though I wasn't exactly grateful for that.


    After all, it meant not being able to read the atmosphere.


    "Hino, you ever forget my first name?"


    "I knew it. You do think I'm an idiot."


    She sat up. With her jaw resting against the table-part of the kotatsu, she stared at me. It was common for her to misinterpret my statements and take them that way. Incidentally, I was at times treated like an idiot myself. I wonder why that was.


    "That reminds me..."


    I'd remembered something while thinking about the past. How nostalgic.


    Still, thinking about it, was there something more to it? Alright, let's try it out.


    "Hino, come here."


    I got out from under the kotatsu and beckoned her to me. While at it, I took my glasses off. After all, I hadn't worn them back then.


    "Huh? What? Are you going to give me something?"


    "Yep, I am."


    "Ooh, really?"


    She immediately pulled herself out from under the kotatsu and crawled next to me. Most likely, she was hoping for a second serving of red beans or something. What an utterly hopeless person, I thought as I reached for her brow.


    "Oh?"


    I brushed her hair aside and placed my lips on her tiny forehead. It was just as hard as back then.


    Also, it felt slightly cold. Well, it was winter, I suppose.


    For a moment, Hino sat there, frozen in place, but as I began moving my tongue against her skin, she quickly bent her body and distanced herself from me. A hand once against pressed against her forehead, but this time it was her own. She was clearly flustered. Not quite the same reaction as back then. No, back then, she'd kissed me back, shouting "revenge". Looking back to it, it felt like we'd spent entire days doing that.


    "Wh-What are you doing?"


    "I just remembered how we used to do this all the time when we were kids."


    "We did? Oh, I... I guess..."


    Her eyes jumped around, and it was hard to tell what sort of expression she was trying to show on her face.


    "Still, the past is the past. We aren't... kids anymore..."


    "Has something changed?" I asked. Hino remained silent. Her eyes moved slowly from left to right, after which she dropped her shoulders, as if having lost all of her strength.


    "...No, nothing has changed."


    "That makes two of us then."


    With her hand still on her forehead, Hino laughed.


    Watching her, I felt like I finally understood it.


    While I might not have been able to read the atmosphere, I could most definitely tell the temperature with my skin.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    "Once Shima grows up, she'll be the biggest!"


    That was something I had said when I'd been little. It'd been my dream back then.


    All the other kids used to call me "Shima". I'd quite liked the name, and at some point, had begun using it myself. It was pretty embarrassing in retrospect. Had I seriously referred to myself in the third person? Ugh.


    Anyway, one day during the senior class of kindergarten, we'd been asked to describe our dreams for the future. That had been my answer to that question. I honestly couldn't remember why I had said it. Were there some tall kids I'd been looking up to? Not sure.


    How had I viewed those around me back then?


    The sky was high up, and adults were tall. I could run as far as I wanted without ever getting exhausted, and if there was ever something I was interested in, I would simply rush over to it. Eating candy didn't bring with it an equal amount of mental anguish, and there were no troublesome relationships to worry about, only friendships.


    It never ceased to amaze me how carefree my life had been back then, how far I had opened my shell.


    



    Adachi had been acting a little strange lately.


    Sure, she'd always tended to behave suspiciously at times, but this was different. First of all, there had been an increase in the numbers of times when I could feel her staring at me. I'd randomly notice it during class, turn my head, and nine times out of ten our eyes would meet. As they did, Adachi would immediately hang her head and open her textbook. At least have it open from the beginning, I always wanted to point out. Not that it mattered. Anyway, that was the strangeness number one.


    Number two: Her lips and shoulders quivered whenever we spoke. Her lower lip would tremble, and her shoulders would do the same, only scaled up. I couldn't help but feel that there was constantly something on her mind, something she wanted to spit out but couldn't. I guess whatever muscles control your lips don't get sore, huh?


    Number three: She'd gotten a better grade on the English final exam than I had.


    ...If I were to ever travel overseas, I should definitely take Adachi with me. That was a joke, by the way.


    There was most likely something that she wanted to tell or ask me. On one hand, I thought it would be for the best to ease her into it by asking her if there was something that she wanted to ask me, but on the other, I wasn't sure what I would do if it turned out to be something really heavy. Seeing how much trouble she was having saying it, there was a real chance that might happen.


    For example, what if she wanted to borrow money? Or asked for a little sister? Though both of those examples were completely improbable, they still highlighted what I was afraid of: Her approaching me with something where my first reaction would be "Why are you asking me?".


    That was why I had decided to stay silent for now. Still, after three straight days of pretending not to notice, I was quickly reaching my limit. The lunch break was after this lesson, and I decided that I would bring it up while we were eating. At times like these, the thing you were worrying about tended not to be nearly as serious as it seemed to be in your head.


    Of course, that was just how it had been for me personally, and the actual statistics may have been far different. Regardless, I decided to trust my experience. It gave me hope, if nothing else.


    



    Japanese history class came to an end, and the atmosphere in the classroom instantly relaxed. We'd gotten back the last of our final exams, and regardless of how bad or well you'd done, they were now over. This meant that you could finally stop stressing about them and simply focus on waiting for both the end-of-term ceremony and the winter break. Despite it being quite cold, cheerful voices flew about the room, like small torches banding together on a stormy night.


    Some people were laughing at the horrible grades they'd gotten. There were also girls talking about all the things they were going to do with their boyfriends during Christmas. Christmas, huh? Just ten more days and a bearded old man would show up. Much like last year, my little sister would once again receive Christmas presents from Santa. It seemed that she still believed in him. As we slept in the same room, she could see that I didn't receive any, leading to her triumphally proclaiming "You've been a bad girl, Sis!" every single year. If anything, I felt like I was a good big sister for letting her get away with that without punishment, but I digress.


    Brushing that matter aside, I put my textbooks into the drawer of my desk and got up with my wallet in hand. I glanced at Hino and Nagafuji, opening their bento boxes, and then Adachi, propping her chin up with her hand and staring off into the distance. I stared at her for a while, yet she didn't notice me, leading me to assume that she was lost in thought. The fact that she hadn't put her books away yet further supported this theory.


    It felt like a waste to simply call out to her. Yes, such inattentiveness needed to be punished. I circled behind her and placed my chin on top of her head. As I did, Adachi instinctively jumped up, causing her skull to hit quite hard against my jaw. 


    My surprise attack seemed to have utterly shocked Adachi, so much so that she quite literally fell off her chair. With her hands on the floor, she hurriedly turned to face me, staring up to me with frightened eyes as I rubbed my sore chin. I'd ended up biting my tongue, and as a result, my eyes were just a tiny bit moist with tears.


    "It was you, huh, Shimamura? Haa, haa... You almost gave me a heart attack", Adachi said while clenching at her chest through her clothes. Even so, I could see the tension on her face relaxing. She might have been scared really badly, but it seemed that knowing who the other person was had helped her calm down. Or so you'd think, at least; her eyes were darting around way faster than they had been mere seconds ago.


    "So, what are you doing?"


    "Just having some fun. Ouch..."


    It hadn't been all that long since my little sister had headbutted my jaw, and here I was, making the same mistake again. Did I not learn? Either way, I took Adachi's hand and helped her up. The way she'd fallen had been quite flashy, and as such, the heads of all the students in the classroom were now turned towards us. Adachi was visibly uncomfortable. It seemed that she had noticed it as well. First things first, I should take her outside. This was at least partly my fault, after all. Conveniently, as I'd helped her onto her feet, we were holding hands. Pulling her along, I exited to the hallway.


    "Wh-What? Huh? What?"


    Adachi's eyes were spinning, and her cheeks were somewhat red. Perhaps her heart still hadn't calmed down from earlier? I let go of her hand and patted her shoulder, telling her to take a deep breath. Doing as she was told, Adachi leaned against the wall. I could see her chest swelling as she first inhaled, then exhaled. It didn't seem to be too effective, though, at least judging by the fact that her eyes just kept spinning.


    I decided to leave her to breathe for a while. Though her cheeks did seem to grow redder with each breath she took, it was still possible to come up with an explanation for it that didn't make her look like a total loser. Perhaps her breaths were so powerful that their sheer energy was causing her cheeks to grow hot? Cool, right?


    Regardless, as I stood there in front of her, my hand on her shoulder, I realised just how much taller than me she really was. I'd known that she was, but this much? Don't get me wrong, I didn't feel annoyed by it or anything. This wasn't a competition, after all. Still, thinking about a classmate taller than me calling me "big sis" and asking me to pat her head, there was something about it that didn't feel right. Just what on earth was the relationship between us?


    As the deep breaths didn't seem to be having much effect, I lifted my hand off her shoulder. I started thinking of other ways to help her, but before I could come up with any, Adachi managed to calm down on her own. Her eyes were no longer darting around, and the redness of her cheeks had begun pulling back as well. Perhaps the effects of the breathing were only now starting to kick in? Either way, it seemed that she was finally in a state in which we could have a conversation.


    Not that any of this would have been necessary if I hadn't done what I had.


    "Yo, Ada Chi-Chi", I called out to her, imitating Hino as a joke. There was another meaning to it as well; I wanted to start back from square one.


    "I want you to say my name normally", she muttered. I felt like this wasn't the first time she'd asked me that. At the same time, I also felt like it was.


    "Relax, it's just a one-off nickname. Now then... Never mind." 


    I'd thought about suggesting that we go have lunch, but considering the state my tongue was in after what had just happened, I came to the conclusion that it might have been better to skip it for today. I was reminded of all those times my parents had scolded me for doing stupid things for no reason.


    I could still taste blood on my tongue. It really wouldn't make for good flavouring.


    "Lately, I've been thinking that there's something up with you."


    "Hmm? Really?"


    "Yep. I feel like you are staring at me quite often."


    As going around in circles seemed like a huge pain, I decided to simply ask her directly. Adachi immediately averted her gaze.


    Though there was no change in her expression, her eyes were unable to hide the truth.


    "Oh, am I?"


    "Yep, you are", I stated conclusively. Adachi's eyes were trying to escape me, but I quickly circled around her and placed myself back in front of them. As I did, she immediately changed direction. I changed direction as well. After about three laps around her, I got bored of it and moved on to the next question.


    "Do you have something that you want to say to me?"


    Adachi's tightly pursed lips trembled.


    "I'm not going to say that I... don't have."


    "I see, I see. Well then, go ahead, let's hear it", I urged her. Though it wasn't like me at all, I was honestly kinda curious to hear what she had to say. Was it a complaint of some kind, perhaps? Seeing how hard of a time she was having saying it, that seemed like the safest guess. Although, if that's what it was, then urging her to say it was kinda weird.


    With her mouth closed, Adachi began mumbling something. I couldn't hear what she was saying.


    "Well, umm... The winter... Err... How about, next week... No, I mean, in about ten days... Umm..." she continued mumbling incoherently while fidgeting around. It seemed that the majority of her words were getting stuck in her throat. She smacked her chest, as if to force the clog down. It didn't help her calm down, though. No, she was still fidgeting all over the place. I was reminded of a chicken, running around, trying to build up the speed necessary to start flying. Not that chickens could fly. Anyway, was she really okay?


    Adachi turned to face me, although it was more of a token gesture considering that her eyes were looking somewhere else entirely. She then spoke.


    "Can you give me just a little bit more time to build courage? I'll tell you then, I promise."


    "...Sure, okay."


    She'd smacked her chest, and it seemed that her heart had replied that it wasn't ready yet. Well, nothing I could do about that. Or was there?


    At this point, even I was starting to get worried. What would I do if she were to say something heart-breaking? Wait, was my heart really fragile enough to get broken? Regardless.


    Adachi's feet scuffed against the floor. It seemed that she was planning to escape. I gave way, and she actually ran back to the classroom. Or rather, jogged. It was around that time that I noticed how much colder the air in the hallway had gotten. My body shivered slightly. Come to think of it, hadn't I had a friend who once fell over from shivering too hard back when I was little?


    I peered back into my memories, those hazy memories of old.


    



    A story from a time when I'd been defenceless. I'd had a friend in kindergarten who I got along with especially well.


    The quickest way to describe her was to say that she'd been kinda like Adachi. And no, the punch line wasn't going to be that she'd actually been Adachi. Her name was different. Adachi and I, we weren't bound by destiny or anything.


    Anyway, I'd been a hyperactive and completely incautious child back then. The only way I'd known was forward. Right behind me, there'd been her. She was like my shadow, inseparable. Thinking about it now, I wonder why she'd been behind me and not next to me. Had she been hiding? Made sense, I supposed; she was awfully afraid of people, after all. I remember seeing her by the gate on the day kindergarten started, clinging to her mother's arm while bawling her eyes out.


    To this day, I wasn't sure what had motivated me to grab her hand and walk with her to the shoe rack. Either way, that was the moment our friendship began. It was strange to think about how, had it been the current me, I likely would've ignored her and missed that chance.


    I told her my name, leading to her becoming the first person to call me "Shima". I vividly remembered the displeased look on her face as the nickname spread and the other girls began using it as well. I could feel a bit of Adachi in that. Though it was definitely the wrong way around chronologically speaking, as I thought about the past, I found myself substituting that girl with Adachi more and more.


    Back then, having someone clinging to my back had made me really happy. "We're like an exploration party", I'd shouted. How stupid. Naturally, I'd been pretentious enough to call myself the leader. Though it might not have seemed like it to others, for me, the kindergarten and the surrounding neighbourhood had been an unexplored land filled with traps. It had been my mission to explore it, chart the uncharted. Small details, such as how could there be traps if the land was unexplored, didn't matter to me. Anyway, I really liked walking around with her.


    As for the girl, she didn't particularly care for it. No, putting it that way was selling it short. There were times when her behaviour practically screamed that she hated it. I decided to ignore it, however, prioritizing my own convenience instead. In retrospect, I was being quite selfish. Still, while ignoring what worked best for other people and doing everything your own way might have been a weird approach to take, I had to admit, I acted pretty similarly these days as well. It wasn't really something that had changed over time.


    Girls might not have been assertive by nature, but they were quick to display their interests. What she liked were marbles, wind chimes, and pretty much everything else shiny. It was only when she spotted one of those things that she would come out from behind me and sprint towards them, making me the one chasing after her.


    It didn't really make a lot of sense in retrospect, but I remembered always getting mad that she didn't find me shiny.


    Why had I felt that way? At this point, I could no longer tell. It was the same as trying to figure out what went on inside the head of another person. That was to say, extremely difficult.


    Anyway, we eventually entered elementary school, and after being placed in different classes, stopped seeing each other altogether. It wasn't like we'd had a fight or anything. No, we'd just felt like the distance between us had grown too great to maintain our friendship. Or rather, I'd felt. It'd been mainly me.


    Rumours say that she turned into a delinquent after entering middle school. And not a fake one like me and Adachi, but a real delinquent. I couldn't help but wonder, what sort of a shiny thing had she spotted that had caused her to veer off the right path?


    



    "Hmm..."


    Lying collapsed over the kitchen table, I did my best to fight against the urge to fall asleep.


    "What part of that do you call fighting?" Mom said as she forced me awake by smacking me on the head. Falling asleep and waking up were both things that I always had trouble with during the winter season. Maybe it was my body's way of telling me that it was time to hibernate, I thought as I shivered with cold. Though the kitchen was relatively warm thanks to the heater, every now and then, a gust of chilly air managed to make its way inside my pyjamas.


    I decided to kill some time by using my fingers to erase the fog stain my cheek had left on the table. As I was doing that, my breakfast arrived. Chopped fish with bell peppers and cod roe on top of noodles, plus some sprinkled rice on the side. Leftovers from yesterday's dinner. Dad wanted to keep the circumference of his waist in check as we headed towards the New Year's holidays, meaning that we were going to be eating lighter meals from now on.


    Everyone was more or less fine with that, except for my little sister who had no concept of being on a diet. Speaking of her, she'd already finished eating breakfast and had even brushed her teeth, meaning that she was just about ready to leave for school. They were having a "morning marathon", whatever that meant. Just hearing those words made me gag a little. It was honestly pretty incredible of her to be able to leave the house with her head held high even though she knew that was what awaited her.


    "Her attitude is stellar, and she's early. Got nothing but good things to say about that."


    "You could learn something from her. Stop chewing your food and swallow already. I want to get these dishes done", Mom hurried me along while giving the dishwasher a smack. She'd always taught me to chew well when I was little, and now she was telling me the opposite. You really needed to take what your parents told you with a pinch of salt.


    Meanwhile, my little sister poked her head through the doorway, wearing the yellow hat kids her age wore on their way to school.


    "I'll be going now!"


    "Take care."


    After saying bye to Mom, she turned towards me and grinned triumphantly.


    "You should head to school soon too, Big Sis."


    "Shut up. Once you're a high schooler, you can wait till the sun has risen completely to go to school."


    "Who taught you that? It's obviously not true. You're three years early."


    Mom once again smacked me. What was meant to be a hard rebuttal only made my sister giggle.


    She then left. I could hear Mom groaning as she stared at an empty piece of paper. She was writing a shopping list to tell her what to buy from the supermarket later this evening, but seemed to be having a hard time from the looks of it. She placed the pen she'd been holding onto the table and sighed.


    "It's such a pain to have to come up with dinner every day."


    "I can imagine. Good luck."


    "You have anything you'd like to eat?"


    Mom often asked me for suggestions, but hardly ever went with them. Most of them time, she came out from the supermarket with something completely other than what she'd had in mind going in. That made it really hard for me to put any sort of serious thought into my suggestions.


    "Curry would be fine, I guess."


    "Hmm... What about something from the deli counter at the meat shop? Would you like that?"


    "Do as you please."


    What a pointless exchange. I wonder if she meant the store that Nagafuji's family owned.


    I'd heard that they'd started putting her behind the counter from time to time. I wonder, did she do a good job?


    "Big Sis, Big Sis!"


    Suddenly, my sister rushed back inside. My first guess had been that she'd forgotten her lunch bag or something, though that theory was quickly debunked by her addressing me instead of Mom. She entered the kitchen and looked at me. Though she hadn't been outside for all that long, the touch of cold air had already turned the tip of her nose red.


    "Your friend came."


    "Huh?"


    That really wasn't something that I had been expecting her to say, not in this day and age. It took me a second to even process her words.


    Little by little, I was able to digest them, and their meaning became clear to me.


    "Umm, a friend?"


    While asking "who" would have sounded less weird, I was too shocked to think of that in the moment.


    "Where?"


    "Outside", she pointed towards the entrance. Very helpful. I now knew that they weren't inside. Anyway, she probably meant in front of our house, right?


    "Do you know who it is?"


    "Yep. The girl who came by the other day."


    "The other day... Wait, Adachi?"


    Why had Adachi walked past the school and come here? Could it be that she'd accidentally gone the wrong way? I didn't really see her as someone who would do that. Regardless, knowing Adachi, she was likely waiting for me. I decided to go see what was up. I placed my chopsticks and bowl on the table and left the kitchen.


    My sister was hiding behind my back. Having forgotten my slippers in the kitchen, I stepped on the cold hallway floor with my bare feet. I could practically hear the sound of vapour forming as the warm air that had surrounded me just moments earlier cooled down in mere seconds. The way it clung to my skin felt really cold and gross.


    Hunched up, I opened the door and stepped outside. Just like my sister had said, Adachi was there.


    She sat on her blue bike, looking like she'd come to pick me up. She was dressed in her school uniform, and her bag was also placed inside the bike's basket. It didn't take long for her to notice me. Awkwardly, she approached me, still on her bike.


    You could see groups of elementary school students walking to school passing in front of our house. As we lived along a school road, it was always super crowded at this time of day—annoyingly so according to my parents who both had to walk past them each morning. Anyway, Adachi was still trying to make her way towards me. With her head hung, she gave me multiple glances. There was clearly something on her mind.


    "I wonder what brings her here. Some emergency? No, probably not."


    Trying to come up with an explanation for Adachi's sudden appearance, I looked over my shoulder at my little sister—staring at me from quite a distance away—and waved at her to go to school. She turned around a couple of times, but ultimately waved me goodbye before merging into the stream of elementary schoolers. Now that that was done, I pulled back my hand, but not before waving at my second little sister—this one only temporary. Adachi had finally managed to make her way to me, and was now standing before me. Her hand was ever so slightly raised. It seemed that she'd been waving at my sister with me. How Adachi-like.


    "Yo, Adachi."


    "H-Hello. I mean, good morning."


    "Hm? Why are you speaking like that?"


    There was something strange about the way she had spoken those words. Like, she was emphasizing the latter halves way too much.


    I'd never met with Adachi this early in the morning, and as such, seeing her in the light of the morning sun felt fresh in a way.


    Whereas Adachi's hair was combed and straight, mine was all messy like I'd just gotten out of bed, and while she was dressed in her uniform, I was still wearing my pyjamas. Well, whatever, I thought to myself as I rubbed my eyes. A thought did cross my mind to make her wait outside for ten minutes while I got myself ready, but considering the season, it seemed a little too harsh. Regardless, I did get the feeling that if Adachi were in my shoes, she would definitely have made me wait.


    "So, what is it? Aren't you a little early? What time did you arrive?" I showered her with questions. White vapour came out from Adachi's mouth as she tried desperately not to look me in the eyes.


    "I have something I want to talk to you about, I thought the morning would be a good time to do it, and I just got here."


    She answered all of my questions one by one. She'd done so with the whole sit-up thing as well. Deep down, she was a pretty conscientious person, huh?


    I did find myself questioning that last bit, though. Was she really speaking the truth? Well, not that it mattered to me if she wasn't.


    "Hmm..."


    I placed my hand on her cheek to test it out. I was a little taken aback by how much her eyes jolted as my hand came into contact with her, but regardless, I was able to check the temperature of her skin. It was colder than mine. Way colder. Not that that proved anything; her house was quite a distance away from ours, and I could easily imagine her getting this cold while biking here. I checked her nose and cheeks as well. They were bright red, as if she was hiding red gingers inside them. No matter how much extra clothing you wore, the cold would always get to you. More importantly, I was getting cold as well. Far too cold to stay outside. I grabbed Adachi by the wrist.


    "It's cold out here. Let's go talk inside."


    "H-Hey!"


    I pulled her off her bike and, after letting her park it in the garage, dragged her inside. She'd grown far less resistant and confused than she'd been initially, and took off her shoes without much trouble. We entered the hallway, and for a second I wondered where we should go before remembering that I'd been in the middle of eating breakfast, and that I should probably go finish it.


    "S-Sorry to intrude."


    "Welcome in", I replied to Adachi's whimper as I entered the kitchen. "I'm back!"


    "Good morning, agai—Oh my, a friend?"


    Mom had been sitting lazily with her feet pointed towards the ceiling, but the moment she noticed that I was with someone, she sprung up.


    "Sorry to intrude", Adachi repeated and bowed slightly.


    "No, it's nothing. Welcome in", Mom replied to her, using the exact same words I had just moments earlier. It really wasn't funny. I closed the door and sat down on my usual chair. Adachi was looking a little lost standing in the doorway, and so I urged her to sit down on the chair my sister always used.


    She put her bag aside and did just that. There I was, sitting in our kitchen with Adachi. ...Yeah, nothing about this felt right. Adachi seemed to feel that way too. She was all bunched up, as if she had physically grown smaller. The only person who looked like they were enjoying this was Mom.


    "Adachi, could you help her eat her breakfast? My daughter is so awfully slow."


    "You don't need to talk, Mom."


