

  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    "Shimamura!" I yelled, more loudly than I ever had, before jumping at her from behind. With my legs on her shoulders, as if being carried on her back, I stared at her. There was a massive smile on my face.


    Shimamura returned my smile with a grin of her own.


    That was the kind of dream I'd seen.


    "..."


    I sat there, covering my face with my hands.


    "..."


    I wanted to die.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    No matter what anyone said, it was most certainly winter. I could feel it with my skin. All the signs were there as well. Yes, it was the heart of winter. You needed to be careful at all times if you didn't want your nose to freeze, and in a similar fashion, getting distracted and losing your focus in class would almost certainly result in your eyelids growing heavy. ...Okay, maybe that one wasn't season-specific. Regardless, there was something special about winter that made it so that, no matter how much sleep I got, I was always prone to dozing off. Was it perhaps my body's way of telling me that it wanted to hibernate? Honestly, if that was something that I could do, it might not have been bad at all.


    It was noon on the 4th of February. Nothing special had happened that day.


    Class finally came to an end, causing the tense atmosphere within the room to relax. I glanced at the door, and saw that there were already students rushing out to get to their clubs. So simple, that youth, I thought to myself as I watched them leave. The door being open also meant that the air from the corridor was now flowing into the classroom. It was just a bit colder, but that difference in temperature was enough to cause my body to shiver slightly. Another reason for me not to rush out with them.


    Like with summer break, the seating order had been randomized following the winter holidays. Where I sat had ended up moving from the centre of class to near the entrance. This placed me farther away from the teacher, and I had to say, I was quite happy about that; while she had given me a few strict looks in the past for yawning, with some distance between us, she didn't seem nearly as scary. Of course, being seated by the entrance also had a cost associated with it: You were, at times, forced to experience winter first-hand, like what had happened just now.


    "Now then..."


    What should I do today? Head home immediately, or perhaps go ask Adachi if she had something to tell me?


    Speaking of Adachi, she had been acting visibly strange right from the beginning of February. Then again, when wasn't she acting strange? The month-long period starting from when we had first met was the only time I could think of, leading me to wonder if her strangeness was perhaps limited to winter and spring. Quite the pain in the neck, wasn't she?


    "Ah."


    Our eyes met. Adachi, who'd been looking over her shoulder, now sat there frozen. Likewise, I'd stopped stuffing my textbooks into my bag halfway through.


    The distance between our seats was just a bit too much for us to comfortably talk to each other, meaning that we were left to stare at the other person as we tried to find a solution to this situation. Clearly flustered, Adachi quickly averted her eyes while fiddling with her hair, and in a similar manner, I continued putting away my books.


    Trying to get a sense of my distance to Adachi was surprisingly difficult.


    It wasn't the first time something like this had happened. No, quite the opposite; I frequently felt her staring at me, both after school and during the lunch break. It even happened during lessons, to the point that she spent most of them looking at me over her shoulder. Just kidding, she didn't actually do that. Instead, there was a serious look on her face. Between randomly blushing, resting her face on her books, and frantically playing with her hair, she also seemed quite restless. Oh, I should mention, Adachi now sat in the centre of the classroom, pretty much exactly where I had sat previously. It was for this reason that what she was doing often caught my eye. I rotated my head sideways, and saw that the girl sitting behind me was having some trouble copying down what was written on the blackboard.


    "Hey, SHIMA! It's me, HINO!"


    A joyful being suddenly approached me. Her spirit appeared indomitable, and much in the same way, her skin was covered in a tan. Yes, the aura she gave off was definitely more "HINO" than it was "Hino". In what way exactly? I wasn't sure. Anyway, it still managed to shock me just how brown Hino was now. I'd definitely expected her to come back a little tanned when I'd heard that she and her family had travelled overseas to celebrate the new year, but this much? No, not even close. It was like she alone was living in the warmth of midsummer while the rest of us were stuck in the coldness of winter.


    "What was that greeting about? It sounded like you were going for something foreign but gave up halfway."


    Had the inside of her brain been tanned as well, making her think like someone from overseas?


    "We were just talking about how putting your name in all-caps kinda makes it feel like a brand name", Hino stated, followed by Nagafuji confirming her words with a nod. How on earth had they reached that topic?


    "Although, I guess that doesn't apply to you, Shimamura. The way your name is written, in all hiragana, it already sounds like a brand name."


    "You know it's not actually written like that, right?"


    Nagafuji nodded again. Was she just nodding randomly? Either way, it was quite difficult for me to tell who she was agreeing with here.


    "Anyway, that's all. Bye!"


    Hino waved her hand before exiting the classroom. Staring at her from behind, I got a good sense of just how much she stood out during this season where everything, down to our breath, had turned white. Nagafuji began chasing after this well-cooked ball of joy before stopping in her tracks and turning around as if she had remembered something. She was quite pale, even when not compared to Hino.


    "Has she been throwing it?" she asked me after pushing up her glasses.


    "Huh?"


    "This, this", Nagafuji repeated while waving her right arm lightly. She shook it from side to side, and incidentally, her swaying breasts caught my attention. Hmm... Oh, the boomerang? Right. There was nothing else I could imagine Nagafuji talking about throwing.


    "Sure, she has. ...My little sister, I mean."


    That was what I'd told her, right? Speaking of that "little sister", I could feel her staring at me right now.


    "Tell her that we can have a match once she improves."


    "Huh? Right, yeah."


    And with that, Nagafuji followed after Hino. She'd left me quite the troublesome message to relay.


    I could hardly imagine Adachi standing beside Nagafuji and the two of them having fun tossing boomerangs.


    If all she wanted was a boomerang pal, she should have just asked Hino. Then again, the latter probably wouldn't have agreed; it wasn't like Nagafuji joined her when she went fishing either.


    Those two did nothing in the way of changing their behaviour to match the other person, yet somehow, they still managed to get along. That was what I considered to be a good relationship.


    "Overseas, huh?"


    I found myself feeling slightly jealous; not only had I never travelled overseas, that was also true for just being in an airplane. Why? Dunno. I guess I had built a wall of sorts around it in my mind. Bullet trains exist, so why bother? Something like that.


    Anyway, the stream of cold winter air blowing from the corridor had paused for now, and I figured that I should get going as well. Just as I began standing up, however, a shadow appeared above my table. I lifted my head, and saw that it belonged to Adachi.


    "Yo."


    "H-How's it going?" she replied in a horribly forced manner. It sounded like she'd gone out of her way to match my greeting in tone. In any case, it was the first time that I'd heard Adachi's voice today. For lunch, I'd gone with Hino and Nagafuji, and while I did try to invite her along, she ran away before I could.


    It seemed that she wasn't very good at dealing with those two. Not that I didn't already know that.


    Them being my friends didn't necessarily mean that the same was true for Adachi. Speaking of whom...


    "Are you free today?" she mumbled, almost like she was having trouble moving her mouth.


    "Sure. What about it?"


    "I was wondering if you'd like to, umm, go out... No, not 'go out'. More like, 'drop by'..."


    "You're trying to ask if we can go somewhere?"


    Adachi nodded slightly. Hmm... For a second, I considered passing on her offer due to it being too cold outside, but thinking about it some more, I realised that it might come off as insensitive rejecting her like that. I was of the opinion that choosing the right words was the most mentally exhausting part of dealing with other people. My brain was quite slow, and often times, I found myself struggling to come up with alternative ways of expressing myself.


    Life would be so much easier if I could simply answer "yes" or "no" to everything, like the main character of an RPG.


    "Oh, but if you're busy, then that's fine. I don't mind. Not at all", Adachi quickly added while waving her hands. It was like she was taking precautions in case I refused, which was something you only did when talking to someone you had trouble gauging your distance with. Not offending the other person became the top priority in your mind, leading you to alter your behaviour as if it was certain that you were going to fail. I'd definitely gone through that myself.


    At the same time, it was the kind of thing that made it impossible to resist teasing her a little.


    "Oh, really? Well, that's good. It just so happens that I'm super busy today", I stated jokingly. Adachi wasn't laughing, though. Far from it; her eyes had grown narrow as if she was on the verge of tears, to the point where it seemed that it would only take a single push and she'd start crying. I rushed to salvage this mess. "Just kidding, I'm never busy. Gosh, Adachi, don't ask me such mean questions. Hahaha."


    There, all fixed up. 


    "Sorry", Adachi stated awkwardly once I was done.


    ...I'd made her apologize. Crap. That definitely hadn't been my intention. Feelings of guilt crawled up my skin, brushing against it like a thin piece of paper. It would be extremely difficult for me to turn her down now.


    "It was a joke. Sorry. I got carried away", I apologized. While I was it, I also accepted her offer: "Anyway, sure, let's go".


    The stiff expression on Adachi's face relaxed as those words left my mouth. She seemed visibly relieved. I really liked that about Adachi, the way her mood and emotions were always visible on the surface. It made her easy to read. Very good.


    For me, it was the opposite; I'd become quite a difficult-to-read person after entering high school. Not good, not at all.


    "Do you have anywhere in mind that you'd like to go to?"


    I figured she wouldn't, but decided to ask anyway.


    "Well, I don't, but..."


    "But what?" I urged her to continue. Adachi turned her head slightly downwards, as if chewing on her muffler, before opening her mouth.


    "I was thinking, I'm kinda hungry for confections", she stated, her eyes looking away while her mouth simultaneously tried to form a smile. There was a lot happening on her face, and watching it, I couldn't help but admire her dexterity; it took a lot of skill to move all those facial muscles into different directions.


    "So, Adachi wants something sweet, does she?"


    Taking in sugar would probably improve her expression, huh?


    I wasn't sure why, but my words caused Adachi to twitch slightly, almost as if she'd been taken aback by them.


    "Umm, yeah. Confections."


    "Huh? You want something that isn't sweet?"


    "No, it being sweet is fine, but..."


    The movements of her mouth grew increasingly subtle as she went on, making it difficult for me to pick out the end of her sentence.


    I got the feeling that we weren't really on the same wavelength. At the same time, I could tell that she really wanted to do this.


    They sold all sorts of confections at the mall, so if we went there, she could buy whatever she wanted. The majority were sweet, of course, though there were also some non-sweet ones.


    Maybe we could eat doughnuts together like that one time? Yeah, that might be good.


    A lot more events had been occurring recently that I could look back to and not feel bad about them. I had to say, I quite liked it.


    Most of the things that had happened to me so far in life, I had already forgotten. The same was likely going to be true for the things that happened to me in the future as well; after enough time passed, I'd forget the majority of them.


    I obviously wanted the bits that remained to have some value, and to increase the chances of that happening, I needed to create more and more good memories. Even the worst archer could hit the target with enough shots, or something like that.