    I shoved my mouth full of bell pepper and rice, trying to finish my bowl as fast as possible so that I could go to my room.


    "No, sorry, I already ate before I left."


    There wasn't a need to reply honestly, but being herself, Adachi did so anyway.


    "I see, I see. What did you eat? Something delicious?"


    Why was Mom giving her such a hard time? While I recognized it as just another one of her stupid jokes, Adachi didn't. She was clearly being put off by her behaviour.


    "A slice of bread", she answered while taking off her muffler. I usually preferred my bread in roll form, but it seemed that Adachi was more of a slice type of person. Still, just a single slice? That wasn't a lot. What else did she have, a single glass of water? With those sorts of eating habits, she might eventually turn into a plant. Then again, being able to turn sunlight into nutrition would save you some serious money since you'd never have to buy lunch. That reminded me, now that I'd started attending class regularly, wouldn't it be better for me to bring my own lunch? There were some empty lunch boxes on the shelf.


    "Doesn't your mother tell you that you need to eat more? No, what am I asking, of course she does. That's what mothers are like, always worried that their daughters will get too self-conscious about their waists and start eating less and less. Only when you're slightly fat will they feel relaxed", Mom said before glancing at me, for some reason. Whether she was looking at me with the "diet" or "slightly fat" part in mind vastly changed the meaning behind her stare. I wanted to say something, but the massive bite I'd taken earlier had filled my mouth with so much food that my voice wouldn't come out. Thankfully I didn't have to as Adachi opened her mouth after glancing quickly down at her stomach.


    "She doesn't. She's pretty much never home, so she hardly says anything to me", she spoke, completely dispassionately.


    "Oh, I see", Mom stated before leaning back, having perhaps read past her words.


    It didn't seem like Adachi's relationship with her mother had changed in any meaningful way. It would have been quite the dramatic turn of events if our earlier exchange had managed to change her as a person, but as it turned out, our daily lives were far too ordinary for something like that to happen. My grades also hadn't gotten better overnight. If you weren't able to climb onto the back of something far greater than yourself and be carried to the distance, then your only choice was to walk there with your own two feet. That applied even if you had started later than other people and had already missed the boat.


    All three of us remained silent as I ate.


    Once I was done, I quickly left the kitchen. Adachi practically jumped off her chair as well and followed after me. The way she returned the chair back to its place after standing up reminded me of my sister, and caused me to feel emotions I wasn't quite sure how to interpret.


    "Make sure to go to school, okay? No skipping class."


    "Yeah, yeah. I'll go. You don't need to say it so many times."


    Paying barely any attention to my reply to her, I headed deeper inside the house towards my room. I took a look behind me, and saw Adachi grinning to herself.


    "What's so funny?" I asked her. I could pretty much guess the answer already, but decided to ask anyway just to be mean.


    "No, nothing", she replied, still smiling.


    I entered my room. I'd left the curtains open, but it was still quite cold in there. The temperature didn't match the overbearing amount of sunlight shining in through the window at all. After a few seconds of thinking about, I decided to turn the heater on. I wouldn't get to take that long of a break anyway, and though there was a chance that it might cause me to hesitate when it came time to head out, the fact that I had a guest meant that it would've been a little rude not to.


    I sat down on my folded futon and tossed Adachi a yellow cushion. Though the sunlight coming through the window did warm up my back slightly, my front side was still freezing, causing my body to shiver uncontrollably. Adachi had begun rewrapping the muffler around her neck. I could see her eyes looking all over the room.


    Not that the room had changed since the last time she'd been here. Still as boring as ever.


    "So, you wanted to talk about something? Wait, is this the thing from yesterday?"


    Right, she'd had something that she wanted to talk to me about yesterday, but had backed off saying that she needed more time. Had she managed to get her thoughts in order overnight? Fiddling with her hair, Adachi lifted her head, clearly doing so only because I had urged her to speak. Her eyes—staring fixedly at me—were slightly red, and her face looked quite pale as well.


    It didn't seem like she'd gotten a lot of sleep last night. Could it be, had she spent the entire night anguishing over this? I was starting to feel more and more guilty.


    "Shimamura."


    "Y-Yeah?"


    "Would you like to... go out somewhere? Or something..."


    That was as far as she got before averting her eyes.


    "Hm? Sure..." I nodded. In my heart, however, I found myself puzzled: Was that really it?


    Was that what she'd spent days anguishing over? It didn't seem to me like something that needed all that much thought, or any at all. In the end, no insults had been hurled my way, no dissatisfactions. How anticlimactic.


    Also, if this was all she wanted to ask, couldn't she have done so in school, or just texted me or something? Was it really necessary to come all the way to my house? I could make neither make head nor tail of Adachi. Not that I ever understood her all that well.


    "Sure, I don't mind. You mean like, after school? Or wait, are you saying we should skip school entirely?"


    "Oh, no, not today."


    "I see."


    Adachi straightened her back and sat on her soles. I found myself compelled to pull in my own legs that had been lying on the floor loosely.


    She squirmed around restlessly as she placed her hands on her knees. How could saying when she wanted to go out with me possibly be that difficult? I waited there patiently, scratching my feet. With her head hung, Adachi at last opened her mouth.


    "I was thinking around... the 25th of this month..." she said, her face bright red..


    "The 25th, huh? Umm..."


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    I didn't get at first why she had specified a date instead of a day of the week. I was so confused that I couldn't help but count forward to see what day it was. Regardless, there was something about her sentence that caught my attention: She'd specifically said "of this month". What was special about the 25th of December? Seconds later, it hit me, and I found myself staring at her with my eyes open wide.


    "The 25th, that's..."


    "Yep", Adachi nodded while drawing her neck in. The lower half of her face had disappeared completely behind the muffler.


    "Christmas, huh?"


    "It is", she nodded again. Her body was stiff, giving off the vibe that she was super nervous.


    That confirmed it; there really was a meaning behind her specifying a date.


    Huh? A meaning?


    She was inviting me out on Christmas. The implications here were deep, as deep as the shade of red on Adachi's face. It couldn't be that she wanted to go on a Christmas date with me or something, right? That'd be really out there.


    Then again, in an assortment such as ours, it was pretty strange for any reason to go out on Christmas to arise.


    "Hmm..."


    I closed my eyes. I needed to choose my words carefully here.


    My first instinct was to ask her "why?", but as I thought about it more, I got the feeling that it would bend the spinal cord of our relationship in half, resulting in an injury that would need a lot of time and effort to heal. It really was a cold thing to say, wasn't it? I had to pick something else. Something else...


    A pair of girls going out on Christmas seemed like quite the uncommon occurrence. Not that I could say for sure; I'd barely gone outside the previous years, much less downtown. Regardless of the facts, I could now see why it had been so difficult for Adachi to say it, and why she had needed multiple days to mentally prepare herself. Whatever her intentions were didn't change the fact that it was an extremely bold proposition to make. What was she thinking?


    A hazy mass I was unable to shake off weighed down on my shoulders. It was different from what I'd been anticipating, but just as heavy if not heavier. Adachi remained motionless with her head hung, almost like she was reflecting on what she'd just said, offering me no further explanation. She'd asked me a question, and was now waiting for a reply? I admit, it did make sense, but still.


    If "why" was out of question, then what should I ask her? Thinking about it that way, it didn't take long for me to arrive at the next matter.


    What would we do on Christmas?


    "Where do you want to go?"


    "No, I haven't thought about that yet", she spoke quickly.


    "What do you want to do?"


    "Again, I haven't thought about that yet", she spoke even faster this time. The increase was so drastic that I felt like if we kept going, we'd eventually break the speed of sound. This was hopeless. "I was just... wondering what you think..."


    Her head still hung, I could see Adachi taking quick peeps at me to check how I was reacting. The heater had at last come on, though it wasn't really needed anymore. There was no room in my head to be thinking about feeling cold, and I could only assume that it was the same for Adachi. 


    The sunlight roasting my back grew stronger, then weaker as the sun disappeared and came out from behind clouds. This confirmed that time was flowing as smoothly as ever, even though judging by this room alone, you could have sworn that it had stopped.


    There was a chance that Adachi... I was having a hard time finding the words to complete my thoughts. It was the first time ever I had struggled in this way. There was a chance that Adachi wanted to know what Christmas was like because she had never experienced it with her family. With that in mind, she'd asked me, her only friend (probably), to go somewhere with her.


    Was that an interpretation I could be satisfied with? I admit, it was strange to simply make up what was going on in the head of another person, but at the same time, I couldn't risk facing the truth in case it turned out to be something that I was unable of coming to terms with.


    You didn't have to look any further than Adachi's behaviour, the shade of red covering her entire face, to see why I was worried—worried that there might be something more to this.


    Really, if there was ever a situation fit for a confession of love, this was it.


    I love you. Something like that.


    If that happened, I'd panic pretty hard, wouldn't I? Yeah, no doubt about it.


    "Hm, hmm..."


    A forced smile appeared on my face. In retrospect, it might not have been the greatest of ideas to force her to talk. I really should've waited until after the 25th, but then again, it wasn't like I could see the future. Regardless, I'd now painted myself in a corner. I knew I had to say something, but no words would come out of my mouth. 


    Adachi had begun lifting her legs, giving off the impression that she was getting ready to run away. Not on my watch. You reap what you sow. She looked me in the eyes and—perhaps influenced by my stare—began explaining, sounding almost apologetic.


    "I-It's not a big deal or anything. It's not. I just wanted to go out with someone on Christmas... on a busy day and, umm... see what it was like."


    "Hmm..."


    That was it? She wanted to be with "someone"? It seemed that I'd been surprisingly close to the bullseye with my assumption. Of course, that was only if Adachi was speaking the truth.


    No, it wasn't good to doubt your friends. Especially at times when it was more convenient to believe them.


    Anyway, while it did seem like the kind of thing you were meant to ask your family for help with, I could understand why someone my age wouldn't want to do that. Doubly so when considering Adachi's family situation.


    With no other friends to speak of, she'd come to me.


    It was simply a process of elimination.


    I felt relieved.


    Relieved that Adachi didn't yearn for me, but for another person.


    As long as that was her reason, I had no problem accepting her proposal.


    "I do need to be home before dinner, but if that's okay, then sure."


    Adachi's back straightened in an instant as she heard my reply. Her eyes turned to face me.


    "For real?"


    "Yep. As long as you take care of coming up with where we're going and all that stuff."


    Our family always ate dinner together, and I had a feeling that my sister would miss me if I wasn't there. Of course, that was all going to change in just two or three years. She'd be fine with her big sister not being present, and even Christmas itself wouldn't excite her anymore. Regardless, it felt kinda comfortable to interpret this situation as Adachi feeling the same way about Christmas as my little sister did currently, having the same thirst for it. Yeah, that was probably it.


    Adachi, on the other hand, was shaking left to right. She seemed beside herself with joy. It was like she was a dog wagging its tail, or rather, like her entire body had turned into a tail. It flapped around, rocked from side to side. She'd been motionless for a while, but had again started moving, as if weights holding her down had been taken off. Her expression seemed much brighter as well, and her face practically shone, almost like there'd been a layer of snow covering it that had melted off.


    I wouldn't have been surprised to see a tear flowing down her cheek had she not decided to wipe her wet eyes.


    Seeing her so incredibly delighted once again caused me to grow suspicious. No, stop. I shook those thoughts away.


    Sitting on top of the futon and staring down at Adachi as she wagged her tail, she did kinda seem like a faithful dog.


    "Adachi Inu"... Somehow, it felt like a dog breed that could really exist. With those sorts of worthless thoughts filling my mind, I glanced at the clock. I'd soon have to leave for school. Assuming Adachi was willing to give me a ride on her bicycle, that would give me a bit more time, but it also left me with another thing to worry about; with the way she was today, would it really be safe to let Adachi drive? It was obvious on glance that she was on cloud nine, and I was genuinely worried that she might forget to check the traffic lights.


    Her body had begun trembling. Her lips had turned soft and spongy.


    While I had in the past felt like pulling her cheeks, playing with her lips, that wasn't something I felt a desire to do often.


    "Oh?"


    Suddenly, Adachi sprang up. It was as if a volcano had erupted, a mental image fitting the colour of her face.


    "I gotta go to school!" she exclaimed while her eyes and tongue flicked restlessly. It really sounded like something a straight-A student would say. Her right arm was extended, as if pointing towards the clock, and while that was fine and all, all that lay in front of it was my sister's writing desk.


    "Huh? Yeah. Let's go."


    "H-Hurry! I-I need to hurry! Hurry, hurry!"


    She was stuttering like crazy, yet no such hesitation was seen in her limbs. If anything, they were moving a little too steadily, almost as if they were sticks. Walking without bending her knees like a giant doll, Adachi headed towards the front door. I could first hear the sound of her putting her shoes on in a rush, and then the sound of the door being slammed open. Was she ever going to not burst out of this room? Wait for me, I muttered silently in my heart.


    "Let me ride on the back!"


    And to think that I'd actually thought that I'd get to relax this morning. I looked over my shoulder and out through the window, only to catch a glimpse of Adachi already pedalling. She was going as fast as she possibly could, almost like she was escaping  a crime scene or something. She'd even stood up off the seat to squeeze out that extra bit of speed. I wouldn't blame anyone for thinking that she was suspicious and assuming that she'd done something wrong. Heck, if I'd been a police officer, I would probably have ordered her to stop myself.


    I was reminded of all those other times when she'd run off and left by herself.


    I hadn't really committed any mistakes this time. ...Or that's what I would've liked to say, at least. Yet, as Adachi hadn't done anything either, the only conclusion I could come to was that the problem lay with me. I'd gotten my room all nice and warm, but as Adachi had left the door open, it was now getting colder by the second.


    It was as if the temperature was pushing me to leave my room and go to school.


    "Hmm..."


    I closed my eyes and groaned one last time. Well, whatever, I thought to myself, brushing aside all of my problems.


    Adachi and I.


    It might not have been fate, but something had been piling up ever since we'd met.


    And so, I decided to go out with Adachi on Christmas this year.


    Well, whatever. It wasn't like anything special was going to happen if I stayed at home. No visits from Santa Claus or anything.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Meat Shop: The Visitor - Part 2"


    



    



    It wasn't uncommon for the cute mascots of various delis to cause mixed emotions in me.


    The adorable little piggy wearing a chef's outfit that the tonkatsu shop had, for example. Or the smiling octopus at the takoyaki place.


    "I mean, you do sell the meat of those things, right? Besides, a mascot needs to have some expression on its face. Or rather, hmm... It's kinda difficult to put in words. Anyway, while it is cute, something about a mascot that doesn't hide the fact that it's also being sold rubs me the wrong way. It's like, I'm feeling bad for it, if you get what I'm trying to say."


    "Wow, Hino. You think about some pretty difficult stuff at times."


    "Don't put me in the same group as you", I said while shaking my hand. Nagafuji's eyes moved from left to right, following it. Though it was common for people to comment that she looked intelligent, no one had ever praised her for actually being smart. Even on her report card it had been written that the only mature thing about her was her appearance. That had been quite the harsh thing to write, and Nagafuji's parents had immediately contacted her teacher, leading into a minor scuffle between them. As for Nagafuji herself, well, she'd been too busy enjoying the spring break and playing Mario Kart with me to care.


    "Right. I understand what you're trying to say, Hino. Now, let's think about the mascot more."


    "No you don't."


    This was how it always went. I'd been talking mostly to myself like I usually did, and as such, the fact that she hadn't been listening hardly hurt my feelings.


    Having come to Nagafuji's place after school, we were now trying to come up with a cute mascot character. Her family's store was going to use it, apparently. I didn't know whose idea it had been originally, but as her parents had asked me for help, I'd found it impossible to say no. Unless I was mistaken, the reason why I had been dragged in was quite simple; her parents had felt that if they were to leave this task to Nagafuji alone, she'd end up making something weird. Well, I couldn't really blame them. It was easy to imagine her going with a sea urchin mascot or something, which would be really bad since they ran a meat shop. Even just now, she'd drawn a parrot that, to be frank, looked way better than it had any right to.


    The various colours of pens and stacks of drawing paper lying on top of the kotatsu kinda made it look like we were simply having fun doodling. I was reminded of the past. There was one thing that Nagafuji had always loved drawing: hamburgers. That, and French fries.


    "Did you come up with something?"


    "Hmm... What if we made it like you, but a cow?"


    "Okay, show me."


    Wait, huh? She was willing to consider it? Even though I had only meant it as a joke, Nagafuji was now staring closely at the pen I was holding. What was I supposed do here? Panicking slightly, I began drawing. Again, as this had meant to be nothing but a joke, my mind was completely devoid of any actual ideas. The decision of what to draw was left completely to my right hand, and soon enough, Nagafuji's face formed on the paper. It was a little simplistic, sure, but otherwise, not bad.


    "I've seen this before somewhere", Nagafuji stated after staring at it for a while. Did they not have mirrors in her family? Or perhaps she was implying that I was so bad at drawing that she couldn't tell what it was meant to portray? You wouldn't do that to me, would you, Nagafuji?


    But seriously though, how could she not see that it was meant to be her when I had literally said as much before I began drawing? Much like usual, Nagafuji's reaction filled me with things that I wanted to say. Was she pretending to be an idiot, or just actually dumb? We'd been in middle school when I had become aware that there was something slightly strange about her, that her tempo wasn't like that of the other girls. Don't get me wrong, she wasn't dull or anything. No, she just liked taking things at her own pace, more so than was reasonable. In a way, that was something she had in common with another friend of mine who I had met in high school: Shimamura. Perhaps it was this similarity that had led Shimamura to become friends with us in the first place. Yet, whereas Shimamura did have some parts to her that aligned with other people, Nagafuji had basically none whatsoever, making her quite the difficult person to deal with. Regardless, comparing my masterpiece to her, I could spot one difference; the drawing version of her wasn't wearing glasses. It seemed that from my perspective, her not wearing glasses was the norm.


    "How old were you again when you started wearing glasses?"


    "Sixth year in elementary school. At some point, my eyesight just dropped."


    Dropped where? As this was Nagafuji we were talking about, it wouldn't have surprised me at all if she meant that her eyesight had physically fallen off while she'd been rolling in bed, and had then been crushed under her body. Or perhaps she'd yawned, and her tears had flushed it out. The fact that these ridiculous and idiotic explanations actually sounded somewhat plausible told you a lot about her.


    Anyhow, if that's how late she'd started using them, then it did make sense why I felt the way I did. I'd spent a long time with glassless Nagafuji. While she wasn't taking them off and putting them on all the time, I did wonder if she had some sort of a rule for it when she did.


    "So, is this thing supposed to be related to the store in some way?"


    "Oh, right. It's not. Nope. Now, what about this?"


    I picked up a blue pen and began drawing. What formed on the paper was a caricature of a blue-haired girl holding up a steaming croquette with a big smile on her face. She'd been coming in as a customer pretty often lately and had definitely earned quite a bit of attention, and so, in a way, you could argue that she was a part of the store. Of course, capturing the actual person and forcing her to pose as a mascot seemed like a far faster way to draw in customers, but that wasn't really an option, was it?


    "Croquette Girl, huh? Yeah, I think that's good."


    "Hey, don't go naming her all by yourself!"


    "Now then, let me give you a reward", Nagafuji stated, having clearly not been listening to me. Not that I minded. No, I was too happy thinking about the reward I was going to get. Just then, however, I felt a deja vu.


    "Are you gonna kiss my forehead again?"


    "You don't want me to?"


    Did Nagafuji really think of this as a reward? What a weirdo...


    Like, she thought getting kissed on the forehead was more valuable than candy or something? Hahaha.


    What a weirdo... Wait, no, I already thought that. And yet, I just couldn't stop. What a weirdo indeed.


    "Well, sure. I'll let you do it."


    Letting her do it probably made me a weirdo too, but whatever. I moved out from under the kotatsu and lifted up my bangs. Nagafuji crawled towards me, and just like before, placed her hand on my forehead. Her remaining hand landed on top of mine, pushing it down against the cold floor.


    Her face drew closer. The angle made me think she was about to kiss me on the lips for a second, but she soon changed direction and headed towards my forehead instead. A few moments later, I could feel the touch of her lips. It was there that I noticed that her legs had crawled on top of mine as well. I found myself worried that she might soon collapse on top of me and devour me. That's just how much she was leaning forward. Our bodies grew stiff, hers and mine.


    It was as if we were both sculptures.


    All I could see in front of me was Nagafuji's chin, her pale neck.


    How long was she going to keep kissing me for? Well, not that it really mattered. It wasn't like if she kept doing it for too many seconds, her lips would get permanently glued to my forehead or anything. Not as far as I knew, at least.


    "You two sure are good friends, huh?" a voice suddenly called out to us from the side. My shoulders and hips jolted up. My head moved drastically as well, and as a result, Nagafuji ended up biting her lip. That's what I assumed happened at least, based on the way she cursed in pain as she pulled her head away.


    Nagafuji's mom stood in the doorway, smiling at us with a mixture of emotions on her face. How embarrassing. Like, mega embarrassing. I tried backing away, but as Nagafuji's hand was still on top of mine, I wasn't able to put all that much distance between us. Her mom walked inside the room and turned the TV on, and instantly, Nagafuji's eyes turned towards it. Why was she so calm?


    "Make sure you clean all this stuff up, okay?" she said, looking at the pens and piles of papers lying on the table.


    "Okay", Nagafuji replied. Then, she turned to face me.


    There were so many things that I wanted to say to her, to yell to her, but with her mom in the room, I was stuck spinning my gears. They spun and spun, growing hotter and hotter. At last, Nagafuji opened her mouth.


    "We're good friends, huh?"


    "Yeah? Just normal friends", I replied, in part influenced by embarrassment. I could swear that I saw a hint of disappointment on Nagafuji's face.


    As impossible to read as ever, she took off her glasses before correcting her statement.


    "Hmm... Right. Normal, good friends."


    Adding those words together, she'd turned our close friendship into something normal. Tearing them apart seemed like a waste, and so I didn't.


    What sort of a face had Nagafuji been making when she heard me say that? Due to the glasses, I hadn't been able to tell.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    What was "Christmas"? What was it like? Was there a right way to handle it? What was the nature of the joy that originated from it? What sort of radiance did things born on Christmas have to them?


    How stressed would I get worrying about it?


    I decided to calm down a little.


    How many days would it take for the flames burning inside me to cool down? One? Two? Likely more than that. Rarely did things go as I planned, but this time, they had. I found myself brimming with excitement. More than anything, I was excited about going out with Shimamura on a special day. That was big. I was unable to fully recover my calm as massive whirlpools and waves stirred about in my heart. I was being sucked inside them, tossed around by them, but I didn't dislike it. No, fighting against them felt fun in a way. And all of that was happening while I was at work.


    Images of snowy landscapes and dazzling Christmas trees had filled my head, pushing out all other thoughts. I'd even forgotten about yanking the ends of my revealing China dress to better cover my thighs. I felt like I only needed to be careless for a second to find myself randomly jumping into the air. It had become a common occurrence for me to lift both of my arms after spinning my right shoulder around, then open and close my fists multiple times, and then stare up at them and be filled with a strange sense of accomplishment. In fact, it happened multiple times in just a single night. I wonder, why did staring at the night sky through my window and watching snowflakes fall make me so happy?


    And yet, there were also some seeds of anxiety there that I hadn't managed to weed out yet.


    The question that was causing me the most stress at the moment was the following: What should we do?