    Anyway, it was for that reason that I'd chosen to spend time with Adachi after school.


    Everything was the same as usual, including Adachi's ultra-suspicious behaviour.


    



    A thought hit me as the two of us rode on Adachi's bike; we might still have been delinquents. Then again, I suppose people would see me that way as long as my hair remained dyed. My little sister certainly did. Trying to decide what to do about my hair had been causing me a lot of headache recently. Its original colour—that being black—had begun showing through the brown, resulting in a colour combination that could be best described as pudding-like.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    To leave it alone, or to re-dye it? Whichever I chose, I had to commit to it; starting something and then stopping midway was going to be worse than not starting in the first place.


    I'd left the decision of where we were going up to Adachi, and in a little less that twenty minutes, we arrived at the large mall. It was the same one I had visited with her on Christmas. The sun had begun to set, and the wide parking lot appeared quite eerie under its dim light.


    The two of us weren't the only people wearing school uniforms near the bicycle park; I saw that there were students from another school loitering around as we arrived. Seeing the white breath coming from their mouths once again brought to my attention just how cold it was, causing my upper half to shiver. I yearned for the warmth of the kotatsu.


    Even so, I couldn't just leave right away. That was what I thought to myself as I watched Adachi lock her bike.


    We'd only taken a couple of steps inside the mall when Adachi gripped my index finger and nervously lifted it. The air here was way warmer that it had been outside, roughly the same temperature as her fingers.


    "Can we?"


    Can we hold hands? is what it seemed like she meant. She'd matured a bit, but only enough to ask first?


    I wonder, was it the rapid change in temperature that had made her cheeks grow bright red?


    "Sure, I don't mind", I nodded, immediately after which Adachi's hand closed around mine like a pair of scissors. She then glanced at it, panicked slightly, and then allowed it to relax to a more natural grip. Personally, holding hands didn't bother me one bit. What did, however, was the stiff expression on her face; she was facing directly forward as if her neck was stuck and unable to rotate, and I got the impression that if I were to touch her cheek, it would make a sound similar to tapping the surface of rock. I couldn't even see her blinking. Was she really okay?


    "So, where are we going again? Somewhere we can eat something sweet?"


    "Yeah", Adachi nodded awkwardly. Was she having difficulty spotting a suitable place? Made sense, I suppose; that did seem like it would be tough if you weren't able to move your head.


    "There's a doughnut shop over there, if that works", I suggested, pointing towards the store. It wasn't the same chain as the one at the station, but the doughnuts were just as delicious.


    Why? Because they were sweet. Sweet to the point where it felt like if you were to turn them around, you'd find a layer of sugar covering the dough like snow.


    Still... Doughnuts, huh? I couldn't help but think of Yashiro and the way she'd appeared the last time Adachi and I had eaten them together. ...I wonder, was she going to show up again?


    Suddenly, Adachi's feet stopped moving. She then pushed her head out, almost as if she was trying to peer inside the store. She went as far as to stretch out her back, and staring at her, I couldn't help but wonder what exactly it was that she was doing. Regardless, I dragged her along until we were standing in front of the store. Being right next to the entrance, the place had barely any walls surrounding it, allowing you to see what was happening at the counter all the way from outside. Needless to say, that meant that the clerk behind it could also see us.


    I could feel them staring at Adachi as she did whatever it was that she was doing, and by extension, at me. We were holding hands, and it might have been a case of it attracting unwanted attention. Figures. There really was something strange about it, wasn't there? Definitely. I found myself looking away from the clerk.


    There was a billboard outside that showed what movies were playing, and before it, stood a man and a woman scrolling through it with their eyes. They were holding hands as well. Yeah, that was normal. There was also another pair of people, a small boy and his mother who were heading towards the nearby Edion store, likewise holding hands. While the difference in their height did make it seem a little tiresome for the mother, that too was normal. In contrast, Adachi and I were a little too old to be walking around hand in hand like some good chums.


    "Hmm..."


    A pained smile crept onto my face. We really stuck out, didn't we? It certainly felt that way to me. It was like the air circulating around the building had grown stagnant only around us. I became increasingly aware of Adachi's hand.


    Yet, at the same time, I knew that it was far too late to take it all back.


    When it came to dealing with other people, ending something was always far more difficult than it had been to start. For example, could I shake off Adachi's hand here? Not really. Doing so would require going against the flow, and the way I lived my life, all I did was leave myself to it and let it carry me. I'd done so yesterday, and would do so again tomorrow.


    I simply didn't have the will it took to break free from it. No, I did not.


    "Not", I muttered to myself, prompting Adachi to glance at me. There was a slightly worried expression on her face.


    That was the case, more often than not, when she looked at me these days. I might have been wrong, but I was pretty sure that she'd been way calmer and more composed in the past.


    "I don't think this place is that good."


    "Oh, I see."


    How exactly had she come to that conclusion? I decided to just go along and not question it. Like usual, she was acting pretty strange today.


    "Would you prefer something Japanese-style?"


    "No, it's not that", Adachi answered, appearing to be thinking very hard about it. Well then, what is it? I wanted to ask her.


    "Any suggestions or stuff?"


    "Huh? Umm, no, not really..."


    Another no. If she didn't have any suggestions of her own, then on what basis had she rejected mine?