    Though I'd been the one to ask her, I really didn't have a clue what people usually did on Christmas.


    Doing a repeat of my average year would lead into us just sitting around, doing nothing, and as such, I had some studying to do. With that in mind, I'd bought a magazine with a headline akin to "Christmas Date Collection", but much to my disappointment, it didn't include any statistics that showed where people liked to go. Not that we were going on a "date". Regardless, the magazine did offer some recommendations. Going to see a movie, for example. It didn't seem all that bad of a choice, honestly; I wouldn't need to stress about where to go, and discussing what we thought about the film would offer a nice topic of conversation as well. There was a problem, however; I didn't know what sort of films Shimamura liked. She hardly ever spoke about herself, and as such, her tastes were a total mystery to me. Loving someone without knowing much about them... No, wait, that sounded pretty weird. What if instead, it was loving someone precisely because you knew so little about them and wanted to get to know them better? Yeah, that might be it. Maybe.


    The magazine had also listed house parties as an option. Hanging around in your house, eating delicious food and getting all lively. Something like that. Though I did have a feeling that it might be a better fit for the personalities of Shimamura and I, I also felt like I'd be totally lost trying to have a party with her family around. Yes, going out was simply the better option.


    There hadn't been many things in my life that had caused me this much headache. Even the high school entrance exam had been a piece of cake compared to this.


    There were still so many questions left that needed to be answered. For example: What was I going to wear?


    ...Should I go shopping for new clothes? I wonder, what sort of clothes did Shimamura like?


    "Hey, no spacing out."


    A figure suddenly appeared next to me. It was the shop manager, dancing in a really bizarre way. Just as cheerful as ever, this old lady. The other employee—the young woman who took care of the kitchen—had grown adjusted to Japanese and sounded quite fluent in her pronunciation, but as for this one, no change. She seemed to be of the opinion that as long as people understood her, it didn't matter. It was a pretty half-hearted stance to take, for sure, but in a way, I respected it.


    While this "creative new Chinese cuisine" restaurant (meaning yet to be determined) only had two regular employees besides me—the older manager lady and the younger kitchen lady—additional hands were dispatched from who-knows-where whenever there was a spike in customers, usually on the days following an advertisement campaign or the distribution of coupons. Needless to say, those people were all foreigners. Likewise, there were times when some other Taiwanese restaurant needed additional people, or a restaurant was being reopened and the night was anticipated to be busy, and we were sent there to help. People were being lent left and right. It seemed that there really was some sort of a connection that tied the people from the continent together, and a firm connection at that. I did wonder though, why couldn't they put a fraction of that effort into the menus? Not only did the picture of the Jiaozi dumplings have a wrong number of them, the shapes were all wrong as well.


    With no customers currently in the restaurant, the manager continued dancing. I decided that it would be better to ask her sooner than later.


    "Can I take Christmas, I mean, the 25th off?"


    I could see the old lady's eyes sparkle as I asked. It was quite the change from her usual sleepy appearance.


    "A date?"


    "That's not really... the right way to say it..."


    While a simple "no" would've sufficed, I'd ended up going with something far weirder. "The right way to say it"? Really? So, the contents were fine, and all you needed to change was the way you said it? Furthermore, didn't the word "date" by its definition refer to spending time with someone you were interested in, in order to either deepen your relationship with them or to have fun? Something like that, at least. Anyway, in that case, calling it a date wouldn't be that far off. A date with Shimamura. Simply imagining those words, I felt like steam was going to shoot out from my ears.


    We hadn't even done anything yet, but as I grew more and more passionate, it became harder and harder for me to deny the truth.


    It might actually be a date, as far as I was concerned.


    Those thoughts quickly filled me with shame, causing just a slight feeling of regret to pass through my mind. Maybe I shouldn't have done this after all.


    



    The next day. I'd sat through a lesson without paying much attention, and before I knew it, the lunch break had begun and I was walking aimlessly down the hallway. Is everything really okay with me, I thought to myself as I turned around to retrace my steps. Had I subconsciously chased after Shimamura, like a girl from the Alps who yearned for the mountains? Thinking that, I strained my eyes, only to be met with disappointment; Shimamura was nowhere to be seen. I wonder what she would've thought if she had witnessed me tottering out from the classroom.


    A need arose to confirm which floor I was on. I turned my eyes towards the window. Based on the fact that I could see a lot of the sky and very little of the ground, I determined that I was, in fact, on the second floor. Now, for the next question: Should I return to the classroom, or should I head towards the cafeteria?


    Putting that aside for a moment, it really felt like I had been sleepwalking. Where you walked in the dream obviously didn't match where you walked in reality, however, and as such, the chances of bumping into someone or something were extremely high. Careful not to fall down the stairs, I managed to walk a tiny bit forward before my mind once again wandered off. This was difficult.


    In my moment of struggle as I tried hard to decide whether to pull back or push forward, someone walked past me. I recognized that someone's face and let out a small yelp. She turned around. It was Hino. Her long hair flowed through the air, matching the swift rotation of her head.


    "Hello, Ada Chi-Chi. What are you doing there, staring into space? Did you stand up too fast and now you're feeling dizzy?"


    "No, that's not it."


    "Are you waiting for Shimamura then?"


    That wasn't it either, unfortunately. I muttered something to the effect of "no" as a reply.


    Come to think of it, the other person wasn't with her. I'd honestly thought that the two of them were glued together.


    "Pretty rare to see you by yourself. Where's... umm... Nagafuji?"


    "What!?"


    Hino checked her left side, then her right side. Could it really be that she hadn't noticed Nagafuji's absence before I pointed it out to her?


    "Wow, she's really not here. Pretty rare for her to lose sight of me."


    What a strange way to put it. I found myself imagining Nagafuji as she absent-mindedly wandered off into the distance.


    It seemed a little strange by itself, but as I added the image of her entering a candy store, it all suddenly made sense.


    "Well, whatever. I have a feeling that she's gonna show up at the cafeteria. I need to hurry there first and save her a seat."


    Did she have confidence in her, or did she not? Anyway, that seemed like a natural end point to our conversation, and I assumed that Hino was simply going to walk off. Instead, she beckoned to me. She bent her finger back and forth, as if signalling me to come stand next to her.


    "Wanna come eat with me, Adattsi?"


    "Me?"


    "Who else? You're the only Adachi I know. Since you were walking this way, I assumed that you were heading there anyway."


    A wide, carefree grin appeared on her face. I don't know if it was her sociable expression or her height that did it, but it really felt like I was conversing with someone younger than me. Of course, I'd never say that to her face. I had a feeling that if I did, she'd get really angry.


    "Sure, I'll come with you."


    As there was something that I wanted to ask her anyway, I decided to accompany Hino.


    Thinking about it, this honestly might have been the first time I'd ever done anything with Hino without Shimamura being there. No, it definitely was the first time. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't come up with a single case where I'd hung around at school with someone other than her. I'd never felt any desire to, and as such, it was really the natural outcome. Why hadn't I, I pondered for a second before abandoning that line of thought to avoid falling into the bottomless rabbit hole that was the past. There was no room in my head to be worrying about such things at the present; the right half was filled with Shimamura, and the left with Christmas.


    "Come to think of it, I don't remember if I heard this from Shimamura or where, but is it true that you got a good grade on the English test?"


    Hino's sudden question caught me totally off guard. I'd never expected anyone other than Shimamura to ask me a question about myself. Wait, more importantly, what sort of things about me was she going around telling people? It really bothered me that I didn't know.


    "I'm not sure if I'd call it good. It was more like average", I replied to her, deciding to keep my answer safe. "Oh, really?" Hino exclaimed as a token gesture of admiration before...


    "Herro!"


    ...suddenly greeting me in English. She'd given it no lead-in, and once again, I was caught off guard.


    "H-Harro."


    I wonder, how long had passed between this idea popping into her mind and her saying it out loud? A second? Less than that? I couldn't help but smile a little.


    Hino really felt like an elementary school student. In a good way. Oh, and I don't mean because of her height.


    "..."


    I want to preface this by saying that I don't mean it negatively. I'd never consider Shimamura's presence as a nuisance. That being said, with her absent, I felt no reluctance towards spending time with Hino and Nagafuji. No, wait. Was it perhaps the other way around? Whenever Hino and Nagafuji were present, I felt a wall between Shimamura and I. In other words, I felt like those two were getting in the way.


    Neither of them were bad people. I knew that. And yet, it was impossible for me to feel towards them the same way I did towards Shimamura. What was the difference between them? The answer to that question was beyond me. Even supposing that it was a simple matter of taste, it was still extremely difficult for me to clearly identify why I liked Shimamura and not those two. After all, love seldom followed logic.


    I walked down the hallway with Hino and arrived at the cafeteria's entrance after wrapping around by the staff room. Cold winter wind blew through the corridor that connected it to the main building, claiming it as its own. A queue had formed in front of the meal ticket dispensaries installed there. It went without saying, but the majority of the people were shivering. The positioning of the machines was a common source of complaints, I heard, but regardless, the administration apparently had no plans to relocate them. We joined the queue, and as we stood there, I decided to check my phone. Though I usually did it randomly when I was bored, right now, there was a greater meaning to it. I sighed in relief as I verified that I hadn't in fact received a message from Shimamura. Not a second passed that I didn't worry about the possibility of her hitting me up with a simple "let's not do it after all" and calling the whole thing off.


    There was no guarantee that we would be met with good weather that day. Quite the opposite; the trend was for things that mattered to me not to go well. I could only pray that this time would be different.


    Upon what grounds was I praying? Had I committed any good deeds lately? Not really. Well, not that I had many opportunities for those in the first place, considering my lack of contact with other people and all. Anyway, I decided to pledge that I'd do at least one before Christmas.


    After around ten minutes of standing in line, it finally came my turn to order. I wanted something to warm up my body, and as such, Ramen seemed like a good option.


    "I'll take that too", Hino said as she purchased the same meal ticket I had. Fun fact about the school cafeteria's ramen: It always came with a Narutomaki added on top. I kinda felt like most other ramen places had stopped doing that. 


    "Adaccchi, do you have any hobbies?" Hino suddenly asked me. We were once again standing in line, this time inside the dining hall in front of the counter. I remembered Shimamura having asked me something similar a while back. I also remembered the boring answer I'd given her. Regardless, I ended up replying to Hino much in the same way.


    "Not really."


    It was the honest truth; I really didn't. As such, there was no point trying to show off. ...No way could I say that thinking about Shimamura was my hobby.


    "Oh, really? Same as Shimamura then."


    Though I was a little startled by Hino suddenly bringing up that name, I sighed in relief a few seconds later as I was able to process the contents of her statement. It seemed that she hadn't read my mental state or anything like that. I thought hard about those words, and as I did, I could feel myself growing more and more elated.


    Same as Shimamura. Same as her...


    "Hey, why are you smiling? Did you remember something funny?" Hino asked while drawing closer. Slightly panicked about what sort of face I was making, I shook my hand in the air, telling her that it was nothing. Had Shimamura been here, there was a very real chance that she might have thought that I was a weirdo for randomly smiling. Even so, it was still a development compared to my parents saying that they couldn't tell what I was thinking, wasn't it?


    After getting my ramen, I headed towards the end of one of the long tables and sat down. The cafeteria was quite crowded, meaning there weren't all that many free seats left. Hino had placed a napkin on a seat next to us, possibly to reserve it for Nagafuji. A thought crossed my mind as I stared at it: What if Shimamura came too? I instinctively glanced at the seat next to me. It wasn't empty.


    Hino politely pressed her hands together, and imitating her, I did the same. Then, almost as if observing her, I stared as she took her chopsticks and lifted some noodles. I'd felt the same way the last time I'd eaten with her, but her behaviour, every single one of her movements, they simply oozed with politeness. It was a little shocking, honestly; I'd always thought of her as someone very free-spirited. Perhaps her parents were really strict with her?


    "Hey, umm..."


    "Hmm?"


    Munching on bean sprouts, Hino lifted her head. I could see the tip of her nose glistening.


    I decided to just go for it and ask her the thing I'd been planning to.


    "Do you know what Shimamura likes?"


    The first thing that came to anyone's mind when they thought about Christmas was presents. Even if I wasn't going to be getting anything from Shimamura, I still planned on giving her one. That was my naive assumption of how Christmas worked.


    "Hm, she likes... What does she like?" Hino asked me back, clearly puzzled. And so, the questioner becomes the questionee. I slurped up a couple of noodles, and so did she. After munching some more bean sprouts, Hino took a sip of water and—still holding her chopsticks—folded her arms.


    "Now then, Shimamura's tastes. She's not really the kind of person who likes talking about them."


    "Yeah, I know."


    That was exactly why I'd felt too embarrassed to ask her directly and—even though it seemed unlikely that she would know—had tried asking Hino instead.


    "Have you ever gone like, shopping with her or anything?"


    "Shopping, huh? Yeah, I have. Multiple times. We've been to a bookstore, and also a tea shop, just to name a few."


    "Tea?"


    "Well, to be frank, it was more of a me-thing. Shimamura was more just looking around. No, actually, I think there were these tea leaves that she liked and said smelled nice. On the black tea shelf, maybe? Or on the Japanese tea one?"


    "Oh? Tea, huh?"


    That might not actually be a bad present. It definitely felt like she'd be more willing to accept it compared to me getting all worked up and randomly picking something by myself. Above all, she liked it. That meant a lot.


    "Can you remember the name of that tea?" I asked her, possibly sounding a little more intense than I had meant to. Hino put down her chopsticks before once again folding her arms.


    "Give me a second. Hmm... What was it again? I don't think it was barley tea. Which shelf was it on? Hmm... No, sorry. The name's right on the tip of my tongue, but it's just not coming to mind. If I saw it, then I should be able to remember it, probably."


    "'If you saw it'... Umm, will you come look for it with me?"


    The name of the tea was the least of my problems; I didn't even know the location of the store. As such, my only option was to once again ask Hino for help.


    Excuses such as that I was bad at doing things with other people just weren't going to cut it here.


    "Hmph", Hino muttered. Her eyes drifted around for a moment, but after a while, she replied calmly. "Shouldn't you ask Shimamura to come with you instead?"


    You only needed to think about it logically to reach that conclusion. Yes, that would've been the easiest way to do it. However, there was a problem: it was quite difficult for me to ask her under the circumstances.


    There was a very real chance that if I did, she'd immediately realise what I was doing. And if that happened, well, it would be regrettable to say the least.


    "Ah, I see", Hino exclaimed as if she had realised something after a few moments of silence. "In that case, sure, I'll come with you and help you choose."


    I wasn't quite sure how she'd come to that conclusion, but either way, it seemed that she understood that this was something that was meant to be kept secret from Shimamura.


    "Oh, sure. Thanks."


    "Today after school sounds good to you? It's at the mall."


    "Hm... Okay, got it."


    With the town we lived in being as small as it was, places that were suited for hanging out were naturally limited. In our case, we pretty much just bounced back and forth between the station and the mall. It seemed more than likely that we would be utilizing at least some part of the mall during Christmas as well. Couldn't really expect any nice-looking scenery or anything like that.


    In other news, I was about to head out with Hino, huh? I felt pretty nervous, but in a different way compared to Shimamura.


    "Still, Shimamura, is it her birthday soon?"


    "Huh? No, I don't think so."


    I was pretty sure that she was already sixteen. If any birthday was coming soon, then it was mine.


    "Wait, so, it's not that kind of present?"


    I could tell that Hino was confused. What kind is it then, she seemed to ponder for a second before quickly realising what month it was. Panicking, I began my attempt to fix this mess. My tongue moved swiftly, but unfortunately, not in the way that I wanted it to.


    "Umm, that kind? That kind."


    I kept repeating those words over and over again, not sure myself what they were supposed to mean. Worried that she was going to press me further on it I grew more flustered by the second, but just then...


    "Ah, there's Hino."


    ...Nagafuji walked in. Hino lifted her head, clearly delighted by her appearance. The tip of her nose once again glistened.


    I felt like thanking Nagafuji. She really couldn't have shown up at a more perfect moment.


    She was carrying a bag filled with pastries from the school canteen. Was that perhaps where she'd gone, to purchase them?


    I did wonder for a moment why she had gone out of her way to come here carrying them, but after thinking about it a little more, I found the answer: Because Hino was here. That was the nature of the relationship between them, they tended to naturally meet up without having to arrange it beforehand. I was a little jealous of it, if I'm being honest.


    "Oh. You're late, Nagafuji. Just where did you get yourself lost this time?"


    "Hmm..."


    Completely ignoring Hino's question, Nagafuji sat down next to her before extending her hand towards her head. She then gave her soft-looking hair a pat.


    "The hell?" Hino barked, sounding like she was imitating someone.


    "You haven't gotten smaller after all."


    "Huh?"


    "I was thinking that maybe I lost sight of you because you'd grown smaller."


    So, she really had gotten lost, huh? I was still in shock from that revelation as Hino smacked Nagafuji's head in return. It made a light, satisfying sound. The two then began eating as if nothing had happened.


    They really were close, huh? Personally, I don't think I'd ever be able to smack Shimamura's head.


    



    "Sorry, Adattsi. Did I keep you waiting?"


    Hino, who'd been waiting for me by the school gate, was now for some reason waving at me. I found myself struggling with the proper response. Like, she was obviously joking, I got that. I just wasn't sure what sort of joke I should sling back at her. Hino was stuck there awkwardly holding her hand in the air as I thought about it for a few moments.


    "I was getting my bike, so, umm, I wasn't really waiting, and... No, sorry. Let's just move on."


    "Not really a jokester, huh? You're in the same camp as Shimamura then."


    While being placed in the same camp as Shimamura did make me happy, it also caused me to feel other emotions, more mixed emotions.


    Had Shimamura been like me, I can't imagine that I would've ever fallen in lo—"love" with her.


    "Still, I do appreciate that you thought about it so hard."


    "...Thanks."


    I'd ended up being complemented for my efforts. Don't get me wrong, her words did definitely offer me comfort.


    "Nagafuji's not here?"


    "Oh, come on. I'm not her mother or anything. It's not like we're always together", Hino replied, pretending to be offended. Honestly, based on their heights, Nagafuji seems more like the mother. I decided not to say that out loud. Or if they were siblings, Hino would be the little sister. That comment I also kept to myself. "Anyway, she said she had something she needed to do. That happens sometimes, like once a year."


    Really? Just once per year? I was pretty shocked. Hino was likely exaggerating, but still.


    Regardless, in a sense, I felt like I had more trouble understanding Nagafuji than I did Shimamura.


    "Now then, shall we get going?"


    Her hands raised above her head, Hino began hopping forward.


    Despite how cold it was, and despite the fact that we hadn't gotten even a glimpse of the sun for the entire day, she sure was full of energy, huh?


    "You're not gonna ride on the back?"


    "I am. I'm just waiting till we get a bit further away from the school. Otherwise, the teachers are gonna yell at us", she said while briskly walking away from the school premises. Though Shimamura did always sound like she was joking around when she called Hino and Nagafuji good students, I could now see that it really was the case; a delinquent such as her wouldn't have waited till we were outside of school to hop on. ...Really, the delinquent way was just so much easier. Strange.


    "What is it?" Hino asked as she looked over her shoulder, almost as if she had sensed my stare.


    "No, I was just thinking about what a good student you are."


    "Haha. Praise me more", she pretended to command me with a triumphant look on her face. We soon turned a corner, after which she immediately got on the bike.


    Her tiny hands, way lighter than Shimamura's, rested against my shoulders.


    



    Despite it being the afternoon on a weekday, that didn't stop the parking lot of the mall from being completely full. It wasn't just cars but bikes very similar to mine as well, making it a very difficult decision to park there. I was worried that either someone would mistake my bike for theirs and take it, or that I'd do the same to someone else. Trust me, I'd had plenty of experience of that happening at our school's parking station.


    We walked in through an entrance next to a pet shop on the first floor. As I had no other choice than to rely on Hino to guide me, I was left to simply follow her. Speaking of Hino, she was currently talking on the phone.


    "Yes, exactly. I don't really have any particular reason for it, but since I'm going there, I wanted to know if you wanted me to buy something. ...Yeah, yeah, I'm listening. How many? Five? Sure, got it."


    From the way she was talking, I could assume that the person on the other end was a family member of hers. Solely in order to act like I was doing something, I decided to check my phone too to see if I had gotten any messages. No, none whatsoever. Good. Not that texts from Shimamura had ever been that common in the first place. I honestly couldn't remember there having been any after the whole sit-up thing. ...To this day, I still wondered what the heck that'd been about.


    Inside the mall, we passed various stores, such as a cake shop with weekly rotating cakes, as well as one that sold wine. We then reached an intersection, which was where I spotted the tea shop, standing opposite to a bread store. I wasn't sure why, but when I had heard the word "tea", I'd imagined something greenish. Instead, due to all of the bags of tea on display on the shelves, the store was more on the brown side, although I suppose that could be considered a "tea colour" as well. Characters that seemed to form some super old personal name were etched onto the sign outside. "Mikuniya", or something.


    The instant we stepped inside, a store employee who'd been standing by the entrance offered me a small paper cup filled with something. That something was tea. The cup was around the height of my pinky finger and contained barely a mouthful of liquid. As such, I gulped it down without much thought. That turned out to be a big mistake, however; the tea was far hotter than I had anticipated, causing my tongue to jolt as it came into contact with it. I could feel my eyes shooting wide open as well.


    The wave of heat eventually passed, and I could finally get a sense of the taste. There was really only one word to describe it: "bitter". That was how I honestly felt, and I went as far as to state it out loud. The employee, having taken back the now-empty cup, smiled wryly at my response. 


    "Thank you for your patronage", she then stated to Hino.


    "Thanks", Hino stated back, lifting her arm slightly. No sample drink had been offered to her. That, combined with the way she immediately began browsing through the shelves, gave off the impression that she was very familiar with the place. 


    "You come here often?"


    "Hmm, I suppose. People from my household drink a lot, but they also don't", she answered, being purposefully vague as if to dodge my question. That expression, "household", plus the fact that she came to buy tea in the first place kinda made her feel like some proper young lady. ...Wait, was that prejudice? Anyway, Hino grabbed a basket and tossed five identical bags of tea into it. It seemed like those were the ones she'd been asked to buy earlier on the phone. On the surface of the bags were written the words "ginger tea".


    "Those seem like they'd really warm you up", I randomly stated while staring at her from the side. While remaining silent would have been the more pleasant option, I felt a weird obligation to maintain at least some level of a conversation between us. Perhaps it was due to the strange situation I found myself in today—being accompanied by someone to do shopping?


    "Hmm..." Hino groaned as she lifted up one of the bags of tea and stroked its surface with her fingers.


    "It's effective for those who are sensitive to cold, I hear. From my parents."


    "You don't drink it yourself, Hino?"


    "Nope. I'm not sensitive to cold, after all."


    Hino tossed the bag back into the basket. She then turned her head towards the shelf next to the counter, beginning her search for Shimamura's tea. That was the shelf with all the black tea. Next to it was the Chinese tea shelf. Hino's eyes bounced between the two.


    A smell caught my attention, and I quickly identified it as coming from the bottles filled with tea leaves standing below each shelf. I didn't recognize any of the brands, and so, I randomly picked one and sniffed it as a test. Not really sure why, though; I was completely out of my field here. Some tea leaves were a little more refreshing, some were a little more bitter, but other than that, they all smelled the same to me.


    Hino was also picking up bottles one by one and sniffing them. In her case, she probably was able to tell them apart by smell, huh?


    I took a step back and, for a moment, simply stared at her from behind. I then looked over my shoulder, turning my eyes towards the vast space at the other end of the aisle.


    Chairs meant for resting had been installed there, with a large, decorated Christmas tree standing in the centre of it. The electric candles wrapped around it flashed red, then blue, then yellow, and while it didn't really stand out while the sun was up, during the night, I could definitely imagine it attracting attention. The tree also had some other shiny ornaments, such as apples and stars, hanging from it.


    I vividly remembered having seen something like this in a picture book back when I'd been a child.


    Christmas drawing near, a town and its people, a great number of them walking by the tree.


    I faced forward. Then, I hung my head without having meant to do so.


    "..."


    Being completely honest for a second, it was pretty weird, wasn't it, to be so excited about going out on Christmas with another girl?


    I felt confident in saying that Christmas wasn't something that Shimamura was waiting for eagerly. She was neither excited, nor thrilled for it. No, it was just another event in her calendar. There was a massive difference in enthusiasm between us, a difference that I wasn't sure if I wanted Shimamura to know about or not. If the answer was that I didn't, the right course of action would've been to not do all these things behind her back, so perhaps I really did after all.


    And yet, I couldn't stop thinking about how that might end up widening the gap between us. I was scared.


    To put this conflict into simple terms, it was no different from unrequited love.


    "Hey, Adattsii. I want to ask you something", Hino said as she turned towards me, holding a bag of tea in her hand. 


    "What?" I asked after panicking slightly and hastily lifting my head.


    "Are you the kind of person that, if someone hands you something confidently, but it turns out to be the wrong thing, you get angry?"


    "No, I don't think I'm that cruel."


    "That's good to hear. Okay, this should be it."


    Hino handed me the bag of tea she'd been gripping. It seemed that she'd had surprisingly little trouble remembering.


    The bag I received had the words "Legend of Africa" written on it. It wasn't really the sort of name that made me think of Shimamura. Was it black tea? African tea? Something like Shizuoka tea? No, probably not.


    "Wanna take these as a single payment?" Hino asked me.


    "Sure", I stated back and tossed the bag into the basked she was holding.


    Once we were out of the store, I paid Hino the money I owed her for the tea. She then pointed towards a close-by coffee shop. There weren't many customers there, and the shining, plastic ice cream cone standing outside also seemed lifeless in a way.


    "Wanna grab a quick cup of tea or something?"


    "Sure, why not."


    I did want to thank her for sticking with me for this long, and treating her to a cup of tea seemed like the perfect way to do so.


    We walked the short distance there, short enough to cross with a single hop, and stopped before the entrance.


    "I'll pay."


    I pulled out my wallet before Hino could and held it in the air, as if to show that it was my intention to pay for her drink. Her eyes shot wide open. 


    "Why?"


    "As thanks for coming with me."


    "Oh! Did I just find your good side?" she praised me in the most blatant way possible. It kinda made me happy, to for once be so decisive.


    We received the drinks we'd ordered and chose our seats. It was there that I noticed it: There were four of them. Four chairs. Don't get me wrong, that itself was perfectly normal. What was weird was that the chairs were as simple as they came, like something you'd find in a middle school industrial arts class made by a student. Just basic chairs made of wood. Maybe they'd originally been meant for a different establishment, but after that place got shut down, they were repurposed here? They really gave off the appearance of being handmade.


    I could hear the chair creak as I leaned against its back—likely retrofitted by force.


    "It's kinda cold in here. My legs are freezing", Hino stated, gripping her coffee cup and lightly tapping her shoes together. Indeed, the chilly air surrounding our feet seemed completely unaffected by the indoor heating. It appeared that the reason for the low volume of customers lay silently below the tables.


    I hated hot drinks, which was the reason why I was drinking mine sip by sip while constantly blowing at it to cool it down. Even if it had been the perfect temperature, I felt that in my current state, I would still have found myself pretending to cool it down. That way, I could focus solely on the coffee and use it as an excuse for not talking.


    As I once again pressed the cup on my lips, still having said nothing, Hino suddenly pointed at me.


    "Tell me if I'm right: You're uncomfortable because we don't have anything to talk about?"


    She was right, completely right. It was like she'd read my mind. I was really amazed at first, but the more I thought about it, the less impressive it became; anyone could've figured that out based on my silence. I replied to her with a fake smile, only for it to be met by Hino's wide grin. The fact that she was able to put on such a carefree smile on a moment's notice might actually have said a lot about her character.


    "It's the same thing that happens when I come with Nagafuji. Well, in her situation, she makes less sense when she ope—"


    Hino's sentence was cut short. Her mouth remained open. She then slowly tilted her head to the right. The way her eyes moved made it seem like she was looking past me towards the street.


    I felt compelled to look over my shoulder. In the next instant, my eyes shot wide open, so wide that my eyelids hurt.


    What I saw was Shimamura, walking with Nagafuji.


    Shimamura's hand was placed on her shoulder, displaying intimacy.


    I instinctively exchanged glances with Hino.


    "So, when she said she had things to do... I see", Hino said and nodded awkwardly before propping her chin up with her arm. She looked at me, and I got the sense that she was doing so to be considerate of my feelings. Having not noticed us, Shimamura and Nagafuji quickly disappeared behind a corner. My eyes hurt. The reason for that was simple: I'd forgotten to blink. Even my eyelids were dumbfounded.


    "She told you?"


    I assumed that by "she", Hino meant Shimamura. I shook my head silently.


    Just then, I realised that I was shaking. But, why?


    They were friends, and as such, there was nothing weird about them going shopping together. That was what I was trying to convince myself of.


    And yet, I couldn't shake off the feeling that something wasn't right here. Seeing the two of them make merry right before Christmas was an impactful sight. I felt like I was one of those daruma dolls and that my body had just been smacked with a hammer made of discomfort. The illusion that I was doing alright vanished, giving way to a sense of uneasiness and anxiety. I could tell just how low my blinking rate had dropped based on the dryness of my eyes. Suddenly, Hino leaned forward and tapped my shoulder.


    "Good grief", she spoke monotonously. You could tell from her tone that she wasn't having it. "You really are a silly girl, huh?"


    "Huh? What do you mean?" I replied, utterly bewildered. I'd turned my face towards her as quickly as I could, and was now feeling a little dizzy.


    "Wanna tail them?" Hino suggested, sounding like she was both joking and not. In an instant, my mouth opened wide—way wider than I had imagined—yet my voice remained stuck in my throat. My lips pressed together and then drew apart, like those of a goldfish gasping for air. All the while, my brain was doing its best to catch up. The little girl inside me was ordering me to go. That was all the more reason for me to refuse.


    "Let's not. It looks like they're busy."


    The second that sentence left my mouth, I realised with just how much malice I had uttered the word "busy", and felt pretty disgusted with myself as a result. It was perfectly normal for Shimamura to be with other people. If anything, you would've expected her to do it more. So then, why was my heart so restless? In truth, I didn't even want to follow her, but rather, run up to her and silently stand next to her. While Hino was definitely acting calmer than I was, I got the sense that she shared my sentiment, at least to some extent. A certain sensation stood out. It was that of something brushing down both of our heads.


    "You really are a good student, huh, Adattsii?" Hino said, poking fun at me with a faint smile on her face.


    I really wished that I would've thanked her for today before the atmosphere turned into this, because now, I'd missed my chance.


    A mixture of emotions rushing through my head, I gulped down my coffee and left the mall.


    Had Hino followed me to the parking lot, or had we separated before that? I really couldn't remember.


    



    My finger moved towards the screen of my phone, then away from it, then back towards it.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "Why were you with Nagafuji?"


    The sentence I had written felt really high-handed. Especially the "why" part.


    Those words perfectly encapsulated what was really going on in my heart, and I hated it.


    Deep down, I knew what this was: I was jealous.


    In all likelihood, she'd just had some fun with her. That was probably all there was to it. And yet, I felt like I'd been betrayed. I'd gone and gotten my feelings hurt all by myself. Here I was, questioning her even though she'd done nothing wrong. I knew that I shouldn't be doing this, and yet, my heart did nothing in the way of banishing those thoughts. 


    I found myself conflicted. On one hand, I wanted to ask her so badly that it hurt, but on the other, I was unsure whether or not I was in a position where I could. Was it okay for me to meddle in her personal matters?


    Let's say that I decided to go out with Hino or someone without Shimamura's permission... No, that was a bad way to put it. Let's go with "without telling her". Anyway, even if I did that, I doubt that she'd really think much about it. I could easily imagine her just saying something like "Oh, that's rare" and moving on. This was all to say, if Shimamura would move past it that easily, then I needed to do so too. ...Wait, why did I?


    What was I to Shimamura?


    I'd been about to get totally carried away, and it was that question that helped me cool down a little.


    I tossed my phone away and collapsed on my bed. Though my hair was still wet from the bath I had just taken, I felt no desire to get up, and instead simply lay there, stretching out my arms. I grabbed the bag of tea that I had placed next to my pillow.


    It'd been kindly gift wrapped by the cashier. Apparently, Hino had arranged that.


    As I stared at it, I could feel the storm of emotions within my heart melt in the flames that filled it.


    I was Shimamura's friend. That was all there was to it. I had to realise it.


    What hubris had it been to assume that I was the only one, the only one who went out with her, the only one who was around her. Somewhere deep in my mind, I really had managed to convince myself of that. It'd been a massive misunderstanding, and the fact that it hurt me really showed off my mistakes. No matter how excited I got, those feelings were always one-sided.


    "Regret..."


    Something resembling black charcoal still floated around in my heart. It'd been there since school ended, and little by little, I was trying to crunch it down.


    Though it was thick and tasted bitter, I felt I wouldn't be able to fall asleep before it was gone.


    ...Alright, I'd finished eating it. Now then, it was time to start over.


    Shimamura and I were normal friends. I might have wished for something different, but at the present, this was how things were.


    In addition, I didn't want to close the distance between us in one go. No, it needed to be one step at a time.


    That's what yesterday, today, and tomorrow were for. That's what Christmas was for.


    However, there were also facts that I had to stay very aware of.


    For example, the closer you became to someone, the less you could hide from them.


    It was similar to sticking your hand too close to a fire and getting burned. You always had to be careful how much you let the other person know.


    If Christmas was just a pretence, what was I truly trying to convey to Shimamura?


    Affection? ...No, no. Love? No, no, no!


    Whatever it was, it was warm. Warm liquid pouring into my chest.


    Though she might find it burning hot right now, if I were to place it on her hands, would she eventually begin thinking of it as pleasantly warm?


    "Shimamura..."


    Simply whispering out her name filled my chest with warmth.


    I felt like it was the echo of that word, "Shimamura", that would help me survive the winter this year.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yashiro: The Visitor - Part 2"


    



    



    I'd go home, do my kanji exercises and practise the recorder, but what should I do after that? That was the question on my mind as I walked forward. Just then, I heard a noise. Grrr! I looked over my shoulder. Whoa!


    I turned around, and Yachii was there. This was the second time she'd shocked me by showing up without a warning.


    And so, I'd once again encountered Yachii on my way home from school. On one side of the road stood the community centre, and on the other, the school for the handicapped. Everywhere else, it was all pear farms. I always walked home through here, and so did many other kids. Yachii really stood out among them, however. I could feel everyone staring at her. It was a little embarrassing, if I'm being honest.


    She'd replaced her hat with a muffler, possibly due to it now being firmly winter. Compared to Yachii who felt like she was made of softness and light, the muffler almost seemed like the heavier of the two.


    She had a unique sense of floatiness to her. Her hairstyle followed this as well; it was tied behind her head with a butterfly knot, giving it a slightly strange quality.


    "Shimamura (the small one)."


    "Y-Yeah, that's me."


    Was it really necessary for her to vocalize the word "parentheses"?


    "I'm going to call you 'Shou'. I can't tell you apart otherwise."


    "What kind of a nickname is that? It doesn't have anything to do with my real name."


    Well, whatever. It felt fresh, if nothing else.


    In school, all anyone called me was "Shima".


    "Are you on your way back from school too, Yachii?"


    Mere seconds after that question left my mouth, I noticed that Yachii wasn't carrying anything. No croquettes, either.


    "I do not go to school. I already graduated years ago."


    "You don't have school? Must be nice."


    "Right?" she said proudly. Really? Why was she barely taller than me then?


    While I did know that not every adult was tall and some were quite small, still, it made me wonder. Something about her statement smelled fishy.


    I walked to the side of the road and leaned against the fence of the school for the handicapped. Yachii lined up next to me. I looked at the fence, then her hair. While both were blue in colour, there was a world of difference between them; whereas the paint on the fence had mostly faded away, Yachii's shine felt completely fresh. It was like comparing old vegetables to ones straight from the farm.


    Still, I had to wonder: When had we become friends? Just the other day, I'd been running away from her while she chased me.


    ...Well, whatever. She had given me a croquette.


    "Hey."


    "What is it?"


    Yachii always spoke really politely. At the same time, I somehow got the feeling that she wasn't the most fluent speaker.


    "Is it really true that you're an alien?"


    "Naturally. I don't lie. Never have, never will", she said, wagging her finger from side to side. I felt a little annoyed by her statement; if she wasn't a liar, then that would make Sis one.


    "Well then, show me proof. Show me proof that you're an alien."


    I formed a bowl with my hands—almost like I was scooping up water or something—and stuck it out towards her.


    With a calm smile on her face, Yachii once again wagged her finger.


    "Showing you proof would be a violation of the agreement, which means that I cannot do it."


    "Huh?"


    "They are quite strict about these things in space."


    "Hmm... Well, if it's a rule or something, I guess I have to give up."


    It kinda felt like she'd come up with that on the spot to dodge my question. Was she lying after all? Still, her hair was blue.


    "Ohh? What is that?" Yachii asked as she grabbed the object sticking out of my backpack. She yanked it, causing the bag to shake and the straps to dig slightly into my shoulders. Yachii's hair shook too, and in the next instant, a wave of soft light surged upon me.


    I found myself a little shocked.


    "You've never seen a recorder?"


    "What's a recorder?"


    What Yachii had pulled out was my recorder bag. This proved it; if she had never seen a recorder, then her graduating from elementary school had to be a lie. Yachii took the recorder out of its bag and tapped it with her fingers.


    "It's a musical instrument. You hold it like this, and then blow in this hole", I explained to her proudly. Yachii nodded while listening carefully.


    Though I would normally have been against the idea of someone else playing my recorder, if that someone was Yachii, I didn't really mind. I always got this sense of translucency off her. Perhaps that was the reason why. We were well into winter and it was quite cold outside, but as I stood next to her, that coldness transformed into something more refreshing, like touching cool spring water.


    Yachii placed the recorder on her lips, and in the next instant, a horrible, screeching sound pierced my ears. It seemed that she had blown as hard as she possibly could.


    "Whoa, whoa..."


    Yachii's eyes were now spinning from blowing too much. I found myself laughing a little as I watched her. Though the aura surrounding her had given off the vibe that she could do anything, it turned out that in reality, she was kinda just average. I felt a step closer to her.


    "This is quite the extreme instrument."


    "No, that's just you."


    Anyway, it seemed that she hadn't been lying about not knowing what a recorder was. No way would that have been the blowing technique she would've chosen if she had.


    ...I wonder, what sort of life did Yachii live? The list of things that stuck out to me was quite long.


    "Umm, try blowing into it a bit more gently."


    "Ah, that reminds me. The special sale is starting soon. I need to hurry or I'm going to miss it."


    With quick movements, Yachii pushed herself off the fence. A special sale? Where? At the supermarket? Or maybe at the meat shop?


    Feelings of disappointment filled me as she handed the recorder back to me. I'd really been excited about teaching her how to play.


    Also, how did she know what time it was? She hadn't looked at a clock or anything.


    Yachii looked over her shoulder, and with a bright smile on her face, waved at me.


    I felt compelled to say "goodbye", but just as I opened my mouth...


    "×▲△★Å♭々θ！"


    "Huh?"


    I was left staring at her, my eyes wide open, unable to move.


    That was how greatly I'd been shocked.


    Just what had that sound been?


    "Oh, sorry. Goodbye!"


    Waving her hand, Yachii ran off.


    "Hey, wait! Hmm..."


    I tried to make her stay for just a bit longer, but she was way too fast, and I was forced to give up.


    More importantly, what had that sound been? I was curious, extremely curious.


    It was a word I'd never heard before. No, it didn't even sound like a word. It didn't feel like it had come from her throat, but rather, like it had vibrated my ears directly. Was it English? French? Or perhaps...


    No way.


    "Some space language?"


    Was it, really? I scratched my head. As I did, particles of light that had stayed behind as Yachii ran off landed on my nose and eyes. I wiped them off with my finger and blew them away, and moments later, they vanished into the air.


    A thought crossed my mind as I stared up at them: Was Yachii made of these particles?


    Was she really an alien, or was she just pretending to be one?


    Truth, or a lie? Whatever it was, one thing remained certain: She really was mysterious.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    I sat in my seat and stared as Adachi rushed out of the classroom the second the lunch break began, leaving her books scattered on her desk. Was everything really okay with her? The way she walked really gave the impression that she didn't have a destination in mind. Did it have something to do with our Christmas plans? There was a chance. While I had thought about chasing after her, that possibility caused me to reconsider, and I ultimately decided against it.


    Adachi had been acting like that ever since she came over to my place and we agreed to go somewhere on Christmas. It was almost like her mind was too busy celebrating to pay attention to what her body was doing. There were times when she'd randomly start grinning, sometimes in the middle of class. There really was only one word to describe how it looked from an outside perspective: Strange.


    Perhaps the delinquent Adachi—the one with a blank expression and a cold tone—had fled somewhere with the arrival of winter. Then again, I had to wonder if the mental image I used to have of her had in any way been based in reality. Trust me, I knew how that felt. Far too often people wrongly assumed that I exclusively got my clothes from Shimamura—the store.


    Based on the fact that she still hadn't returned, I could assume that Adachi had gone either to the canteen or the cafeteria. I was just thinking about what I should do myself when a rare sight caught my attention: Nagafuji, standing by herself. In most cases, Hino was with her, but nope, not this time. Not to say that those two were glued together or anything, because they certainly weren't. Readjusting her glasses, Nagafuji turned my way. Looking at her this way, I noticed that she was quite tall as well. I felt a little jealous.


    "Have you happened to have seen Hino?"


    "If you don't know where she is, then there's no way that I do."


    "Yes, that's true", Nagafuji affirmed. Though I had meant my sentence as a joke, Nagafuji's tone made it sound like she'd taken it completely seriously. Well, not that she was wrong; I rarely spent time with her and Hino, and even when I did, it was seldom for all that long.


    "I needed to wipe my glasses, and by the time I put them back on, I'd lost sight of her."


    It was really difficult for me to judge whether that was supposed to be a joke or not. That's how it always was with Nagafuji; trying to analyse her statements consistently led to mental fatigue. Hino was pretty much the same. Perhaps friendship was something that took priority over the feelings of the majority.


    "Did you bring lunch today?"


    "Nope. Thought I'd go to the cafeteria."


    "Well, maybe that's where Hino went then."


    "Ooh", Nagafuji exclaimed in awe and clapped her hands. To be fair, there weren't that many places for a student to go during lunch break. Even Nagafuji should've been able to reach that conclusion if she'd taken a moment to think about it. Was there really nothing going on in her head? Her glasses seemed pretty useless if that was the case. On the other hand, she had gotten pretty good grades on the exams. I wondered, how did that work?


    "Are you going too, Shimamura?"


    "No, I'm leaning more towards the canteen today. Anyway, we can walk some of the way together."


    I took out my wallet out my bag and exited the classroom alongside Nagafuji. It was quite rare for us to be walking side by side.


    Whereas the difference in height between us caused me to naturally tilt my head slightly upwards, Nagafuji's head barely moved. Her eyes were also pointing straight ahead, so much so that I couldn't help but grow a little worried. If she tried walking like this outside, she'd probably get run over by a car, wouldn't she? Well, I suppose that it wasn't really a problem considering that Hino was always with her. Come to think of it, what was that club she supposedly attended? I couldn't really imagine Nagafuji communicating smoothly with anyone other than Hino, even if the two us did manage to reach mutual understanding on things surprisingly often.


    ...Oh, right. Maybe I should try asking Nagafuji? In a way, I felt that she'd answer me more honestly than Hino would.


    "Will you be doing something on Christmas?"


    As it seemed a little unfair to leave everything to Adachi, I'd decided to come up with some things for us to do myself.


    That was why I had asked Nagafuji; I'd thought that maybe I could use her as a reference. Speaking of whom, her eyes had now turned towards me.


    "I'm going to eat chicken curry."


    That really wasn't the answer I'd been expecting. Not even close.


    "Hmm, is that so?"


    Could we go to a curry place? Or make curry together, perhaps? No, wait. That felt wrong.


    "Anything else? Like, for example, are you and Hino goi—Wait, no. You would've said so if you were."


    I quickly brushed off my question. Why had I even asked her that? Did going somewhere with Adachi really bother me so much that I needed to feel validated by someone else holding a similar custom?


    "Hino?" Nagafuji stared at me, blinking in surprise. "What about her?"


    "It's nothing. Just forget about it."


    "Oh, really? Hino... Hmm... Hino, Hino..."


    Paying absolutely no attention to what I was saying, Nagafuji began pondering about something by herself. What that something was, I had no idea, other than that it had to do with Hino. Her arms were folded, and her head rested tilted slightly to the side.


    "It kinda feels like Hino's always at our house."


    "Sure, okay."


    "Speaking of her, I think we used to exchange Christmas presents when we were little", she suddenly added to her answer. Turns out, Nagafuji also had a strange side to her.


    "Presents? Hmm, I see."


    That might not be a bad idea. Giving her a present myself, that was; exchanging them would require coordinating the whole thing with her beforehand, which—given how Adachi was acting at the moment—wasn't something that I really felt like doing. The gift I'd give her could act as a topic of conversation, and possibly liven up the mood a little. That was my goal.


    I was quickly faced with another problem, however: What did Adachi want? What did she like?


    It would've been simple to just ask her, but that kinda felt boring.


    Plus, though it seemed extremely unlikely that she'd do so, it would be pretty awkward if she were to say that she wanted an expensive pair of shoes or something.


    With thoughts like those filling my head, I walked down the stairs and through the hallway before finding myself in front of the school canteen. A small sales area had been set up in the corner of the building, all run by a single old lady. The walls inside were painted white, though the lights did cause them to appear slightly yellow. It was the colour of the crates they used to bring in the bread for school meals.


    The line here wasn't nearly as long as the one at the cafeteria. After waiting a few moments for the handful of customers who'd come before me to finish their purchases, I was able to take my time choosing what I'd buy.


    "Oh? They sell these here?" Nagafuji asked while staring curiously at the list of items that were for sale.


    "You've never bought them before?"


    "I don't think I've ever been here before. I usually bring lunch from home, and when I don't, I go to the cafeteria."


    "I see."


    Personally, I came here quite regularly. It had also been like that during my days of skipping class on the second floor of the gym; this had always been my preferred place to come buy lunch. Believe it or not, I'd actually become acquainted with the lady who ran the store thanks to that. She'd greet me with a smile, and I'd bow my head.


    Anyway, after thinking about it for a while, I ended up randomly picking something from the sweet pastry section.


    Speaking of which...