    Adachi was being particularly difficult today. Would it really hurt if every now and then she switched to being a bit easier to understand? Easier to understand... Someone who gave you a clear answer no matter what you asked them... No, that wasn't Adachi.


    Constantly trembling, impossible to make head or tail of, that was the Adachi I knew.


    She then began walking. Unsure whether or not she had a destination in mind, I followed after her.


    "Come to think of it, there's actually something that I want to ask you."


    "What is it?"


    "My hair, do you think I should dye it again, or let it go back to normal?" I asked Adachi, while spinning a strand of aforementioned hair around my finger. She proceeded to scrutinize me, from the top of my head to the tip of my shoes. Why though? It seemed to me like you could answer that question even if you didn't check out the person's soles first. I wonder, was she really going as far as to consider how well the hair would go with the rest of my body?


    After carefully examining me, Adachi closed her eyes. She appeared to be imagining both versions of me in her mind. Again, there was no real reason for her to take it that seriously. However, just as I thought that, an idea crossed my mind; closing her eyes had left her completely defenceless, meaning that I could pull a prank on her if I wanted to. I began thinking as well. I could pinch her lips and make them resemble slices of cod roe, or pull her cheeks and make her look like a flying squirrel... No, wait. Why would I ever do that? I wasn't in elementary school anymore.


    While I was busy blushing at my own thoughts, Adachi suddenly opened her eyes, after which she glanced at the part of my hair where the black and brown mixed. She then knitted her eyebrows as if she was thinking hard about something.


    "It's difficult for me to say since I've never seen the black version of you."


    "That's because I'm a good girl with a pure white belly", I stated. My first instinct had been to snarl at her, but after thinking about it for a second, I decided to go with a joke instead. The way she'd said it—the black version of me—I really didn't like that.


    Black Shimamura. White Shimamura. Out of those two, the former did maybe sound a bit better.


    And? Nothing. Just a random tangent.


    "See? It's going to be half and half soon. I need to figure out what to do before it gets there", I explained while lifting up my hair as if I was combing it out. For some reason, Adachi reached for the strand of hair resting on my palm, placing it between our hands. It quickly slid out, however, in a similar manner to what would happen if you tried holding quicksand. Looking at it, I was reminded of the fact that I wanted to get an hourglass. I'd thought about buying one on multiple occasions, but each time, it had slipped my mind.


    Memories, spilling out like the sand of an hourglass... Wow, that was actually a pretty smart simile, wasn't it?


    Anyhow, Adachi's eyes remained fixed on the strand of my hair she'd placed on her hand.


    "Is something wrong?" I asked her. The sheer intensity of her stare had led me to wonder if she had an opinion on the matter. 


    "It's nothing", she replied hastily before releasing my hair and pulling her head back. Sure didn't look like it was nothing, I considered saying while fixing my hairdo, but ultimately decided not to.


    I then began walking. In the end, I hadn't been able to get a clear opinion from her regarding my hair. 


    We walked past a KFC, an Ootoya, and a Shabuna before switching aisles. There, I glanced to my right, and discovered a sweets store. A western-style sweets store, not a Japanese-style one.


    "What about here?" I asked Adachi. Like the last time, she once against pushed her head forward. I found myself a bit astonished; what the heck was up with this mannerism she'd developed?


    "Sure, I think this is fine", she nodded. This time, she'd agreed with my suggestion. I kinda wanted to ask her about the criteria she used to evaluate the stores, though seeing the worried expression on her face, I didn't really get the feeling that she'd tell me.


    A yellow sign stood in front of the store. A bearded old man was pictured on it, and next to him was written the word "beard". Fitting. The nice, sweet smell of dough poured into my nose, tickling my throat as it made its way down. The list of treats that were on sale was quite large, ranging from cornets to cream puff cookies and cheesecakes. All sweet things, making it clear that this certainly wasn't a Japanese-style place. Yes, it should satisfy Adachi's wishes perfectly.


    There also seemed to be a limited-time offer of small pastries filled with chocolate cream. They were dark in colour, though other than that, it was quite difficult to find anything that distinguished them from the cream karintos being sold next to them. Was this a special promotion of some kind? Well, as it turned out, yes; the reason for why they had chocolate products on sale, specifically, became clear as I glanced at the poster hanging on the wall that Adachi's head was pointing towards.


    It was almost Valentine's Day.


    I see. We were already that far into the year, huh? I needed to buy my little sister something, because if I didn't, she'd present me with a song talking about how stingy I was. I got the feeling that she might even get Yashiro to do it with her this year. A short sigh left my mouth as I imagined that, immediately after which Adachi began crab-walking. Still gripping my hand, she circled around me with her legs spread wide apart. 


    Naturally, I was forced to spin around as well.


    I could feel Adachi's hand growing slightly sweaty. Like before, she pushed her head forward and glanced behind me. Whoa, what a massive coincidence, was the reaction her face tried to convey.


    Even without looking, I could tell that she was staring at the poster I'd seen just now. Her eyes still fixed on it, Adachi's mouth opened.


    "Valentine's", she squeaked out loud, her eyes looking as if they were about to pop out from her head at any moment. "Is what it says."


    "Yeah, it does", I commented, only for Adachi to start hiccuping. Her gaze wandered all around, as if avoiding mine.


    "It's already that time, huh?"


    Hiccup. No matter how hard she tried to act calm, her constant hiccups made those attempts completely futile.


    I'd hoped that she was a bit easier to understand, and I guess my wish had come true because I could definitely see what was happening here.