    "I'm not trying to criticize you, Nagafuji, but..."


    "Yeah?"


    "Why are you buying pastries?"


    I pointed at Nagafuji—now holding up the bag she'd been handed by the store lady with a carton of milk, an anpan roll, and an egg sandwich inside it.


    It seemed that she'd completely forgotten about her plans to go to the cafeteria. Her eyes moved towards the bottom of the bag.


    "Right, that's how it was."


    She shook the bag, and the items inside shook with it.


    "Also, it's pretty strange that you'd come here with me in the first place."


    "You should've told me."


    That really was the kind of thing I wanted her to realise by herself without someone else having to tell her. Although, I suppose that might have been too much to ask of Nagafuji.


    "Well then, gotta go", she stated before turning around and setting off towards the cafeteria. I quickly called to her.


    "Hey, umm. If you're free after school, would you mind going shopping with me?"


    This seemed as good of an opportunity as any to invite her. Mere seconds after my question had reached her ears, Nagafuji nodded.


    "Sure, I don't mind. What are you buying, though? Something delicious?"


    Had she accepted my invitation under the assumption that she'd get to eat something? I wasn't against buying Adachi food as a gift, although I did wonder, did she have a favourite?


    "I need to buy a Christmas present, but since I don't really know much about that stuff, I thought I'd ask you."


    Seeing how Nagafuji had a history of exchanging gifts with Hino, she might be able to help me pick a good present for Adachi. Personality-wise, she also seemed like the kind of person who could simply walk in and pick something without thinking too hard about it.


    A part of me was afraid that, if I were to try choosing the present by myself, I wouldn't be able to decide in time for Christmas.


    "Who is the present for? ...For me!?"


    You could tell that she was overjoyed from the way she pointed towards herself.


    "No, not for you", I stated bluntly, crushing her dreams. "It's for A—for my little sister."


    I decided to lie at the last second. It felt like Nagafuji might get the wrong idea if I told her that it was for Adachi, and I didn't really need that right now.


    "Hm?" She tilted her head. "You have a little sister, Shimamura?"


    "Yep, I do. A small one."


    I also have another one that's taller than me. I decided not to say that part.


    "Hino's small too."


    "Huh? Yeah, she is."


    Nagafuji nodded to herself, seeming satisfied. I kinda wanted to ask her if there was a point to her saying that.


    "Anyway, see you after school."


    With that, I parted ways with her and returned to the classroom.


    I found myself thinking about that expression, "little sister", on my way there. Hmm... Adachi, a little sister. I wasn't really sure how to feel about it.


    She had called me "Big Sis", so I suppose there was that.


    Really, the only discrepancy that remained was her being taller than me rather than shorter. So, no problems? Maybe.


    



    Thinking about it, this might have actually been the first time I spent time with Nagafuji without Hino being there. I'd done it with Hino before, like that time we went fishing together, but never the other way around. Turns out, between needing to participate in club activities and having to tend their family store, she lived quite a busy life.


    "You're so busy that by the time school ended, you'd forgotten that you'd agreed to go shopping with me?"


    "No, it's because I forgot to write it on my palm", Nagafuji said while shaking her hand in the air with a blank expression on her face. Oh, I should explain—I had caught her about to leave school without me.


    We eventually made our way to the mall's parking lot. Really, it was at times like these that I found myself missing Adachi's bike. Maybe I should save up some money and buy a cheap one for myself?


    "Nagafuji, you've never considered learning how to ride a bike?"


    "No need to. Hino has one."


    "I see."


    I suppose that made sense.


    We walked past the smoking area and entered the building. I suggested that we walk a lap around the mall as we thought about what to get, followed by a quick glance to make sure that Nagafuji still remembered what we were here to buy.


    "I know that it's late to be asking this, but Hino didn't come along? I thought that she might."


    "She said that she had something else. Or wait, was I the one who said that to her?" Nagafuji pondered to herself while tilting her head. She reacted the same way whenever I asked her something, and I kinda got the feeling that my questions always gave her a hard time. Anyhow, it seemed that she'd remembered our plans well enough to talk about them to Hino. I wonder, what had ultimately led to her forgetting? It was pretty interesting to think about.


    We walked past the wine store by the entrance without as much as looking at it, but the bread shop that came after it, that one caught Nagafuji's attention. It was pretty ominous, the way she continued walking forwards with her head turned towards it.


    "Wouldn't pastries do?"


    "No, they would not."


    I pushed Nagafuji's shoulders to make her walk faster. I needed to get her eyes off the sweet potato buns.


    I was reminded of the last time I'd gone there as we walked past the tea shop next. Hino had been with me, and so had Nagafuji. Though I'd been told that there were heavy drinkers in her family, the sheer amount of tea Hino had ended up walking away with still managed to shock me. And it wasn't just the volume; all added up, the total price went well beyond 10000 yen.


    With thoughts like those appearing in my head and then fading away, we made our way towards the aisle. There, I saw a Christmas tree. Its colourful decorations were bombastic and oozed with splendour, and looking at them, I could feel myself getting nostalgic. Whenever I'd seen one as a child, I'd always wanted to climb up it. Yes, I'd loved the heights back then.


    Everything looked different from up there, and I'd often found myself searching for such places. Perhaps I'd been yearning for a way to reach a new world, a world different from the one I lived in? Thinking back to what an adventurous child I had been, it really felt like I was observing a resident of some distant world. I wonder, would the old me have viewed the current me the same way?


    It'd been so long that I couldn't remember anymore, but my journey to this distant world likely hadn't been without its fair share of painful experiences.


    If it had been the current me doing that, then... I probably wouldn't have gotten anywhere.


    "Now then, have you come up with somewhere we should go?" I asked Nagafuji. It felt pretty pointless just walking around randomly without a destination.


    "Hmm, let's see", Nagafuji mumbled before glancing over at the nearby store windows. The way she spun her head was quite exaggerated. "Maybe she wants a boomerang?"


    "Huh?"


    What kind of a suggestion was that? Had she suddenly awakened as a hunter? Also, where had she seen one of those?


    It was all electronics and phone stores around us.


    "Kids love those things, I think. Although, I guess it might snap in half if you start throwing it around during the winter."


    "Oh, right... Yeah."


    She'd meant it as a present for my little sister. In that case, it might not have been a bad choice. Still, was it really a suitable present for Adachi? Who knows, maybe she'd develop a hobby out of throwing it at birds.


    "I think we should aim for something a bit more on the practical side. My sister is very mature for her age, you see."


    "Practical, huh?"


    Was that a word in Nagafuji's lexicon? The fact that she'd randomly suggested a boomerang made me think not.


    "What about buying a dozen or so croquettes from our store?"


    "Oh, wow. You're quite the salesman, aren't you?"


    While croquettes definitely scored full points as far as practicality was concerned, they'd be cold by the time I got home. Wait, was that really the most relevant problem here?


    "Hmm..." Nagafuji mumbled as she scratched her head and began walking forwards. I quickly followed after her. It was starting to become clear to me that I might have chosen the wrong person to ask for help. Still walking, her eyes turned to the right. They were selling kitchen knives and cutting boards there, including a board shaped like a fish. Nagafuji stared at it, hard.


    "Maybe a fishing rod?"


    "I think that's more something that Hino would like", I stated, rejecting her suggestion. She'd really said that just because the cutting board made her think of fishing, hadn't she?


    Next, Nagafuji's eyes turned to the left. The sweets store there immediately caught her attention.


    "What about a box of roly-poly cakes?"


    "Those are more New Year's than they are Christmas, I think."


    "Yeah, they are."


    Nagafuji continued walking forward. She didn't commit at all to her suggestions, huh? The two stores that appeared next were a cleaning shop and a foot therapy place (that for some reason had a picture of a bear painted outside it). Nagafuji's eyes turned towards the former.


    "What about a washing machine?"


    Wait a second.


    "You're just naming random stuff that catches your attention, aren't you?"


    "Yeah?"


    She didn't even try to hide it. Instead, she pointed at her glasses, almost as if to say that I could trust her eyesight.


    "Like they say, even the crappiest shooter will hit the target with enough shots. If I keep naming stuff, we should land on something good eventually. It's like, brainstorming. You throw all your ideas into a pile and then pick out the good ones. That's kinda what I'm trying to do."


    Her long-winded explanation really drove the point home. Still, even though this was a lot coming from Nagafuji, and I did appreciate that, the fact remained that she was missing a core step: You were meant to actually think about the ideas after you'd thrown them out there, and I just couldn't imagine her doing that.


    Call it a sneaking suspicion, but I was convinced that the moment a new idea popped into her head, she forgot all about the last one.


    She was like a character from a comedy show.


    "You said that you used to exchange presents with Hino, right? What were those like?"


    Maybe that was the one question that I'd needed to ask her all this time?


    "I gave her a sales license."


    "..."


    A license to sell what? A license that applied where?


    It was the kind of present that came with a whole pile of questions. Asking them all one by one seemed pretty tiresome, though, and I decided not to.


    "And Hino gave you?"


    "People's Honour Award."


    "Umm... How old were you when you did this again?"


    "Seniors."


    Why had I even bothered to ask? The relationship between those two went way over my head.


    We continued going from store to store, with Nagafuji listing out random items as she saw them. Then, when I thought that we had gone through pretty much the entire first floor, I found myself standing in front of a store called "ZiZé". It was a fashion store, with all sorts of clothes, shoes, and other such items placed in the window. I considered walking in, but after thinking about it for a moment, decided not to. It felt like too much. Christmas presents were ultimately just gifts for a friend, meaning that they needed to be something that could be received without hesitation. That's what I thought.


    I conveyed that opinion to Nagafuji, and she nodded back to me. There probably wasn't any particular meaning to it.


    Anyway, we'd looked around again, meaning that it was about time that...


    "A boomerang might be the answer after all."


    There it was.


    "Back to that, huh?"


    She always went back to the boomerang. If this was a joke, I wasn't laughing.


    "Boomerang, boomerang", Nagafuji began singing while turning her hand as if throwing one.


    "I'm starting to feel like you'd like to have one of those."


    "That's also true", she stated before tapping her large chest. Whether she was proud or sarcastic, I couldn't tell. "You can trust me. I'm the kind of person who understands kids."


    "I kinda doubt kids can understand you, though."


    "I always eat my curry mild. That's a kid thing, right?"


    "I think you meant to say, that's the only kind of curry you can eat."


    "Boo—mer—ang!"


    My remark had gone unnoticed. Nagafuji continued moving her arms around, and was now even twisting her hips. Her expressionless face really felt out of place.


    "If you went with a boomerang, it'd also let you and your little sister play together."


    "Yeah, I suppose."


    I went ahead and imagined myself throwing a boomerang with Adachi at the park. Hmm...


    There we'd be, silently tossing it back and forth. It seemed surprisingly fun, honestly.


    "You could go to the park to toss and catch it."


    "Are you sure you're not thinking of a frisbee?"


    "Maybe. Anyway, why don't we go test it out? I'll buy one and let you play with it. Then you'll know."


    "When did you switch careers from selling meat into selling boomerangs?"


    With a delighted look on her face, Nagafuji grabbed my hand and guided me to the escalator. I decided to just let it happen.


    While I did have my doubts regarding whether or not that was the kind of thing that was sold anywhere, as it turned out, there were some on sale in the sports store that Nagafuji ended up dragging me to up on the third floor. The way she picked one to buy without any hesitation caused me to think that she'd already been eyeing them.


    The boomerang was shaped like the letter V, exactly what I had imagined when I'd heard the name. It was yellow, and made of plastic. Anyway, while in the store, I could feel the man behind the counter staring at us suspiciously; I suppose it was quite strange for two high school girls to walk in and then buy just a boomerang.


    Then again, in forty—or maybe even sixty—percent of cases, those sorts of stares were aimed towards Nagafuji's chest.


    Despite her general appearance giving off the impression that she was quite the simple person, the frown that always formed on her face seemed to imply that even Nagafuji was sensitive to those stares, at least to some extent. I could definitely sympathize with her: Being well off came with its own set of problems. A set of problems I was planning to tackle in the future, mind you! Anyway, while I was busy trying to show off for no reason, Nagafuji finished paying and received the boomerang from the man. At last, she'd obtained it. We exited the store, and she immediately pulled the boomerang out of the bag.


    Were we really going to be walking around the mall with her holding it in her hand? Hmm...


    "Now, let's go test it out right away."


    "I kinda feel like I already have enough to make a decision... Hey!"


    Completely ignoring my excuses, Nagafuji grabbed my arm and pulled me. Though I did fight back initially, seeing how happy she looked swinging the boomerang around, I eventually gave up. Sometimes, you couldn't go against the flow. That was how this world worked. Still, it was quite impressive for Nagafuji to be able to single-handedly create such a flow.


    We exited the mall, walked through the parking lot, and soon found ourselves at a nearby fountain plaza behind a gyuudon place. The fountain was still spraying out water despite it being winter, which might have been the reason why there weren't any children around. Regardless, this was a pretty good place for throwing the boomerang around; there were hardly any trees, just some random statues. Had there been a lot of trees, the only outcome I could imagine resulting from that was the boomerang flying into one and either getting stuck or breaking.


    Nagafuji handed her bag to me and got ready to throw the boomerang. Holding it vertically instead of horizontally, she brought it back, its tip almost touching her wrist. She then tossed it into the distance.


    The boomerang flew effortlessly all the way to the centre of the plaza. The path it took was perfectly smooth, almost as if it was gliding upwind. There was no roughness to it, no sudden turns or twists. After soaring through the air for a while, the boomerang eventually reached its limit. It then turned around and—having at some point flipped to be aligned horizontally—began making its way back, like a loyal companion of some kind.


    My eyes were overwhelmed, and so were my ears.


    I could hear the flying object whizzing louder and louder as it slowly approached us.


    I was left amazed. The boomerang had been completely silent when it left Nagafuji's hand, but on the way back, not so much. Whiz, whiz, whiz, was the sound its blades made as it rapidly approached us, drawing a beautiful curve behind it.


    Almost as if responding to the sound, Nagafuji crouched down and stuck out both of her arms. She then proceeded to catch the boomerang by clapping her hands around it, almost like how you'd catch a sword. Then, as if nothing had happened, she stood up and stroked it.


    "Good. It's the kind that comes back."


    "Aren't they all like that?"


    "There are some badly made ones too. Here you go."


    I handed her the bag, and she gave me the boomerang. I stared at it. There it was; a single boomerang, shaped like the letter V.


    I'd gone to buy a Christmas present, and this was that I had walked away with. Why?


    "You shouldn't throw it with all you have since it's your first time. You're not wearing any safety goggles, either."


    "Don't worry. I'm not quite that daring."


    I pulled the boomerang back, imitating the way Nagafuji had held it. Then, complying with her warning, I tossed it weakly. The throw wasn't a failure, however, and the toy flew forwards for a while before turning around and returning. I hadn't had any sort of expectations when I'd tossed it, and so, I found myself paralysed as I stared at it speeding back towards me. I ended up instinctively ducking down and covering my head with my hands out of the fear that I might get hit. As a result, the boomerang swooshed right past me, ultimately reaching the corner of the park before landing. I ran to it, picked it up, brushed the sand off it, and tossed it again. This time, with the expectation that it would fly.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    While its trajectory was undeniably less sharp than when Nagafuji had thrown it, the boomerang still travelled quite the distance. The way it returned—giving the illusion of it stopping completely and switching the direction it rotated—plus the sound it made, merged with my own heartbeat.


    I stuck my hands out this time in order to catch it, but unfortunately, to no avail; the boomerang simply bounced off my fingers and fell to the ground.


    It seemed that, just like with throwing it, catching it also required practice.


    "This might actually be pretty fun."


    That was how I honestly felt after seeing it return to me. Still, as I was a little bummed about not having been able to catch it, I decided to try one more time. This time, I threw it even slower than I had previously, almost as if I was making it swim through the air. I'd also aimed slightly upwards, which might have been in part why—much to my surprise—it didn't end up flying all that far.


    In the end, the boomerang lacked the speed necessary to make it back to me, and instead, landed on the ground before me. Turns out, it mattered a great deal what angle you threw it at.


    Really, this was fun.


    "So, what do you think?" Nagafuji suddenly asked me, her hands resting on my shoulders. When had she gotten there?


    "I thought that it might suck, but it really doesn't."


    "Hooray!" she yelled monotonously while simultaneously hugging me. I quickly tore her off me.


    Still, a boomerang, huh? Unlike a food gift that would be gone after she ate it, a toy such as this one allowed her to play with it whenever she felt like it, giving it value in a practical sense. Wait, no. That didn't sound right.


    I felt like I was both being tricked and making a mistake at the same time.


    The sky had cleared up, and as a result, I could see that the sun was now starting to set. Its rays painted the distant horizon orange. It had been a while since the last time I'd come face to face with this kind of a scene, even though it was one that I'd often viewed with my friends when I'd been younger. Each time the boomerang blended into the sky and then returned, it was like regaining a lost memory.


    Nostalgia pressing against my back, I gripped the boomerang.


    I then released it towards the sky, as if I was myself soaring through the air.


    



    I showed the boomerang I'd bought to my little sister after returning home.


    "What do you think?"


    "What's that?"


    Instead of an answer, I was met with another question. This was hopeless.


    "Yeah, I wonder. What is it?" I asked before making the sound of a timer running out with my mouth. My sister placed her hand against her chin and thought about it hard. She examined the boomerang from all angles, until at last slamming the imaginary answer button in front of her.


    "I know. It's a hanger that's missing the top part!"


    That was her final answer. Just a little bit off.


    



    After all that, it was finally time. Christmas was here.


    I'd never seen snow falling on the 25th of December. I stared at the sky, at the weather that didn't at all match the occasion. Certain dates being special really was just something humans had made up, wasn't it?


    Regardless, there was no way that I was going to let the weather get the better of me. Though it did come with its fair share of problems, today, I would be one of the people throwing themselves into that flow, that whirlpool. It was just before noon when I finished my preparations, fixed my hair one last time, and headed to the kitchen to let Mom know that I was leaving. Conveniently, my sister also happened to be there, eating lunch.


    "I'm going out for a bit."


    "Sure. With your boyfriend?"


    "I keep telling you, I don't have one", I refuted, shaking my hand sideways as emphasis. Just how many times was she going to ask me that? 


    "What, what?" my sister swung her head back and forth, demanding an explanation. She looked at me, then Mom, all the while busy munching her food.


    "I'm going out with a friend for a bit."


    "Whaaat?"


    The look on her face made it clear that she wasn't satisfied. She sprung up from her chair and marched next to me.


    "You're still going to be eating dinner at home, right?"


    I answered Mom with a small nod.


    "I intend to. I'll text you if I happen to change plans, but it most likely won't happen."


    "Hey, tell me. Where are you going? Tell me!"


    It was my little sister who spoke this time. Her question was followed by a series of kicks aimed towards my legs. Outside the house, she always behaved like a good girl, but when dealing with me, she was ruthless. I smacked her forehead before looking down, and saw that she was puffing her cheeks. Her lips were also pouted.


    "Oh, you want me to tell you?" I asked in a smarmy way, mimicking her words. 


    "Tell me! Tell me now!" she yelled while swinging her hands above her head, almost like she was waving away a cloud of mist or something. Continuing to ignore her demands, I pushed my arms under hers and lifted her up high in the air. She'd gotten quite heavy, hadn't she? Her kicking and struggling probably also played a part in it feeling that way.


    "You haven't lost all of your cuteness yet, huh?"


    "Let me down!"


    Her short legs frantically kicked back and forth, unable to find the floor. It was there that I noticed that she wasn't wearing socks. It took quite a bit of mental fortitude to go barefoot during the winter. What a strong kid she was.


    Now then, I had things to do.


    "I'll be back before dinner, so don't eat the cake without me, okay?"


    The way I treated her like a child after letting her down caused her to stick her tongue out at me. Treating her like a child? She was a child. I patted the head of my pouting sister once before heading towards the front door. Turns out, despite acting like a brat a lot of the time, she hadn't yet stopped adoring me. It felt pretty nice knowing that. Still, I had to wonder, would the same be true in three years' time? What about four?


    Regardless, it really helped having something to cheer me up right now, because going outside while it was this cold was almost certainly going to have the opposite effect. It was like having a pocket heater in my heart, protecting me from the cold and its tendency to get me down. I found myself sighing instinctively as I took my shoes and put them on.


    In the end, I hadn't managed to come up with anything for me and Adachi to do. What waited me from here on was completely up in the air.


    Had Adachi thought up anything? Or had she thought about it too much and ended up with something weird?


    Out of those two, I had to say that I was more worried about the latter.


    "Anyway..."


    I was going to be eating dinner at home. As such, if we were going for lunch, fried chicken would be a pass from me. That might not have been a lot to go by, but it was all I had as I left the house. For everything else, we'd have to see how it turned out.


    Now then, Christmas. Christmas...


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Meat Shop: The Visitor - Part 3"


    



    



    Eating chicken curry on Christmas was a tradition in our family. A cliche, you could even call it.


    "Why?" Hino asked, busy eating her second serving of said curry. How inconsiderate of her to come over despite it being Christmas. My mother and father had both welcomed her in with a smile on their faces, though, making it seem like they'd already accepted her as one of ours.


    "I was asked what I wanted to eat, and I said curry."


    "And because it's Christmas, you put chicken in it? Yeah, I get it now."


    Hino's cheeks rapidly changed shape as she munched down on the piece of potato she'd tossed into her mouth. As I stared at her doing so, I found myself yearning after what I saw.


    Yearning for the curry, I meant. Not for her cheeks. Well, not that I'd mind those either.


    "Give me a bite."


    "Huh? Good grief. Okay, but just a bite."


    What sort of a reaction was that? She did know that this curry was mine, right? Furthermore, the spoonful she'd offered me only contained carrots. I still ate it, though. Mmh, delicious.


    Just so you know, breakfast tomorrow morning was going to consist of curry. Same with dinner, most likely.


    "This curry is really good", Hino stated, her comment aimed at my mother who was busy preparing chicken on the store side. 


    "Thanks", she replied. Her forehead dripped with sweat despite it being winter, although this was most likely due to the flame she was standing next to.


    "You still like your own family's curry the best, right?"


    "No, we only eat Japanese-style foods", Hino said. As she did, her face twisted into a wry smile. Right. Thinking back to it, they usually did have either kombu or chickpeas out as snacks when I went there. It was a pretty fresh experience for me, snacks that weren't sweet.


    "Even when we do have curry once in a blue moon, it's always made of tofu. Not a fan."


    Spinning her spoon around, Hino's eyes turned towards the calendar hanging off the wall. The word "curry" had been written in tiny letters inside the square of the 25th day. It was my handwriting. Why exactly had I felt the need to write it down? Despite my best efforts, I couldn't manage to remember.


    "Christmas, huh? Just one more week, and then that's that for this year."


    "Indeed", I nodded lightly while looking up at the calendar. I'd been told that I wouldn't be receiving any more New Year's gifts after I started high school, and as a result, it wasn't a time of the year that I was particularly looking forward to. Hino probably still received them, huh? Feeling a little jealous, I turned to face her. 


    "Hey, Nagafuji. Do you ever think about the future?"


    Was that really the kind of question to ask out of nowhere? It sounded really complex and hard to answer.


    "How far into the future are we talking about here? Tomorrow? The New Year?"


    "Thinking about anything further than a week away would probably be impossible for you, huh?"


    Having finished her bowl of curry, Hino now took a sip of tea. She then placed the cup on the table before propping her chin up with her arm.


    "For example, in ten years, we probably won't be able to act this carefree, right? Like, we'll both be too busy with our jobs to be eating curry at three in the afternoon. Plus, it's not even a given that we'll be together anyway. Thinking about it that way, it really makes you appreciate how nice it is to have lots of free time. Then again, it can also stress you out by making you feel like you have to make the best of it."


    Just like I'd thought, this topic was simply out of my league. What was I going to be like in ten years? I had no clue.


    "Wow, Hino. Even you think about some pretty difficult stuff, huh?"


    "That 'even you' really bothers me."


    "Hmm..."


    She'd also said something that bothered me. That was, her not being sure if we'd be together in ten years. Though I obviously wasn't able to give her other questions the kind of answers that she sought, that one part, I felt like I had an answer for it.


    I put my crappy memory ("crappy" according to Hino, who had told me that three times, though I only remember the most recent one) to use and tried my hardest to recall what it was. Hmm... Oh, right.


    "I think it'll be fine."


    "Huh? Which part?"


    "We're going to be friends forever. You said it yourself while we were coming back from seeing a film."


    We'd been in our second year of elementary school back then, I was pretty sure. What sort of film had it been? That, I couldn't remember.


    As for Hino, it seemed that she had forgotten the entire statement. At least, that's what the way her gaze jumped around seemed to imply.


    "I said that? Really?"


    "I replied with a 'yeah'."


    "Yeah..."


    "And that's why I think we'll be together even in ten years."


    We would definitely be if we wanted to. If both of us wanted to.


    For a second, Hino remained silent and simply scratched her cheek. She then laughed.


    What a weirdo she'd become.


    "Since we've been together for the past ten years, the next ten years won't bring any changes with them, huh?"


    "Hm?"


    "Nothing, nothing. Anyway, can I have another bowl of curry?"


    "Go home."


    We'd once again skipped all the polite traditions, but even without those, I had a feeling that the next year would end up going just fine.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    It was the night before the 25th. Obviously unable to sleep, I sat there on top of my bed. 


    I stared at my phone in a stalemate. All that was left was pressing the send button. I found it very difficult to do so, however. My index finger moved towards the screen, then away from it. I brushed my bangs to the side, all the while trying to find the courage to do it. What time was it? I glanced at the clock, although that only caused me to panic more; I wouldn't be getting an extension.


    "Looking forward to tomorrow."


    Was that too much? Would she think that it was weird? It was worries like those that held my finger in place. I knew it would be pointless sending it if Shimamura was already asleep, but even so, I wasn't able to decide if I should. My finger kept tapping the surface of the send button without actually pressing it.


    Somehow, I had managed to muster just the right amount of strength to make sure that I was utterly incapable of pressing it down, no matter how hard I tried. What was I doing? This was stupid. Squirming around, I rubbed my forehead against the bed. I needed to get some sleep too, yet here I was, wide awake. I was going to end up with rings around my eyes for our date at this rate, and I didn't want that. As such, it would better to simply push the button and be done with it.


    If I didn't send the message, I would certainly regret it later. As for sending it, yeah, I might end up regretting it, but there was also a chance that I might not.


    Looking at it that way, it was a simple decision. A real no-brainer. My head turned away, I extended only my finger and pressed the button as if this was someone else's problem. I could feel the button sinking under my finger, after which I quickly turned to look at the screen. I caught the end of a simplistic animation of a paper plane flying, followed by the words "message sent". I tossed the phone on the bed, leaned against the wall, and let out a nonsensical laugh. I then hopped off the bed and slouched forward, pretending like I was thinking hard about something.


    Like the saying went, a watched pot never boils. Perhaps the same principle could be applied here? Acting like I didn't care, I sat there, biding my time. Then, when the moment came, I turned around and... nothing. No reply. I turned back.


    I sat down on my chair and opened one of my textbooks, trying to act like I wasn't interested in seeing her reply. I then closed the book without having read a single line out of it. I collapsed onto my desk and, using my arm as a substitute for a pillow, turned my head sideways. My feet continued stamping the floor below it. I shut my eyes, but that only caused hazy mist to fill my head. In that haze, I saw the blurred image of Shimamura walking with Nagafuji from the other day. Feelings of frustration and self-hatred tormented me as I stared at the image in my mind.


    I couldn't see myself ever growing to enjoy this unique sense of nervousness—like having my stomach full of heavy stones—that I always felt as I waited for her to reply. I was worried how she'd reply, and more importantly, if she'd reply at all. I was well aware that Shimamura wasn't the kind of person who fussed about replying to text messages, and that only made it worse. Even so, I found myself fiddling with my hair, hoping that this time, she'd reply quickly.


    It was for this reason that the sudden sound of my phone ringing caused me to fall off the chair I was sitting on. Literally. I pushed myself up, dashed towards my bed, and grabbed the phone. Frantically navigating through the menus, I rolled onto my back and held the device up high. I then opened Shimamura's reply, filled with such nervousness that I felt like I might get dizzy.


    "Y"


    That was her reply. A single letter. Huh? What is this? "Y" as in... what? "Yeah"? "Why"? I honestly had no clue how to interpret it.


    This was exactly why I hated texting. All you got were these dry, emotionless words.


    The thing was, the reply being a single letter long had nothing to do with Shimamura; it wasn't difficult to imagine someone else texting me something similar. For some reason, everyone seemed to favour messages that were as vague as possible and basically impossible for the receiver to accurately decipher. But, when you were talking, you couldn't do that. Your emotions and feelings seeped into your reactions, allowing the person on the other end to receive them.


    That was to say, I wanted to hear Shimamura's voice. I wanted to learn more about her.


    "Well, I guess I'll get to hear a lot of it tomorrow."


    Right. It wasn't time yet. I'd made a false start, and this was what I had ended up with.


    Convincing myself of that, I crawled under the sheets. My body felt warm, almost as if I'd spread a thin net over my head that was keeping all of that heat in.


    I wanted to fall asleep quickly and for it to be tomorrow.


    And yet, for some reason, it was always these nights, the nights you felt that way, that you spent lying wide-awake in your bed. It really was tough being a human.


    



    Now that I thought about it, I had met with Shimamura here one time in October. I'd woken up before my alarm that day and—unable to fall back asleep—had turned it off. That turned out to be a huge mistake, however, as I did end up falling asleep afterwards, ultimately resulting in me being late. On the bright side, at least it taught me a lesson and helped me avoid being late this time. It did come at the cost of five large yawns in the span of a single minute, though.


    Each yawn caused me to shiver. Feeling slightly tired, I'd decided to give myself some time to properly wake up before the morning bath. That also turned out to be a huge mistake; my hair wasn't even fully dry yet when I realised that the clock was ticking and I had to rush out. I'd planned to take my time combing it and getting it just right, but it seemed like I wouldn't be doing that after all. My hair being wet would also have the effect of making the temperature outside feel even colder.


    I'd been the one who had decided that we would meet in front of the town's information centre, located within the mall. Although it wasn't the same mall as the one I'd gone to with Hino to buy the tea, this one did also have a giant Christmas tree. Made sense, I suppose. Speaking of the tree, not only would meeting in front of it have been the safer choice, it was what everyone did; I'd taken a quick look around when I'd first come here, and let's just say, the number of couples was clearly out of the ordinary. So many that, even if a giant or a god was to walk in and start picking them up like humans picked up clams during a low tide, there would still be plenty left after they were done. And yet, I could see hardly any couples of the same gender. Not that I expected to. It made sense, I suppose.


    I once again grew self-conscious about how much we stuck out. I wonder, did Shimamura hate that?


    It might be that she was only coming because she felt obligated due to us being friends.


    I wasn't sure if me being sleep-deprived was the cause for it or what, but the second I let my mind wander, it became filled with negative thoughts.


    My reasoning for choosing this location had been that, the further away from the couples we met, the less attention we would draw to ourselves. It was also convenient for me: There would be fewer witnesses if I wanted to hold her hand. Did I? I was still on the fence about it. It felt like walking backwards while simultaneously facing forward.


    I yawned again, after which I thought back to the events of October. That blue-haired girl had come with us that time, and I could only pray that the same wouldn't happen again. No extras this time, please. Us meeting on this specific day had only become reality because I'd shown courage. It was for that reason that I didn't want to share it with anyone.


    As I couldn't see a clock anywhere, I used my phone to check the time. I also checked my messages. The latest one was still the "Y" from yesterday. That was to say, she hadn't decided to cancel at the last minute. I sighed in relief. Five minutes remained until eleven, our meeting time.


    "Ah, you're already here."


    I lifted my eyes off my phone, only to spot the person who I'd been waiting for.


    While my heart obviously didn't make an audible throb or anything silly like that as I saw her, I did still feel my chest tighten slightly.


    There was no mistaking it. That figure in the distance, waving lightly, was her.


    Shimamura. She'd come on time, and by herself.


    That last bit was especially important. Feeling relieved, I waved back at her.


    "Did I keep you waiting?"


    "No, I just got here."


    "Liar. I was watching you for the last five minutes from over there", Shimamura stated, her finger pointed at me. She'd seen right through my lie. Five minutes? More like fifteen. I instantly grew flustered. That might have been the reaction that Shimamura was after, however, because as she saw me do so, a wide grin appeared on her face.


    "It was just a joke. Anyway, sorry I kept you waiting", she explained before moving next to me. She was wearing a black dress with a flower pattern, and on top of it a jacket with a fur trim hood. A pair of brown boots was what she'd chosen as footwear, and as for her bag, it was similar to the one she always used.


    Her hair clearly had a lot of time put into it, although you could also see tiny black slivers on top of her head.


    No matter how you sliced it, this was just your normal holiday Shimamura. 


    With her by my side, we began walking. It only took a few steps for the image of her walking with Nagafuji to appear in my mind. Quite a while had passed since the incident, yet the sight still continued to pester me from time to time. Stop, I repeated to myself with my hand on my forehead.


    As I did that, Shimamura turned towards me. Had my emotions crept to my face? Panicking slightly, I put on a forced smile. Then again, me grinning was probably what had caught her attention in the first place.


    "Hey, Adachi. There's something that has been bothering me from the moment I saw you."


    "Huh? What's that?"


    That expression, "from the moment I saw you", caused my body to shiver. You might have thought that I was nervous about what she was going to say, but it was actually the opposite; I was nervous because I knew what it was that was bothering her.


    Shimamura peered inside my coat and squinted.


    "Why are you wearing a China dress?"


    "Oh... So, you noticed?" I said while gripping the edges of the dress I'd borrowed from work. I was wearing a coat on top, but beneath it glittered the light blue China dress with its embroidered flowers. As for my feet, I'd gone with a pair of flattened court shoes, though they didn't really match the rest of my outfit.


    I knew that this would happen. She thought that I looked weird, didn't she? Heck, even I thought that. Though I had spent hours and hours agonizing over it and even went out of my way to buy fresh new clothes, in the end, this was what I'd settled with. Why? I felt out of place, like a lost child who had no idea what they were doing, but it was way too late now.


    Looking back to last evening, putting myself in the state of mind I'd been in, I could only find a single answer to that question:


    Shimamura had once said that she thought it was cute. That seemed to have ended up being the deciding factor.


    Apparently, I valued Shimamura's offhand comments more highly than my own feelings.


    "Weird..."


    I already had a feeling that we were going to earn curious looks walking together, and now this. It was just horrible.


    Would Shimamura be willing to give me the time to run over to the nearby clothing store and buy a new outfit?


    "Anyway", she grumbled with her head tilted slightly. "I just wonder if people are going to think that you're trying to pull customers for some weird establishment. Oh, don't get me wrong. I think it's great. Kinda cute."


    "Hm..."


    "It's the benefit of being pretty. Everything looks good on you", Shimamura flattered me jokingly. I found it difficult to decide how to react; even if she hadn't meant it seriously, the fact remained that she had just called me pretty. Either way, blushing here would likely make things awkward, which is why I tried my best not to. How exactly do you stop yourself from blushing? I'm sure. I tried flexing the muscles in my cheeks, although in retrospect, that likely had no effect whatsoever.


    "Your outfit is cuter, Shimamura..."


    This was my way of rebutting (was that the most suitable word?) her calling me pretty. Though she had likely been joking when she said that, me, I really meant my comment. Even so...


    "Hahaha. Stop with those sarcastic remarks."


    ...it was taken as a joke.


    Despite the back-and-forth, it seemed that Shimamura approved of the China dress. Knowing that she felt that way helped me relax, allowing me to reach the conclusion that it might not have been so strange after all. I shook off the weight that had been pinning my feet in place and began walking forward. There was a real chance that I might break into a sprint if I were to let my guard down, or at least it felt that way. In any case, I needed to be careful not to get too excited. Don't get flustered. Not today.


    "So then, where will you take me?"


    "Umm... I was thinking of the second floor", I said, pointing in the direction of the escalator. Thanks to coming here daily for the past three days to have a preliminary look around, I had the layout of the mall pretty much memorized. I'd walked all over the place, trying to decide what we should do.


    The escalator was immediately behind the information centre. As we got there, I glanced at Shimamura's hands, swaying beside her. Though their backs seemed cold, the same couldn't be said about her palms; they had a certain sense of vibrancy to them. I checked my surroundings as if I was about to steal something, and after making sure that there weren't many pairs of eyes pointed our way, I stuck my arm out with the intention of gripping her hand. In that instant, the world around me went white. It was like I was flying through space, unable to move my head as though it'd been fixed in place with a nail. All feelings of cowardice vanished from my mind as I left the decision of how to proceed up to my body. It was perhaps for this reason that my arm ended up moving with way too much force, causing Shimamura to let out a sharp yelp the moment my fingers wrapped around her hand. In conclusion, her thumb was forced to bend out of the way. I instantly panicked and rushed to adjust my grip. Even though her thumb was now back to being straight, a frown still remained on her face. I felt like I was about to turn pale. She hadn't sprained her finger or anything, right?


    "I'm so sorry."


    "Yeah", Shimamura nodded while inspecting her finger. She didn't show any signs of pain on her face after bending it a couple of times, from which I could judge that she hadn't been injured. I sighed in relief, immediately after which Shimamura's eyes turned towards me.


    I felt myself shrivel under her gaze; the look in her eyes made it clear that she blamed me for what just happened. Thinking about it, her getting mad at me wasn't really something that I had ever experienced. She was very tolerant of my sometimes eccentric behaviour. Regardless, even she wasn't able to simply ignore it when pain was thrown into the mix, right? I was scared. Above all, scared that Shimamura was going to get a bad impression of me.


    It didn't end up going that way, thankfully; I don't know if it was due to her seeing me shaking in fear and drawing my neck in or what, but in any case, Shimamura sighed something to the effect of "whatever", after which the frown on her face turned into a slight smile. I was saved, at least partly. She then pulled me by the hand to the wall next to the escalator, likely to avoid inconveniencing other people by standing in front of it.


    The window of the opposing store, as well as our images, reflected off the polished wall.


    "Hey. Can you stop grabbing my hand as if you were a purse snatcher or something?"


    "Sorry. I'm really sorry."


    I apologized as earnestly as I could, yet I still wouldn't let go of her hand. Shimamura stared at it, hard.


    I was too scared to see the expression on her face to look up.


    "You want to hold hands?"


    I nodded, before adding "if possible". What I really wanted to say was "definitely", but I decided not to.


    "Have we had this conversation before?"


    I nodded, before adding "maybe". Of course, I actually remembered it clearly.


    "Hmm... Hm, hmm..."


    I could hear Shimamura muttering above my head. It sounded like she was conflicted about something. Right. This date, the 25th, carried a lot of implications with it, and it made sense that even she would be troubled by them. I found myself growing increasingly unsure what to do as various thoughts bounced around in my head. Some were asking me what I was doing, some telling me to let go of her hand. Yet, if my goal was to become special to her, remaining silent would only make things worse. I had to do something.


    Of course, what the right approach was, that was a whole other problem.


    Jumping straight to holding hands after how much trouble I'd had sending a single text message was just too much, stated my conservative side. While that might have been true, it was far too late now. Pulling my hand away wouldn't change the reality that I'd grasped hers. As such, there was no point in doing so.


    I felt as if an eternity had passed. My ears were cold, and so were my legs. Even the coat wasn't able to keep them warm. I so hated the China dress and its stupid slit. The only warm thing around was the hand of Shimamura that I held.


    Her fingers had been extended earlier, but now, they rested wrapped around mine.


    "Well, whatever."


    I could feel something welling up inside me as her warmth poured from her fingers into mine. Shimamura felt my warmth too, I was sure.


    "From now on, make sure to ask permission first before you grab my hand, okay?"


    "Shie—"


    "What kind of a reaction is that? How did you even make that sound?"


    Shimamura stared at me with her eyes wide open. There was going to be a next time? She didn't mind holding hands? These bits of information I'd picked up from her request had caught all of my attention, and were what resulted in that weird noise coming from my mouth. I wonder, why was I acting so suspiciously? It was probably Shimamura's fault.


    "It kinda sounded like you were saying 'shrimp'."


    "Please, just ignore it... Anyway, yeah, got it. I'll let you know beforehand from now on, I promise."


    Honestly, I much preferred simply extending my hand without getting her approval first. It was way easier. Doing it this way, there was yet another hurdle for me to climb over.


    Don't get me wrong, the fact that she didn't mind holding hands as long as I asked first definitely made me happy.


    Then again, from Shimamura's perspective, she probably didn't have any particular desire for doing it.


    All of this made me feel a little lonely. We were standing on parallel bars, me alone scrambling towards her, about to fall. That was the image that came to my mind.


    "Also", Shimamura stated before raising her hand, "there's no need for you to act like you're in a hurry. It's not like someone else's gonna walk over and snatch my hand away from you."


    Her remark was accompanied by a smile.


    Those words highlighted just how much I sought her hand, and instantly filled me with shame. The fact that she was saying them without noticing that herself was quite troubling as well.


    And yet...


    I wasn't the only person who walked by her side. Nagafuji had done so a couple of days ago, for an example.


    That was why I'd found myself wanting to take her hand first, even if by force.


    I thought about stating that as an objection, but stopped just before the words managed to come out of my mouth.


    We'd returned to the escalator, and were now being carried up by it. I'd really been saved by its existence; my legs felt numb and stiff, and had it been regular stairs instead of an escalator, I likely wouldn't have been able to climb them.


    I stood a couple of steps above Shimamura, and she stood a couple of steps below me. Our hands still grasped each other's. A couple passed us—a man and a woman. I could feel them staring at us, and the thought caused my shoulders to grow tense. Though Shimamura didn't seem to care all that much, personally, I was very conscious of it, conscious of the fact that we were holding hands.


    There was no more room for thoughts in my mind. Why had we taken the escalator up? Where were we planning on going on the second floor? The notepad inside my head had been wiped clean, making it feel like the three days' worth of scouting I'd done had been for nothing. Awkwardly, as if being dragged by Shimamura, I stepped off the escalator and looked around. Umm... Oh, yeah. To the right from there.


    "I... I thought we could have fun here", I explained. Did that sound weird? Probably. Anyway, it was the same place we'd come to bowl previously. My eyes glossed over a sign with the words "multi-entertainment space" written on it as we walked in. The door then closed behind us, and in that instant, all traces of the Christmas music that had been blasting inside the mall vanished. Instead, my ears were now filled with a different type of sound. That was, noise.


    "Bowling?"


    "No, not bowling."


    Call it a superstition, but I had a feeling that the blue-haired girl would show up if we started bowling. As such, I'd decided that we would do something else this time. Ignoring the ping-pong and billiard corners as well, I made my way towards the loudest section of the store, the arcade.


    There weren't all that many customers present. In fact, the noise that filled the establishment wasn't even caused by people. No, it was all being played automatically by the various machines. By the entrance stood a picture portraying a smiling character from one of the medal games, and as I stared at it, I found myself getting sad for some reason. Sentimental, even. It was similar to how I had felt as a child when I'd found out that my favourite character had suddenly stopped being popular and would be discontinued.


    We walked past the medal games, circled around the massive bingo machines, until at last finding ourselves in front of what I'd been looking for. In the depths of the arcade, there was an air hockey table. That had been my goal. While the table did certainly seem quite old compared to the newer ones next to it which also appeared to offer faster-paced play, I'd purposefully ignored them in the favour of the more orthodox option.


    "What about air hockey?"


    It resembled table tennis in more ways than one. If there was a game that was meant for us, this was it.


    Going to see a film had been another option I'd considered, though I'd ultimately chosen this one as it felt more exciting. Also, in hindsight, there was a good chance that I might have literally fallen asleep if we'd gone there. Combining lack of sleep with cosy seats and darkness tended to end that way. That was all to say, I needed to keep my body moving.


    "Hockey, huh? I see."


    I'd never actually played it before, but who cared.


    "Alright. Let's do it."


    "Yeah."


    Those words had barely left my mouth as Shimamura began taking off her jacket, likely in preparation for the activity that awaited us. She only managed to expose her shoulders, though, before her body shivered violently.


    "I'll take it off once I start getting warm", she stated while sliding her arms back through the sleeves. Then, she picked up the orange... racket? mallet? from the small basket and walked over to the other side of the table.


    While it did make sense, and we couldn't play air hockey otherwise, I still found it regrettable that I was forced to let go of her hand.


    A round cost 200 yen. We both put in a hundred-yen coin each, after which air began shooting through the pores covering the table, lifting the puck slightly into the air. I held it down with the mallet. The point system came alive as well, both of our displays showing the number zero.


    "Hehehe", Shimamura giggled. Why? I had no idea. It was almost like she was taunting me. "You can start, Adachi."


    Strangely generous of her to let me go first. Was that just how confident she was in herself? Accepting her offer, I grabbed the puck and pulled it to me.


    And so, our match began in the nearly empty arcade.


    The fact that I'd chosen air hockey only after coming here in advance and seeing how unpopular the place was would forever remain a secret from Shimamura.


    Despite my plan to hit the puck gently to start off with, a massive sound effect played as my mallet came into contact with it, quite startling me. Was this how these things worked now, the puck played sounds? Not letting the opening go to waste, Shimamura hit it back with a sharp flick of the wrist.


    The puck flew across the table, narrowly missing my goal and instead bouncing off the wall next to it. It then landed on the table in front of me, in the perfect position for me to smack it. This time, I took a solid stance before hitting the puck with as much strength as I could muster. It glided towards Shimamura, and a second later, disappeared inside her goal. I hadn't been aiming for it or anything. No, it'd been pure luck.


    "Oh?" she squeaked as she glanced downwards at her goal. Her hair couldn't quite keep up with the speed at which she moved her head, and curled up noticeably. "Hmm. It's a bit different compared to what I'm used to."


    Her head tilted to the side, she stared at her mallet with a puzzled look in her eyes.


    "What do you mean?"


    "I play air hockey with my sister from time to time. We have a table at home, a Mario one. I figured this one might not play the same way, and it seems that I was right", she stated while tapping the mallet against her forehead. It now made sense why she had been giggling before we started; having played before, she'd been confident that she could beat me. Anyway, it was now time for round two. Shimamura went first this time. She shot the puck straight towards me, and I quickly swung my arm as if to send it back. I felt no response, however.