    "Is there something wrong about Valentine's?" I asked, a question which caused Adachi to grow incredibly flustered.


    Her eyes, along with her tongue, spun around in the shape of a spiral. There was a whole circus's worth of emotion being displayed on her face.


    "Huh? Oh... Umm... No, it's not... a big deal... or anything..."


    Hiccup. The time between her hiccups gradually grew shorter and shorter, to the point that they were now splicing her sentences into distinct chunks.


    I wonder, had bringing up this subject been the entire reason why she'd invited me here? Honestly, that seemed quite plausible. It would also explain her saying no to the doughnut shop, as well as changing position just now. What a complicated way to go about it. Or roundabout, I guess you should say. 


    Could it be, there was someone who she wanted to give a Valentine's gift to? Had she been lying about not having a boyfriend, and actually had one? No, I really doubt that. I mean, I'd been hanging out with Adachi for months now, but not once had I seen her with someone who fit that role. Actually, I had never seen her with anyone other than me.


    There was... only me...


    In that case.


    "...Me?" I stated questioningly, presenting the answer I'd reached through the process of elimination. This caused Adachi to jolt. Her body shook immensely, to the point that it seemed like she was about to tumble over. I promptly pulled on her hand to help keep her steady, although all that did was make her feet slip, causing her to fall towards me. I ended up having to catch her, and in the end, Adachi's body was left resting against my chest.


    Her scent mixed with that of the sweets as it floated into my nose.


    "..."


    I waited, but Adachi didn't move. What was I supposed to do in this situation?


    As it turned out, it was quite difficult to hold up someone taller than yourself. I could feel my legs growing unsteady. As for Adachi, she simply stood there, resting against me with her body stiff as a board and her eyes wide open. I pulled just a bit away from her and... Whoa. Not only were her ears bright red, that redness gradually rose up them, almost as if they were being corroded. Never before had I witnessed such a rapid transition. Meanwhile, her eyes continued jumping all over the place.


    Adachi ultimately pushed herself away from me and took a step backwards as if overcome with emotion. Immediately after that, a look of mental anguish appeared on her face as she realised what had just happened. She then proceeded to shake her head from side to side with intense speed. You could practically hear her screaming the word "no" over and over again. It was like she had suddenly turned into one of those spring-powered toys.


    It went without saying, but her behaviour was attracting a fair bit of attention. Furthermore, doing something like this in front of a store was sure to interfere with their business, which was why I decided that it would be for the best if we left. With my legs spread to the side like those of a crab, I quickly walked away. Naturally, I took the restless Adachi with me. As we made our way outside, I glanced at the Japanese-style restaurant opposite to the sweets store, and saw on its display that there was a tuna festival of some kind going on there. Illuminated by the light of the display, I thought to myself: I really do lack elegance.


    Anyway, Adachi seemed to have calmed down a little, possibly as a result of us getting away from the Valentine's poster.


    Though it had been her goal for the day to discreetly introduce the topic of Valentine's, what had ended up happening was quite the opposite; it was difficult for me to imagine a more artificial way it could've been brought up. I stared at her in silence, prompting Adachi to slowly open her mouth.


    "Shimamura, do you... do you have anything you're... planning on doing on the 14th?"


    "No, not really."


    As it turned out, I'd been right; that "someone" was me. Although, I suppose it wasn't really that surprising, considering that this was the exact same course of events that had taken place on Christmas.


    It seemed that Adachi's behaviour growing visibly strange acted as an advance notice signalling that something like this was about to occur.


    Today, I learned something about her.


    "If you don't, then could we... go somewhere on the 14th? I was just... randomly..."


    She didn't even bother to finish her sentence. Even she probably realised that it was completely futile trying to pretend like it was just a coincidence that the 14th also happened to be Valentine's Day.


    As Adachi's mouth moved around in a desperate attempt to mumble out the right words, her eyes alone turned towards me, trembling in a way that made it seem like she was begging for my help.


    It wasn't just the tip of her nose that was bright red. No, every part of her body was, including the backs of her hands. Even the redness of the tuna that was displayed on the screen paled in comparison.


    Honestly, "Adachi tuna" kinda sounded like it could be a real species of tuna. You know, like "bigeye tuna" and "bluefin tuna". Wait, no... This wasn't the time for those sorts of stupid thoughts. I needed to say something, or else we'd be stuck here forever.


    "Umm... Do you want to be the one receiving chocolate, or the one giving it?"


    While I did wonder if that really was the most important question here, it was all I could come up with on the spot.


    Adachi's eyes opened wide, after which she spun her index fingers around each other in the air.


    "I'd like to gi—No, wait. Why don't we... exchange them?"


    She wanted to pick both of the options? How surprisingly greedy of her. Regardless, I now had a pretty good idea of what it was that she wanted to do.


    "Hmm..."


    Friends getting each other chocolate on Valentine's Day, huh? I did have a history of buying chocolate for my sister, although I suppose that was a bit different.


    If it was someone like Hino and Nagafuji, then I could easily imagine them doing it, but Adachi and I? I tried to picture us in their situation, replacing Hino with myself and Nagafuji with Adachi. ...No, it didn't work; unlike those two, I simply couldn't see us doing it without it seeming weird. The difference in the length of time that we'd known each other for was just too great.


    Our relationship first needed to grow into one that was a bit more long-term. Then again, how many more years was I going to be with Adachi? Until we graduated from high school? It was also possible that we got placed in different classes for our second year, in which case our friendship might just end there. That was something that had happened to me plenty in life so far.


    In elementary school, I'd felt a massive reluctance towards going into the other classrooms, as if there'd been a massive wall that I first needed to climb over. That had probably been because there was always a teacher present in each room, huh? Regardless, it just hadn't felt like I belonged there. I had lost a lot of friends that way, friends whose names I couldn't remember anymore. 


    And that had been in elementary school. Being a high schooler with all the annoyances that came with it made it all the more impossible for me to imagine myself climbing over that wall. Actually, wait... Even if I wasn't up for the task, for some reason, I got the feeling that being in different classrooms wouldn't be nearly enough to demotivate Adachi, and that she'd fully shoulder all of the responsibility to keep our relationship going. In that case, maybe nothing would change after all? Imagining that—things not changing—somehow made me feel relaxed.


    All in all, I was going to be spending a long time with her. A picture formed in my mind: Adachi, as the ****. But really, it was quite like her to want to exchange chocolates with a friend on Valentine's Day.


    The way she always attempted to hold my hand when given the chance made it clear just how desperately Adachi wanted that—to be connected to someone. She wasn't used to sharing things with other people, and it was likely for that specific reason that she longed for it. I didn't get the feeling that it was fair to put the blame entirely on her home environment, but at the same time, seeing how cold her relationship with her mother was, it couldn't be denied that it was one of the causes.


    Not that I was particularly interested in taking up the role of Adachi's mother or anything.


    "Still, don't you think it kinda lessens the impact of these sorts of things and makes them less fun when you know about them beforehand?"


    It was kinda like if on Christmas you received a notice when Santa was about to arrive, and was even told what your present was. If I was given the choice, I definitely felt that being surprised was more exciting.


    I wonder, was that because I'd never had all that many things that I wanted, even as a child?


    "I prefer knowing about it beforehand. When I know that the hope is real, it lets me believe in it."


    "...Is that so?"


    Yep, Adachi nodded, twice. That appeared to be the case.


    It seemed like it was the kind of feeling that I wasn't too familiar with.


    "Plus, there are still heaps of problems left..." she muttered. Her head was turned slightly to the side as she spoke, making it pretty difficult for me to pick out the words.


    Problems, huh? She always had her hands full of problems, so much so that I too felt enticed to grow suspicious.


    And yet...


    Adachi was attempting to step out from the flow that was her daily life.


    And for some reason, I got the feeling that the direction she was stepping in wasn't necessarily away from me.


    At times, I couldn't help but admire her resolution, her determination.


    It was for that reason that I responded to her wishes the following way:


    "Sure. Let's celebrate Valentine's Day this year."


    



    For me, each day was the same as the last one, an endless stream of grey.


    However, today, the 4th of February, was an exception.


    Why? Simple: the next ten grey days following this one would be ever so slightly coloured.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Meat Shop: The Visitor - Part 4"


    



    



    "Do you mind if I try lifting something up?"


    I'd gone to Nagafuji's place after school and rolled under their kotatsu, only for her to ask me that nonsensical question. The fact that her eyes had been fixed on me for a while now gave me a pretty good idea of what this "something" was that she spoke of, but even so, I had to make sure.


    "Lift what up?"


    "You."


    "Why?"


    "Because you look light enough for me to lift."


    I could tell from Nagafuji's voice that she was being dead serious. I wonder, what sort of a path had her mind needed to take in order to arrive to that thought?


    "Getting up is such a pain. Pull me up!" I commanded her while lazily extending a hand. As I did, Nagafuji grabbed it, and in one fell swoop dragged me out from under the kotatsu. While the heater doing its job did ensure that the room outside of the kotatsu's warm comfort wasn't all that cold, the same couldn't be said of the floor; the chilling coldness that had been stored within it assaulted my body as I lay on it, as if I was lying on ice instead of wood.


    "All the way!" I signalled with my other hand. Nagafuji did as told, pulling me up before adjusting me so that both my X and Y axes were straight. Soon enough, I was standing upright on my own two feet, all without having to move a single muscle in the process. Magnificent.


    "There, I stood up. Gosh, I hate it. Not only does it make me dizzy, it also makes my ears ring. It's horrible."


    Completely ignoring my complaints, Nagafuji placed her hands under my arms and began lifting me up. She was really doing it, huh? My feet were left kicking the air as she lifted me higher and higher, like what you'd do when playing with a baby. This led to a pretty rare scenario; I was viewing the world from higher up than she was.


    It was quite the fresh experience, though thanks to the constant buzzing in my ears, I wasn't exactly able to enjoy it. No, I felt like I was right on the edge of passing out.


    Nagafuji's arms began trembling. She then let me down. It seemed that she'd hit her limit.


    "You were surprisingly heavy," she commented while rubbing her sore arms.


    "What a rude thing to say out loud."


    Both short and heavy. That was just the worst, wasn't it? Just now, what had been the sound I made as I landed? A heavy whomp, or a light thud?


    "So then, was there something that you wanted to do?"


    "No, not really. You just looked like I could lift you."


    That was likely all there was to it. Not surprising; Nagafuji's thought processes were rarely multi-dimensional.


    I crawled back under the kotatsu, and this time, Nagafuji followed after me. She then removed her glasses.


    I'd noticed that she'd made it a habit to take them off when it was just the two of us.