    I'd missed. How was that even possible? Thankfully, the puck ended up hitting the corner of the goal and bounced off. I glanced at Shimamura, and saw that she was getting ready to take advantage of the opening I'd given to her. Not on my watch. I quickly pulled the mallet back and smacked the puck before it managed to slide out of my reach, sending it flying towards Shimamura's goal. She'd left her guard wide open, and the puck slid right in. Another point for me. A stiff smile appeared on Shimamura's face.


    "Turning a miss into an opening? Way to go, Adachi."


    "Umm... Pretty good, huh?" I tried to boast, though my statement ended up sounding far less energetic than I had planned. At least it made Shimamura smile.


    At times like these, I really wished that I could use Hino as a reference. Then again, I suppose it might just end up looking creepy if I started acting all joyful all of a sudden. Even I thought that'd be too much. Wallowing in self-deprecation, I hit the puck.


    It was silly to be this into a game of air hockey, to try this hard to win. Yet, as I swung my arm, various thoughts ran about in my head. Thoughts about Shimamura, thoughts about me.


    I didn't remember the first person I'd felt love towards. It hadn't been someone of the same gender, though. At least, I felt like it hadn't been. Either way, for the current me, Shimamura stood above everyone else, in more ways than one.


    Perhaps gender wasn't something that mattered to me at present as far as human relations were concerned.


    Of course, I wasn't foolish enough to believe that it not mattering to me meant that it didn't matter to the people around me—to Shimamura. There were rules in society that required you to act modest and not stand out, and while I didn't agree with them, I recognized that they needed to be followed.


    Even so, I felt like there were many things in this world that it would be better without. At the same time, I chose to cherish the fact that we were here right now as something precious. The causes that had led to it becoming reality were varied. Had the summer not been so hot, had summer break not been so long. It was there, under circumstances created by chance, that we happened to apply to the same high school. Thankfully, we'd both passed. And let's not forget the fact that the lessons had been too boring to endure.


    Because otherwise, we would never have met on the second floor of the gym.


    Had we ended up meeting each other some other way, it would still have been possible to trace back the series of coincidences that had led there. All possible ways we could have come in contact came with their own histories, their own fates. It was only as the consequence of billions upon billions of distinct events that two people were able to encounter one another. What a journey it had been.


    One wrong choice, and the two of us would never have met.


    I could only thank the past me for making the right choices.


    



    "Wow, Adachi. You totally tricked me."


    "I mean, it's not like I lied or anything."


    After around six rounds of air hockey, we'd moved to the Freshness Burger on the first floor to get some tea. Despite it being a little late for it—that was, way past noon—we had also ended up eating lunch there. At no point during my planning had I thought about choosing some high-class restaurant. It was simply too much, even for Christmas. The atmosphere in those sorts of places wasn't the kind where it felt right walking in with another girl, and most importantly, there was the matter of splitting the bill.


    I'd saved money I earned at my part-time job for this occasion, meaning that I wanted to treat her. Yet, I knew Shimamura wasn't going to agree quite so easily. Even when trying to be nice to someone, you weren't freed from the burden of having to take their feelings into consideration.


    "You're pretty good, huh, Adachi?" Shimamura praised me while holding up one of the French fries she'd ordered off the set menu.


    The combined record for our air hockey games had ended up as four to two. I'd been the one with four wins. It seemed that Shimamura's experience hadn't managed to save her this time. Yet, that didn't mean that I was good. Rather, I was way worse than she thought. Not that I was ever going to say that to her.


    "Feeling confident in yourself and inviting a beginner to wipe the floor with her, I'm impressed."


    "That's not what I did", I stated back, denying her accusation while waving my hand sideways as emphasis. It seemed that Shimamura hadn't been serious either, and she quickly added "I did have fun, though" before putting an end to that topic.


    "You also won more times than I did when we played table tennis."


    "Oh, did I?"


    I didn't remember that clearly, but it sounded plausible.


    The hesitation in my voice gave Shimamura an opening.


    "No, wait. Maybe it was me after all?" she said, clearly pretending like she'd forgotten.


    "It's pretty sneaky exploiting my bad memory to alter the facts in your favour."


    My facial muscles had been really tense the whole day, but as we joked around, I could feel them loosening up. A slight smile appeared on my face. The more we were able to talk like this, the more relaxed I felt. Of course, I hadn't been fully tamed yet, meaning that there was always the chance that something would set me off and I'd go wild. Yet presently, everything was going smoothly. I did have a feeling that I'd shrivel up if I started looking around the store more than was necessary, but as I was purposefully not doing that, I couldn't say for sure. The reason being, of course, that the vast majority of the seats were occupied by couples consisting of a man and a woman. While I did know the real reason for it, I decided that it'd be better for me to pretend like they all just really liked Christmas.


    Shimamura sucked up some coffee with her straw before turning her eyes towards the parking lot outside of the window.


    "It feels like it was forever ago, doesn't it? Even though it's only been around four months."


    I definitely shared that sentiment. The decrease in the temperature alone made the thought of idling away on the second floor of the gym feel alien. At the same time, I could still see it clearly in my mind.


    "We'll start our second year, spring will come. Maybe we'll go hang out at the gym again once sunlight grows stronger?" Shimamura asked while staring directly at my face, almost as if she was testing me.


    To tell you the truth, I found it extremely pleasant passing time up there with her. Lying together with our bodies curled up, not in the oppressive late-summer heat but in the comfortable spring warmth, that was what I truly wished for. Yet, I also knew that Shimamura didn't want it to continue.


    "No, let's keep going to class and then come here after school. We can even play table tennis at the place on the second floor if we want."


    "100 points", Shimamura graded my answer. There was a smile of satisfaction on her face. "You've become quite the diligent student, Adachi."


    That was where she was wrong. I was merely going along with her.


    "Still, it's not guaranteed that we'll end up being placed in the same class", she stated completely casually. While it didn't seem to matter much to her, for me, it was a massive problem.


    Starting from today, I was going to be praying each night before bedtime that I got placed in the same class as her. I also needed to be ready in case I didn't. It was a real possibility, and I didn't want to get depressed if it ended up happening.


    Of course, that wasn't to say that being in the same class meant that we'd be talking to each other in the classroom. We couldn't.


    Even so, having Shimamura in my field of vision made me feel relaxed. Though we were just friends, I hated the idea of her making new friends somewhere I couldn't see her. When had I gotten this jealous? Or had I always been this way, but just hadn't been aware of it?


    That whole thing with Nagafuji still bugged me. If we ended up in separate classes, those sorts of things would be happening more often than before, wouldn't they? Rather than hating that, I was scared of it. I felt like the distance between us was just going to keep growing. 


    We finished our coffees and exited Freshness Burger. After that, we took the escalator back to the second floor where we decided to sit down on the nearby chairs and take a break.


    In the end, Shimamura had never taken off her coat. Perhaps she was still feeling cold? I sat there on the chair, staring idly at the people walking past us. Shimamura's legs were slightly extended, and every now and then, she flapped them. I found it kinda cute in a way. Those childish things she did periodically never failed to draw my attention.


    Would this be a good moment to give her the present? I decided to go for it.


    "Hey, Shimamura. Take this."


    I pulled the bag of tea—wrapped in the Japanese style—from my bag and presented it to Shimamura. With a confused look on her face, she accepted the gift.


    "What's this?" she asked, her eyes turned towards me.


    "It's meant to be a Christmas present."


    "Oh, really?"


    It was clear from her voice that she was exaggerating her surprise. She held the bag high and examined it, blinking multiple times as she did.


    "Well, thanks. I'm glad."


    Shimamura scratched her cheek, clearly a little embarrassed. It was rare to see her like that. She held the bag against her chest, and as she did, her face twisted into a grin. I was reminded of the time when I sat between her legs, and found myself blushing as well.


    "Ah, it's this brand. The one that smells really good. I've been wanting to try this", she said with a broad smile on her face after checking the label. I felt relieved: It seemed that the information I'd gotten from Hino had been accurate.


    "Still, Adachi. How did you know that I wanted this?"


    Ah.


    Come to think of it, yeah. It was weird for me to know.


    "Was it just chance?"


    "...No, it wasn't."


    I decided to answer honestly. With her finger pressed against her forehead, Shimamura scanned our surroundings. It was like she was trying to remember something.


    "Oh. Did you ask Hino?"


    "Y-Yeah, I did."


    "That must have been tough on you", she said jokingly while patting my head. As far as I was concerned, that was the greatest reward I could've been given.


    Wanting to be patted more, I moved my head towards her, but unfortunately, Shimamura quickly pulled her hand away. Darn.


    "I really wasn't expecting for the both of us to have thought of this."


    "Huh?"


    "You've been a good girl, Adachi, so Big Sis wanted to give you a present."


    As she said that, Shimamura reached for her bag and pulled something out, just like I had mere moments ago. While the word "present" had gotten me quite excited, as I stared at the object she now held in front of me with, those feelings of excitement froze. Santa Shimamura's choice was shocking, to say the least.


    "What's that?"


    "A boomerang."


    I'd thought that it was a broken hanger. Either way, I accepted the blue, V-shaped object. Accepted it...


    "Here's goggles."


    I accepted the goggles, meant to protect my eyes. Accepted them...


    "I should wear these when I use it?"


    "Yep. Oh, and in case you're wondering, I did test it after buying it to see if it was fun. It was."


    "I see..."


    Those were the only words that came to mind. I was far too shocked, both by the fact that she'd gotten me a present, as well as by what the present had turned out to be, to react any other way. Was I meant to feel deeply moved as I gripped the boomerang, or was I not?


    "I really have no idea when it comes to choosing these sorts of things, which is why I decided to go to Nagafuji for advice. Although, you can see where that led me. I guess I chose the wrong person to ask, huh?"


    "Nagafuji? Ah..."


    That time when Shimamura had been walking with Nagafuji...


    That was what it'd been about?


    She'd gone to pick out a present, for me.


    Regardless of what she had ended up buying, the fact alone that she'd gone moved me greatly. I felt relieved, but at the same time, ashamed of myself. Frankly speaking, I'd been acting jealous. I shouldn't be feeling that way ever, and especially not when she was doing something for my sake.


    My hand landed on Shimamura's shoulder, forming a shaky bridge between us.


    "Adachi?" she asked. Her voice was filled with suspicion, and I couldn't really blame her; it was odd how I just sat there, motionless, my head hung. A thought crossed my mind: What would happen if I were to grab her by the shoulders, pull her to me, and hug her? While that would undeniably close our physical distance, I had a feeling that it would do the exact opposite to our relationship.


    It was for this reason that I decided to resist temptation. Using her shoulder as support, I slowly lifted up my head.


    I could feel that my cheeks were warm and swollen. I couldn't say for sure, but if I had to guess, I was likely blushing hard.


    "Thank you. I'll treasure this."


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    While it definitely wasn't the way it was meant to be used, my plan for the boomerang was to put it on a shelf as a trophy.


    I'd keep it there forever, even if, for example, we stopped seeing each other. Not that I thought that was going to happen. No, it was just an example.


    "I'm glad that you like it."


    To tell you the truth, I wasn't particularly thrilled about the boomerang. The fact that Shimamura had given it to me, that was the real present.


    Then again, that alone was more than enough. Christmas came loaded with all sorts of implications, after all.


    Shimamura had been scratching her cheek, but now, a bright grin appeared on her face.


    "Now, what do you say we go outside and test it?" she proposed.


    "Huh?"


    "I thought I could teach you the proper throwing technique."


    Though my first reaction was to decline and tell her that there was no need to, as I gazed at her smile, I found it really difficult to get the words out of my mouth.


    What about the rest of our date? What about all of my plans? While I was busy panicking, Shimamura got up from the chair and headed towards the escalator. It seemed that she really did intend for us to go play with the boomerang.


    No matter how you looked at it, Shimamura was also slightly strange.


    Yet, perhaps it was due to that strangeness that she was willing to spend time with me? Thinking about it that way, I found myself being filled with joy. My body certainly seemed to agree with that interpretation, from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.


    I ran up to Shimamura and took her hand, but not before quickly asking if it was okay to do so.


    This way, I wouldn't feel cold, not even when we went outside.


    



    We were the only two people at the park next to the driving school, sandwiched between the mall and the highway. Kids on their winter holidays were probably staying home playing video games or something, huh? The pieces of rusty playground equipment stood exposed in the cold wind, the layer of paint covering their surfaces mostly peeled off, creaking as their various parts scraped together.


    I had no memory of ever coming to a playground during winter, not even as a child.


    Under the supervision of Shimamura, I pulled the blue boomerang out of its bag. My hair had dried since the morning bath, and was now blowing in the wind. I took a look at her, and saw that Shimamura's hair wasn't immune to it either; she was forced to constantly swipe her bangs away to keep them out of her eyes.


    "Bring the boomerang behind you, and then hold it", she instructed me, sounding like she was reciting something she had heard from someone else. She then grabbed my hand and guided it to the right place. I found myself quite startled. Next, she adjusted my grip and the angle I was holding the boomerang. This toy was quickly proving itself useful.


    "Keep it vertical and toss it straight forward. Try to avoid throwing it too high."


    Having said that, Shimamura took a step backwards. I considered asking for a quick recap, but on second thought, she probably wouldn't be willing to give me one, would she?


    My hand began moving forwards, and in that moment, I realised I'd forgotten to wear the goggles. It was too late to do anything, however, as less than a second later, the boomerang had already been set free.


    I stared as the blue object soared towards the ultramarine sky. It vanished for a moment, as if having melted into the sunshine, but quickly reappeared, this time accompanied by the sharp sound of its blades cutting through the air. The way it had completely reversed its direction reminded me of a swimmer kicking the wall of a pool to turn quickly. I tried to catch the boomerang as it flew back to me, but to no avail; it ended up passing over my head.


    I walked near the round, mesh-like playground equipment where it had landed, picked it up, and brushed the sand off it.


    ...Was I having fun?


    "This is how it tends to go when you first start, I think", Shimamura estimated, suddenly sounding like she was an expert at this.


    "Were you able to catch it, Shimamura?"


    "Like I said, this is how it tends to go when you first start."


    It seemed that the gap between us wasn't all that wide. I wonder, was the way I threw it the problem, or perhaps the angle?


    "Still, a person tossing a boomerang in a China dress. That's like something you'd see in a film."


    Shimamura's statement caused me to once again grow self-conscious of my choice of outfit. Speaking of which... I glanced down, and there it was: The giant slit that exposed most of my leg. Panicking slightly, I drew my leg closer to myself. I then tossed the boomerang in order to hide my embarrassment. The trajectory it took was pretty much the same as the first time, once again passing over my head and landing way behind me. 


    I picked it up, but as I did, a thought crossed through my mind. I tilted my head, puzzled.


    Toss, fly, catch, repeat. It felt so... monotonous.


    Playing air hockey with Shimamura had been way more fun than this. Yes, it seemed that it wasn't for me.


    "Not really what you were hoping for, huh?"


    "I guess not", I muttered. That was putting it mildly.


    "I see", Shimamura replied. She didn't sound particularly disappointed. "Hmm... Should we go back so that I can buy you something else?"


    "No, it's fine", I said while waving the boomerang in the air. There was way more value to it than just whether or not I had fun using it.


    An expression of satisfaction formed on Shimamura's face as she watched it moving back and forth. The way she smiled made it feel like I was being stared at by an older sister or something.


    "In any case, I still think we should go back. It's way warmer inside."


    Having suggested that, Shimamura turned towards the entrance. I didn't mind going, but at the same time, I felt hesitant. There was something inside me, and that something was pulling my hair, warning me.


    It was only here, in a place without other people, that I could tell her what I truly felt in my heart.


    "H-Hey!"


    A step forward. Stumbling, I drew closer to her.


    Shimamura turned around to look at me, and in that moment, I grabbed her hand and lifted it up. I then placed my second hand on top of it as well, covering it while simultaneously intertwining our fingers. She seemed confused, and I couldn't really blame her. I was treating her hand as if it was made of gold and diamonds.


    "Huh? What is it?"


    The simple fact that it was Christmas had given me the push I'd needed.


    I moved my fingers around, almost as if performing palm reading on her. She said something about it tickling, and I quickly apologized.


    "I... I..."


    I love you, Shimamura.


    I love you.


    I love you... My throat squeezed tight, and the words refused to come out. I felt myself suffocating as my lips quivered.


    "I... want to become friends with you."


    I was forced to compromise. Yes, this was as far as the courage I'd saved up would get me.


    "I was under the assumption that we were already friends?" Shimamura said, laughing nervously. I thought so as well. However...


    "No, not that level of friends. I want to..."


    What did I mean by that? I didn't even know myself. I could feel my eyes wavering. Was that the wrong way to measure friendship? Probably. Even so, there was no backing out now. Frantically, I searched for words to continue my sentence.


    What was it that I wanted? If "that level of friends" wasn't good enough, then...


    Like the boomerang, I needed to aim higher.


    "I want to become your number one friend", I stated while drawing even closer to her.


    "...'Number one'?"


    Shimamura raised her eyebrows. Did she understand what I was saying? I felt myself growing weaker by the second as she stared at me, and so, I quickly opened my mouth to get everything out before time ran out.


    "No, it's not 'I want to'. I will become your number one friend. I'll continue working hard till I get there."


    "I... I see", Shimamura muttered, leaving her true thoughts ambiguous. A very serious expression then appeared on her face, and her body shook in the cold wind.


    She lifted up her jacket's hood to cover her ears, a sight that I found myself captivated by. She looked really cute.


    "I'm not sure if I get it, but I do also think it's good to have ambitions."


    "Right..."


    It seemed that I'd been correct: In the end, she didn't understand what I meant. Even so, seeing that my head was down still enough to let her know that something was up, and she quickly moved to pat it. Instinctively, I bent my knees, leaning forward in a slightly bold manner, so much so that the tip of my head almost came into contact with her jaw. Without saying a word, Shimamura allowed me to rest my head against her shoulder.


    I squeezed tight on the elbow of her coat, not wanting to be separated from either her shoulder or her hand.


    There, yielding myself to Shimamura, I slowly closed my eyes.


    Gripping the boomerang, I could feel its wings carrying me beyond the darkness.


    The image of the blue object melting into the sky had been burned into my eyes.


    "..."


    There we stood, in the park, shivering slightly in the cold wind. She was patting my head, and I was having my head patted by her.


    It truly was a moment of supreme bliss. For me, if nothing else.


    Christmas was no excuse for dramatic events to occur.


    At the same time, doing something like this with Shimamura on Christmas, that was the kind of special relationship I had wanted.


    It was for this reason that I'd been so happy when our meeting had become reality.


    The start truly had been the highest point of the day. Everything after that, the air hockey, the coffee, the presents, they only existed to bring me down safely while enjoying the scenery I could see from up there. Sure, the boomerang had taken us into a slightly strange direction, but as far as I was concerned, things really couldn't have gone any better.


    There was still a little bit more to go, but I could already tell. Today had been a huge success.


    Shimamura's fingers combed through my hair.


    ...The events of today would certainly not end up turning into a pleasant memory.


    Why? Because my mind had blanked out and I barely remember a thing.


    It was similar to the way snow hid the landscape.


    Only one thing had been etched into my mind. That was, the existence of the White Album.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yashiro: The Visitor - Part 3"


    



    



    "Next, to the right!"


    "Spin, spin."


    "..."


    "Next, to the left!"


    "Roll, roll."


    "...Hey, you, the self-proclaimed 600-and-something-year-old alien. That's my futon", Sis stated, staring at us dumbfounded from the side. I hadn't noticed it before, but she was right: This was her futon.


    It was once again cold in our room, which is why I had decided to stuff my body inside the rolled-up futon, with only my head sticking out. Yachii's body was sticking out from the other end. It was really fun, rolling around like that.


    Speaking of Yachii, I didn't remember exactly when she'd come here. She always just kinda showed up. Her leaving also happened in a similar fashion; one second she was here, and the next, she was gone.


    "Are you having fun?"


    "Certainly", Yachii answered while bouncing up and down. Her feet also jumped about inside the futon, and it kinda hurt.


    Still looking as dumbfounded as ever, Sis turned towards the TV.


    "Well, that's good, I guess."


    "Join us, Shimamura."


    "I know it might not look like it, but I'm actually very busy."


    Busy? What was she talking about? How did sitting around lazily while watching TV count as being busy?


    If anyone here was busy, it was us. Rolling around wasn't as simple as you might have first thought, nuh-uh.


    The two of us needed to be in perfect sync if we wanted to get anywhere. There was another important factor as well. That was, keeping track of which way was up and which down. Let me tell you, that wasn't easy when they constantly kept switching.


    Roll, roll, roll. Roll behind Sis. Roll, roll, roll. Change direction before hitting the wall. Roll, roll, roll. Roll all the way to the window-side. Roll, roll, roll.


    "That's enough!" Sis yelled. She then pinched the futon between her legs, effectively stopping us in place. Both Yachii and I tried our best to hop up and down, but to no avail.


    "What are you doing?"


    "That's what I want to ask you. What're you doing?"


    "Warming ourselves."


    "Yeah, warming ourselves", I repeated. Sis sighed and slumped her shoulders, looking exhausted.


    A sound then played, a sound far more high-pitched than anything we could produce.


    "Oh? My phone's ringing."


    Crawling on all fours, Sis moved to her desk and grabbed the phone she'd left there. Then, after quickly checking who it was, she answered. Next thing I knew, she'd crawled out of the room.


    "Hm!"


    "Hmph!"


    With Sis no longer here, there was no reason for me to be inside the futon. I got out, and Yachii followed shortly after. We then sat on Sis's futon. I glanced at Yachii, and noticed that she had taken off her muffler. Had it gotten too warm for her?


    "The muffler is warm, but it also makes my neck tingle."


    "Oh, does it?"


    Now that she mentioned it, Yachii's neck was indeed red. Was her skin perhaps sensitive?


    Particles of dust and light fluttered in the air, having likely been scattered around while Yachii had been hopping up and down. Even now, those particles were floating off her blue hair, like the scales of a butterfly. The way they landed on my finger as I brought it close certainly made them seem like small insects. I slowly pulled back my hand, trying not to drop them, only for all of them to vanish in an instant. One more time I brought my finger close to Yachii's hair, scooping up that blue light.


    All the while, Yachii followed my finger intensely, her eyes wide open.


    "What is this, Yachii?" I asked, referring to the particle of light that had fallen on my finger. Yachii tilted her head, clearly puzzled.


    In the next moment, the particle had already disappeared into the cold winter air.


    "I'm not really sure myself. I'd need to ask the person who I was modelled after."


    "'Modelled... after'?"


    Sometimes, I had no idea what Yachii was talking about. Did she perhaps mean asking her mom and dad?


    "Does your dad have the same kind of hair you do?"


    "He doesn't have hair."


    "Hmm. Is he a monk?"


    "A monk?" Yachii asked back. Seemed that he wasn't. Maybe he was just bald?


    "What about your mother?"


    "No."


    Her mom was bald too? That seemed unlikely. Hmm... There was a lot about Yachii that I didn't understand.


    I didn't get the feeling that she was someone who told lies, though.


    So then, why didn't I understand her? Hmm... Was it because she was an alien?


    Even so, what was happening in front of me was happening on Earth. Thinking about it that way, it couldn't have been something beyond my understanding.


    "Alright. I'll solve this mystery for you."


    "Mystery?" Yachii asked, spinning her head. As she did, more particles shot out. Those particles were exactly what I was talking about.