    Why? I had never bothered to ask. I had the feeling that if I did, she'd give me some simple yet utterly ridiculous answer, resulting in a back-and-forth similar to the one from earlier.


    I rested my head against the table part of the kotatsu. A calendar stood on it, and as I played with its pages by making them move with my breath, I remembered something, something that would be happening ten days from now. Valentine's day.


    "Speaking of which, want some chocolate again this year?" I asked Nagafuji.


    Exchanging chocolates on Valentine's day had become a tradition of sorts between us back in elementary school, and though there had been some years where I got side-tracked and began hunting for the rarest brand, these days, I was back to buying just regular old chocolate. The reason why? Nagafuji—whose favourite foods consisted exclusively of hamburgers and curry—only enjoyed the simplest of flavours.


    And when it came to gifts, what the receiver enjoyed dictated what you should get.


    "I like sweet things."


    "Yes, yes. I'll buy you something sweet again."


    Most of the time, we ended up going to buy the chocolates together, and then ate them together as well, but whatever.


    That was what Valentine's Day was for us.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    "Ada—chii."


    I imagined Shimamura and the way she often emphasized the "chi" sound in my name. For some reason, the thought of her doing that made me feel all fuzzy inside.


    ...Why was I thinking about this in the middle of class?


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    I'd rolled straight into bed and slammed my head against the pillow after coming home and returning to my room.


    I could remember giving Shimamura a ride back to her house, but after that? Nothing. It was all just a fuzzy mess, as if my memory had been fried by the evening sun. I'd been lucky to have made it back home without getting into an accident.


    My head felt warm, so warm that I found myself doubting whether it really was winter. Likewise, my ears were itchy. Particles of dust floated around the pillow upon which my head rested, and as I watched them dance in the orange light coming through the window, I noticed that the sun was just about to disappear behind the horizon.


    The sky was painted red by its glow, though if I had to guess, I'd wager that my skin was even redder than it was at the moment.


    Each time I thought back to it, I grew embarrassed over a different thing I had done. I once again slammed my head against the pillow and kicked the bed with my feet.


    I figured that I should be ready to get up by now, but that turned out not to be the case; while I was able to lift my head, my back remained limp and without strength.


    Five more minutes, I thought to myself as I collapsed back onto the mattress. As I did, a deep groan escaped my mouth.


    Though my parents were normally indifferent towards me, if they were to see me right now, no doubt even they would grow worried.


    "...I have to admit, it was pretty unnatural."


    Definitely. Still, all that embarrassment had been worth it, as in the end, I'd managed to move things in my desired direction.


    Last month, I'd thought that God didn't exist, but maybe he actually did? Then again, if he did, he was likely a malicious god who wanted to guide me towards a path that led into further anguish. It also raised another problem: Had everything in my life been decided beforehand?


    "Chocolate..." I muttered to myself while breathing in the smell of the comforter, mixed with that of fabric softener.


    It seemed likely that, for the next couple of days, chocolate would be the source of many of my headaches.


    It was my first time giving someone chocolate. As for receiving it... I probably hadn't experienced that either. Sure, my parents had gotten me some when I'd been little, but I didn't think that counted. Not that including them would make a difference.


    The fact remained that this was the first time that I'd wanted it.


    It was pretty ridiculous to be this stressed out over it considering that there was still over a week left. Actually, on second thought, that might not have been all that much time. I had a lot of preparing to do, after all.


    Like, if I wanted to make the chocolate by hand... Or would that be too difficult? Hmm... Yeah, it might be. Would someone like me, without any cooking experience whatsoever, really be able to make chocolate? I could always study. No, wait, that wasn't the right word. Practice? Yeah, practice. Still, maybe it was just too difficult after all. Buying something that matched Shimamura's tastes like I'd done on Christmas would be... better. Yeah, better. It would be. Still...


    This would be the first time, and possibly also the last. Thinking about it under that light, I found myself wanting to make sure that I didn't have any regrets.


    Then again, it wasn't like anyone knew a sure-fire way to avoid that—having regrets.


    My head quickly begun to hurt as I tried to find the right answer. Ten more days of this. Was I really going to be okay?


    I felt like if this kept going, these thoughts would have turned me hollow, like a wooden plank eaten by termites, by the time Valentine's Day rolled around.


    "Handmade chocolate... Handmade chocolate. I need to find out what Shimamura likes before that..."


    It didn't seem like the kind of thing anyone else would know, meaning that my only choice was to ask Shimamura herself. Of course, I'd need to be very careful not to overdo it; if I started grilling her on her chocolate tastes, she'd likely figure out just how fired up I was. Trying to find the right balance seemed like it was going to be difficult. Very difficult. As I thought about that, my mind wandered to the events of today and how awkwardly I had behaved, causing the surface of my nose to grow extremely warm. It's not that big of a deal, I recited in an attempt to calm myself down.


    We were just friends giving each other chocolate on Valentine's Day. Nothing weird about that.


    Again, there was only a single problem; with no cooking skills to speak of, making chocolate from scratch would be quite the challenge.


    Now, if Shimamura was going to make me chocolate by hand, that I would like very much. Extremely so. You could even say that I yearned for it.


    That was the sort of relationship I truly desired.


    One that wasn't special only for me, but for Shimamura as well.


    I wanted it to be unique. Something that was mine, and no one else's.