    "Yes. I'll investigate the mystery behind this light", I stated, brimming with confidence. I even placed my hand on my chest to emphasize my point, although that turned out to be a bad idea; my finger slipped between two bones, causing me to choke slightly. Yachii stared intensely at the particles of light falling from her head, all the while slowly shaking it. As she did, more came out, and I got the feeling they were never going to stop.


    Having perhaps gotten bored, Yachii soon crossed her arms in a bold manner.


    "Is that really something you're capable of, Shou?"


    "Well, I did get full points on my science test, if that counts for anything."


    "Ooh", Yachii nodded, sounding impressed. I didn't get the impression that she really understood what I was talking about, though.


    Why did I feel that way? Probably because she kept wobbling her head from side to side.


    "In that case, allow me to give you these", Yachii said before plucking out two strands of hair, followed by a shriek of pain. The lustrous hairs she held up—more closely resembling pieces of yarn than hair—danced in the current of air generated by the indoor heater. Still holding them, Yachii suddenly took my hand, causing me to jolt a little. 


    She then extended my index finger and wrapped the strands of blue hair she'd plucked out around it.


    The way she had tied them was similar to the knot in her hair, and as I bent my finger back and forth, the loose ends moved like the wings of a butterfly.


    The butterfly was then caught by Yachii's finger.


    "The only way you can get this off is if you solve the mystery."


    "Wait, for real?"


    "Hehehe", she laughed boldly. Wanting to test if what she'd said was true, I came really close to pulling on the ends of the butterfly. Yet, I had a feeling that it would no longer stay there if I were to unravel it, so I stopped.


    That would simply be a waste. I drew back my extended finger.


    As if delighted by my choice, the butterfly flapped its wings.


    "Alright then. I'll solve it real quick and say bye-bye to the butterfly", I said before pushing my finger against the tip of Yachii's nose. Naturally, the butterfly came with it.


    The scales fluttering off its wings shone with the same colour as Yachii's eyes.


    "Get ready, Yachii."


    "Hohoho. By the way, who is 'Yachii'?"


    And so, my attempt to challenge her began.


    It had been pretty reckless of me, but who cared.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    Getting up and glancing at the clock, I discovered that only ten minutes remained of this year. There obviously wasn't anything exciting waiting for me at the beginning of the new year, yet I still found myself wondering if I should head to bed soon. Anyway, first things first, I needed to pull down my chin; I felt that if I stayed like this, with my head turned upwards, the particles of dust floating in the air were going to enter my nose and mouth.


    The storage-room-turned-into-study-room on the second floor was as cold as a freezer, making sitting quite the painful experience. All I wanted was to lie down and dive under the kotatsu so that only my head remained visible. In that case, you might as well close the textbook, return to your room, and go to bed, right? the self-indulgent part of my mind suggested. Unfortunately, that wasn't the case; I had fallen behind in terms of studying, and really needed to catch up.


    I felt like the man from that legend, the one who slept for three years straight. If there was anything you could call a blessing in disguise here, it was probably my lack of hobbies. 


    After all, that meant that there was nothing competing for my attention and motivation, and I could spend all of my time studying.


    "Studying on New Year's Eve... I've become quite the diligent student, haven't I?" I praised myself, though my words were quickly drowned out by a massive yawn.


    Honestly, even though I knew this year had come to an end, it hardly felt that way. Was it perhaps because the third school term was going to start in a mere week? That was to say, I didn't get the sense that anything was truly ending. April was when we advanced to the next grade, and honestly, that felt more like the beginning of the year to me. Then again, it probably only felt that way to students.


    I pushed aside all of those thoughts and picked up my pencil from the table, planning to keep studying till the date changed. However, just as I did, my phone rang. I found myself quite startled by the sudden noise. Yes, I had brought it with me just in case, but as it had remained silent for hours, I'd honestly forgotten that it was there.


    The tune I'd chosen—matching the sound of an old rotary-dial phone—let me know that I'd received a text message. I tossed the pencil away, grabbed my phone, and checked who it was from. Adachi. How rare of her to text me. Most of the time when she had something to tell me, she called.


    "Are you awake?"


    That was it, the entire message. Was it because it was midnight that she had felt hesitant to call me? Perhaps.


    "'Yeah, I'm awake.' And send."


    Seeing as it would've been impossible for me to send any sort of a reply had I been asleep, was there really a point to explicitly stating it like that? Regardless, that was the message I ended up sending her. I placed the phone back on the table, only to receive another text seconds later.


    "Can we talk over the phone?"


    And there it was. Though we had taken a slightly roundabout route this time, it seemed that in the end, we'd once again be talking. Sure, I began typing out, but on a second thought, I could probably just call her myself, huh? I deleted the message and began going through my call history to find her number. I quickly found it, and pushed the call button. I could feel my upper body growing cold as I waited for her to answer, and decided to use the time to dive under the kotatsu. I'd just gotten the blanket over my shoulders when she picked up.


    "Hello. Yeah, we can talk over the phone", I stated, answering the question Adachi had presented in her message before she managed to say anything. For a second, I could hear her giggling.


    "It's rare for you to call me, Shimamura."


    "Same here. You hardly ever text me. Now then, did you have something urgent?"


    "No, nothing like that. I... just wanted to talk."


    "Hmph."


    I turned over, now lying on my right side with the phone resting on top of my ear.


    I could hear the sounds of a TV coming from downstairs. It seemed that my parents were still up.


    "Watching TV?"


    "Maybe."


    "Huh? Shouldn't you know?"


    I decided to keep the fact that I'd been studying hidden from Adachi. While there was definitely something weird about not wanting other people to think that you were a good student, judging by what I saw in school, it seemed to be a common sentiment.


    Was that just the nature of puberty? Not that everyone acting a certain way proved anything, of course. Regardless, whatever the reason might have been, people of my age generally felt embarrassed about putting effort into things.


    Those with time to spare just felt cooler, I guess.


    "By the way, are you aware?"


    "Aware of what?"


    "That there are only ten more minutes left of this year."


    "Yeah, I know. Are you doing something on the New Year, Shimamura? Like, going to visit relatives?"


    "Well, we are planning to go say hello to my Grandfather, but that's pretty much it, I think."


    "Do you get New Year's gifts?"


    "Oh, right... Those things, huh?"


    I turned over once again. For some reason, I just couldn't find a good position for my head. It was easy to see what the problem was; the pillow was way too soft to offer any real support. I found myself thinking back to that time when I had rested my head on Adachi's thighs. They had been just perfect.


    "Shimamura?"


    "Yeah, sorry. I was just reminiscing about your thighs."


    "Huh? My... thighs?"


    "They were nice."


    "Wha—Huh? Is... Is that s-so?"


    "Now then, back to New Year's gifts. Hm? Adachi, are you listening?"


    I could hear the sound of her thrashing about on top of her bed. Was she pretending to be a shrimp on dry land? I tried imagining that, and the image that came to my mind was Adachi with deep crimson skin.


    "Is something wrong?"


    "'Is something wrong'? Well, umm... Shimamura, you..."


    Just as I grew curious, her words cut off. This is no time to be groaning, Adachi.


    "Me? What about me?"


    "What was with that sexual harassment just now?"


    "It was a tangent, sure, but 'sexual harassment'? I don't think so."


    Praising someone's thighs was like praising their arms or something. Anyone could do it.


    "Now then, what were we talking about? New Year's gifts?"


    "No, that's... that's fine. We don't need to go back to it."


    "Oh, really?"


    What should we talk about then? Neither of us said anything. All I could hear was Adachi's breathing. These moments of awkward silence, this was exactly what I hated about talking over the phone. It felt like we were passing the responsibility of telling the other person to talk about something back and forth, and I didn't like that.


    "...Why were you thinking about my thighs?"


    "Oh, back to that?"


    "Well, you brought it up kinda randomly, so I'm curious now."


    I couldn't blame her. Heck, I'd be pretty scared too if Adachi suddenly began reading aloud a poem she'd written about my thighs. Shima-thighs, or something. On a second thought, I would be pretty interested to read a poem written by her. She seemed like she'd have really girly tastes when it came to that sort of stuff.


    "Remember that time when I rested my head on your lap? I was thinking about what a good pillow your thighs made. Oh, I should mention, I'm lying down right now."


    "I see... I see."


    "Yep."


    I could hear from Adachi's reaction that she didn't really know what to say. Made sense. I pulled the pillow out from under my head and pressed my cheek against the floor directly. The wood was far cooler than my body, and honestly, I found that difference in temperature to be quite pleasant. Yet, as I stared at the loose strands of my hair resting beside me, uncertainty filled me; slivers of black had begun peeking through on top of my head, and I wasn't sure what I should do about them.


    Should I go have my hair dyed, or just leave it be? My family was certainly opposed to it being brown, if that counted for anything.


    "Firm ones, or soft ones. Which are better?"


    Adachi's sudden question brought me back to reality. What was this about? I had no idea. The vague grunt I gave as a response conveyed as much, prompting Adachi to continue speaking.


    "I'm talking about thighs. I was just wondering, which ones do you prefer?"


    What, was she going to alter her thighs based on my answer? Was that even possible? If so, then wow. That was some good customer service.


    It was kinda like when you went to a ramen place and they asked how thick you wanted your noodles. Extra thick? Normal? For a second, I imagined Adachi doing squats with her lower body looking like it was about to burst, but then quickly deleted those thoughts from my mind.


    That version of Adachi—standing bow-legged, her legs alone swollen to a massive size while the rest of her body stayed normal—wasn't something that I wanted to see in reality.


    I answered her question by telling her that she (and her thighs) was fine just the way she was.


    After a short pause, Adachi replied.


    "I'll try to avoid gaining weight then."


    "Honestly, in your position, I think you should be more worried about losing weight."


    I'd always been jealous of her slender body, and still was. This New Year, I would resist the temptation to stuff myself full of nothing but mochi.


    "Oh, by the way. I've been drinking that tea you got me, and it's delicious. Thanks."


    "M-Me too. I've... umm... been using your present a lot."


    In what way, I found myself wanting to ask. Hunting, perhaps?


    "Ah, the year changed."


    Adachi's sudden comment prompted me to glance at the clock, and I confirmed her statement; the hand was, in fact, right on top of the number 12. Yet, judging by its position, only two or three seconds had passed since the date changed. Adachi sure had noticed quickly, huh?


    Had she perhaps been staring at the clock this whole time?


    "Wanna do the New Year's greetings?"


    "Yeah."


    I crawled out from under the kotatsu. Then, before I'd gotten ready, Adachi started.


    "Happy New Year."


    "Same. Happy New Year", I stated after kneeling down, followed by a bow. Adachi was probably kneeling on her bed too, huh? After we were done exchanging greetings, I once again dove under the kotatsu. As I did, I found myself growing slightly worried: Would I really be able to leave this warmth and return to my bed on the first floor? I bet the hallway was going to be freezing cold.


    "I hope the next year will be as good as this one."


    "Yeah."


    And then, silence. Silence once again fell between us. I could also no longer hear the sounds of the TV from downstairs, indicating that I should probably head to bed soon.


    Silence within the call, silence outside of it. After a few moments, Adachi spoke.


    "Well then, I think it's time I head to bed."


    She'd stolen the words right out of my mouth. Not that I minded. In fact, I felt relieved; it meant that I didn't need to be the one to say it.


    "Oh? Okay. Good night, Adachi."


    "Good night. ...That feels good."


    "Huh? What do you mean?"


    "Oh, nothing. It's nothing..."


    Adachi's voice grew distant as if she was running away, after which she ended the call. She'd been pretty on edge lately, hadn't she?


    Had it perhaps been written on her report card that she was "easily flustered"? Now then, jokes aside.


    "I wonder, did she only call me because she wanted to exchange New Year's greetings?"


    After putting the phone down, I found myself searching for the reason why she'd called me. It was a bad habit of mine.


    When Adachi said that she wanted to become my "number one friend", was this what she'd meant?


    Stuff like exchanging New Year's greetings with me before anyone else could? I wonder, would she do anything if it meant that she was the first person to do so?


    ...Number one friend, huh?


    "It doesn't seem all that difficult, I don't think."


    Like, who was there to compete with her? Going down the list, she was probably my number one friend already.


    At the same time, I got the feeling that it wouldn't make her particularly happy even if I told her that.


    It seemed more than likely that there was a massive difference between our interpretations of that expression—"number one friend"—and its position on the scale of intimacy. For me, it was relatively low, on a level that you could easily get to using your own two feet. As for Adachi, however, I got the feeling that she placed it so high up that you needed to grow a pair of wings if you wanted to have any hope of reaching it. She glanced up at it every time we met, giving off the impression that whatever her goal was, it was something novel. Just how high was she aiming?


    Regardless, I knew that our lives were extensions of what was normal. That fact was true today, and would remain so forever.


    If you couldn't fly, you needed to walk. Whether it was the common path, or the steep path filled with hardship, that didn't matter.


    I at least wanted to have a friend walking beside me as I faced those challenges. Their existence would distract me from all the pain.


    "Let's give it our all this year."


    I'd forgotten to say that to Adachi, and as I now mumbled it to myself, a strange sense of satisfaction filled me. I then closed the textbook.


    "...Probably not the right thing to do immediately after saying that, huh?"


    Did I really have the motivation to give it my all? Maybe, maybe not.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    I felt like I had a pretty good idea of what Shimamura's chest was like.


    It was there, in that sentence, that you could see the true nature of my affection towards her.


    Only ten minutes had passed since the beginning of the new year, yet my thoughts had already found their way to Shimamura's chest. Still, even though thinking about this might have seemed like a joke, it was actually a big deal to me.


    Did I want to see Shimamura's chest?


    It went without saying, but I had never seen her naked. As I didn't participate in any of the sports classes where we had to swim, the same was also true for her in a swimsuit. I was left to ask myself: Did I want to see that?


    "Hmm..."


    Sitting on top of my bed, my finger pressed against my forehead, I thought about it earnestly. I wonder, if you were to ask Shimamura to guess what I was doing ten minutes after our phone call, would it even cross her mind that I was thinking about her chest? My assumption was that it wouldn't.


    For some strange reason, I could pick out each individual tick and tock of the clock on the wall. It was the same one I'd been staring at moments before the year changed.


    I imagined Shimamura. Then, I removed her jacket. I already hated myself for doing this. What was I, some kind of pervert? Regardless of those feelings, I kept going. I took off the top half of her school uniform, leaving only her bra on. Its colour and design was based on the one time I'd gotten a glimpse of it before she had switched to wearing winter clothes. Green and—no, those sorts of details didn't matter. The problem was, did I want to remove her bra and take a look inside, at her breasts.


    Ignoring for a second whether I thought it was wrong or not, I did feel that my affection towards Shimamura fell under the umbrella of "love". In that case, it really was a problem. Probably even a massive problem, if you were to ask my parents. I was sure that Shimamura would feel repulsed as well if I were to ask her to let me touch her chest. All things considered, it was easy to see why I wanted to distance myself from those sorts of things if at all possible.


    Why had I gone for this thorough analysis then? Good question.


    Honestly, it felt a little anticlimactic. This was it? Really? I'd been way calmer than I had thought I'd be.


    I felt no reluctance, nothing that could be classified as not wanting to see them. At the same time, I couldn't find the urge that would make me take the initiative. Putting aside the fact that her breasts weren't really asserting themselves all that much, if I did truly hunger for them, I would've been staring at them non-stop.


    And yet, I didn't do that. Probably. No, definitely.


    All things considered, I was surprisingly normal, wasn't I? It was only the past me that had been weird, and I felt relieved knowing that.


    I didn't look at Shimamura that way. Back first, I lay down on the bed and stretched out my body.


    The boomerang I'd placed on my shelf as a trophy caught my attention. Staring at it, I couldn't help but grin.


    A strange sense of freedom filled me. My affection for Shimamura was pure. I loved her as a person, as simple as that. In that case, there was no need to feel anxious about what other people thought, was there? I felt optimistic. I then thought back to our phone call, and as I did, a smile formed on my face.


    "The way she wished me good night... That felt good."


    I wasn't sure why, but those words had soaked right into my soul. It was to the point that I wanted to hear them every single night.


    Of course, we shouldn't forget about the way she had suddenly praised my thighs. That whole thing had really shaken me. I got up and touched my legs through my pyjamas. If she really thought they were fine the way they were, then all I should work on was maintaining the status quo. Don't add anything, don't take anything away. While that was a good guideline, the question still remained as to how, exactly, did I make sure that nothing changed. Should I perhaps measure the diameter of my thighs? No, but...


    I turned to lie on my stomach and buried my face into the pillow. Even if I were to do this with Shimamura's breasts, plunge into them face-first, with the current me, that wouldn't pose a problem. Why? Because I was... normal...


    "...My face? Her chest?"


    My face... Against her breasts...


    I sprung up. The world around me looked like it was shaking, and so did the pillow. I felt dizzy.


    What the hell had that been? Feelings of embarrassment filled me, and my cheeks grew hot, hot enough to make my head hurt. How had that been related to anything?


    "Huh? Huh?"


    Pressing my hand against my face, I found myself baffled. Why was I feeling so warm? The indoor heating wasn't even on.


    One more time, I imagined myself face to face with Shimamura. She was wearing her school uniform, the winter one. I wasn't going to undress her this time. Instead, I turned my eyes towards the small mounds near her chest and brought my face close to them. Shaking intensely, I pulled my head back right as I was about to land between them. In a similar way, the real me had also butt-stomped onto the bed. The contents of my head felt like they were boiling. If I had a spout for releasing steam, no doubt would it be shooting it out right now.


    "That's... not..."


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Obviously, I didn't know what her breasts felt like. I'd never touched them, after all. If I was forced to say, I guess the sensation was similar to how it felt when I washed myself. Not that I'd ever put any thought into that. That was all to say, it had been purely my imagination that had caused me to react in this way. But why? I was meant to be normal.


    This time, instead of bringing my face close, I reached for them with my hands. Even though this wasn't real, even though I was just imagining her, I still found myself closing my eyes tight as my hands came into contact with Shimamura's breasts. For a moment, I simply bounced up and down, still sitting. That caused dust to float up into the air, and as I stared up through it, I felt like I had reached some sort of an understanding.


    It wasn't just my face. No, touching them with any part of my body was bad.


    "Bad"? Hmm... No, it was bad. Definitely.


    In conclusion, this overreaction meant that while I didn't have any particular desire to see them, I did want to touch them? Wait... What?


    "What the hell is this!?" I yelled to myself while gripping my head. There was nothing normal about that. No, it was weird. A massive problem.


    I really wish I would've stopped my search at the initial conclusion. Instead, I'd gotten carried away and ended up exploring a whole new direction, an unknown direction. Still, it had just been my mind playing tricks on me, and come tomorrow, none of that would matter anymore. Right?


    I'd proclaimed that I was normal, only for this to happen. Then, I'd gotten myself all worked up for no particular reason.


    I guess this was what they meant when they said "many go out for wool and come home shorn".


    "If I was forced to say... I guess I'm digging my own grave?"


    I'd made a hole in the wall and celebrated getting out, only to realise that I was still within the prison.


    There was something that my mental agonies and Shimamura shared: I simply couldn't let go of them.


    


  




  

    


    Afterword


    



    



    If this was Shounen Ashibe, Adachi would be Gomu-chan.


    With that, please enjoy this book while imagining Adachi being squeezed under Shimamura's arm.


    Even now, I still find Gomu-chan cute. I also totally understand what Sakata feels like.


    By the way, which one of them is the main character?


    



    



    Hello, Hitoma Iruma here. No connection to the city Iruma. Sorry. I didn't really have a choice, though, since the name Tarou Gifu was already taken (he's the person in all the example forms at city halls and stuff).


    Recently, I've gotten really into Minecraft on the Xbox360. I'm currently in the process of gathering purple and blue wool blocks to build a giant Sumakin statue. What I like about this game is that it allows you to discover all sorts of places brimming with a sense of adventure, like underground ravines, or caverns by the seabed. It's fun.


    Also, not at all related, but I've been replaying Nier recently, and I finally happened to notice that the voice actor who plays Yona also plays Meme Touwa (40). ...Well, they are both little sister characters, after all!


    Those voice actors, they're pretty incredible, huh?


    



    To my great father—who is worried about my "autobiographical essays becoming popular" even though I haven't written anything like that—as well as to my kind mother—who threatens her kind son by telling him "not to write characters based on her"—I say: thank you.


    



    Thank you a lot for sticking with me for another volume.


    If there's a third one (will there be?), then I hope to see you again.


    



    Hitoma Iruma


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Hitoma Iruma


    "Iru-kuma, do Adachi. I'll do Shimamura." "No way! Why?" "Stop complaining, it's a sales promotion. Still, it fits you surprisingly well. Hehehe!"


    

      [image: ]

    


    



    Non.


    I visited Disney Sea over the summer.


    The heat and the number of people were both too much for me, and in the end, I left without riding a single ride.


    


  


OEBPS/Images/0024.png





OEBPS/Images/0023.png
Earnest Boobs






OEBPS/Images/0022.png
Full-Marks
Thighs






OEBPS/Images/0026.png





OEBPS/Images/0025.png





OEBPS/Images/0008.png
Hitoma Iruma

Illustrator: Non





OEBPS/Images/0007.png
olo Shimamura af the Gym

074 Adachi’s Q

121 Strangesx Adachi

173 Christmas Ongoing;
Adachi’s Thoughts

223 Christmas Ongoing;
Shimamura’s Thoughts

263 White Album

319 Full-TMarks Thighs

333 Earnest Boobs

Translated by sneikkimies
Quality Check:

-Gilgamesh, shadesofgreymoon
PDF/Epub Versions:
-https://sneikkimies.github.io/#adachi2






OEBPS/Images/0009.png
Shimamura
at the Gym






OEBPS/Images/0006.png
"Oh? Hmm. It's a bit different
compared to what I'm usedjto'
B\What do you mean?”
[p[3yair hockey with mygsisterdfizom

ftimefteltime. We have aftablefaiiome’d

W






OEBPS/Images/0019.png
—~





OEBPS/Images/0018.png
Christmas Ongoing;
Shimamura’s
Thoughts






OEBPS/Images/0001.png
dziion
Hitoma“lruma

Illustrator: Non

'*yr.r
Shimamura
P \\J/
DENGEKI

BUINKO






OEBPS/Images/0003.png
"Why don't we go over to your place?"
"Huh? It's so dusty there."

"What about your place, Adachi?"
"Mine?"

"Oh, I just realised, it might be a little awkward
for me as well. | guess we can go to my place.
But, | warn you, it really is dusty there."






OEBPS/Images/0021.png





OEBPS/Images/0002.png
Shirmamurakamie©7m





OEBPS/Images/0005.png
F —
L~ N\
i \

S

7

\\
i
/

- {ist,rlnas ONgoing:
Shim@gnura’s Thoughfs

"Maybe. AH;IWay, why dons O]

’






OEBPS/Images/0020.png
White Album






OEBPS/Images/0004.png
%

Adachi’s Tho'uTg

"You come here often?
"Hmm, | suppose.”
"Those seem like they'd

really warm you up."

ristimas Ongolgg,

7

his:

«ea{





OEBPS/Images/0015.png





OEBPS/Images/0014.png
Strange*
Adachi






OEBPS/Images/0017.png





OEBPS/Images/0016.png
Christmas Ongoing;
Adachi’s Thoughts






OEBPS/Images/0011.png





OEBPS/Images/0010.png





OEBPS/Images/0013.png





OEBPS/Images/0012.png
Adachi’s Q