    And yet, I had no idea how I should go about making it that way. You couldn't simply walk into a store and ask for a serving of "specialness". For one thing, that would mean that it was no longer special. It was a prerequisite for these relationships that they came to be spontaneously.


    In that case, should I try guiding Shimamura into that direction through nonchalant conversations? No, I don't think that would work; if there was one thing I couldn't do, it was talk in a nonchalant fashion. You only needed to look at my shameful behaviour during all the previous times to see that. The whole point was to pretend like there was nothing special going on, and while I knew that, I simply wasn't good enough at acting to hide the fact that I was constantly thinking about it. I always ended up going all out, which then resulted into my body growing stiff and me messing up.


    I sure was uncool, wasn't I? I knew that it was late to be saying this, but I really, truly hated myself.


    I shook my head against the pillow, and as I stared at the particles of dust that rose into the air as a result, I felt myself decaying.


    What I was truly after wasn't chocolate. No, it was something far softer.


    So soft that you weren't able to grasp it.


    Valentine's, too, only existed to enable me to touch that something with timid hands.


    



    5th of February (Wednesday)


    



    I'd spent the entire lesson in a trance, daydreaming about Shimamura and chocolate.


    It was a bit risky, wasn't it? A bit? Yeah, a bit. Still, classes did get quite tedious at times, and since the new seating order meant that staring at Shimamura was no longer an option, the only method of killing time I was left with was letting my mind wander. Then again, I probably would've been thinking about those things even if I didn't have time to kill, but regardless.


    I momentarily returned to reality from my dream world, only to realise that school was already over for the day. It was like the time had just... disappeared. I found myself incredibly flustered; if this kept up, the next ten days would fly by me in the blink of an eye. That would've been a blessing back in the day when I'd been drowning in free time, but for the current me, not so much. I'd undertaken something great, and that something was now backing me into a corner.


    I glanced over my shoulder while tidying up the contents of my drawer, and saw Hino—fully tanned despite it being winter—and Nagafuji—kinda looking like she wanted to go to bed—swapping a few words with Shimamura before leaving the classroom. I wonder, were those two also going to be exchanging chocolates with her? Knowing Shimamura, while she might return the favour if someone were to give it to her, I really doubt she'd ever take the initiative. Even though I didn't know much about her, the space suit wearing girl also came to mind. I felt like I hadn't seen her around too much lately, but still, who was she? And more importantly, what was she?


    On top of all of this, there was also another possibility I needed to consider: Shimamura might have agreed to exchange chocolates with someone who I was unaware of. After all, what I knew was only a single side of her. And even that I didn't have a full grasp of. She was just that sort of a person, very difficult to grasp. She offered very little to hold onto, kinda like she was avoiding trouble at all cost but not quite.


    I'd try to remain by her side, only for her to slip past me.


    Personally, I didn't particularly mind Shimamura exchanging chocolates with some other girl. Wait, no. "I didn't mind"? Was that really something that I had the right to step in and give my opinion on? No, no it wasn't. At the same time, it seemed extremely unlikely that I would be able to remain calm if I were to witness something like that happening.


    I took a deep breath and waited a moment for my eyes to stop spinning. Why was I getting so wound up?


    If simply sitting in the classroom was enough to make me feel like I was going to choke, then perhaps my condition was more serious than I had thought. I found myself wondering, was this how people with progressive illnesses failed to notice them until it was already too late?


    Let's be real for a second: No matter how hard I tried to pretend otherwise, if I were to actually stumble upon Shimamura receiving chocolate from someone other than me, the sight would no doubt leave me horribly depressed. No, not just that; there was a good chance that I might actually start crying. In other words, if I was forced to give an opinion, then I'd have to say that I didn't want it to happen.


    ...One after another, my dislikes were being dragged out and exposed. You needed to skim this scum as it rose to the surface, because if you didn't, it would develop into an unbearable taste that was sure to cause others to keep their distance from you. That was the way human relationships tended to work.


    Was I doing a good enough job keeping the scum from building up? I sure hoped so. It was something that I constantly had on my mind.


    In a similar fashion, I often found myself wanting to reach into Shimamura's pot and to scoop out her scum using my finger.


    With thoughts like those flying about in my mind, I once again glanced over my shoulder, only to find that aforementioned Shimamura was nowhere to be seen. It appeared that she had already left. I quickly shoved the remaining textbooks into my bag. Rarely did Shimamura walk over to my seat, and if I'm being honest, I found that a little annoying. 


    Gripping my bag, I walked briskly to the hallway. She wasn't there either. I broke into a slight run, and as I made my way forward, a late revelation hit me: The air was much colder than it had been in the classroom. The order of my thoughts had flipped into a configuration where it was first Shimamura, then the time of year.


    Speaking of Shimamura, I spotted her as I walked down the stairs. Her back was slightly bent, possibly due to the cold. Likewise, she had pulled her sleeves way down, to the point that the only visible parts of her hands were the fingertips that held her bag. The rest were hiding inside, which, in turn, made her shoulders seem like they were sticking out.


    As I drew closer to her, Shimamura suddenly looked over her shoulder. Had she heard my footsteps, or perhaps sensed my presence?


    "Oh, Adachi."


    What is it? she inquired with her eyes. Repeating to myself to remain calm, I slowly opened my mouth.


    Come to think of it, had I said a single word for the entire day that I'd spent in school? If I had, I couldn't remember.


    "I was just wondering, Shimamura, what sort of chocolate do you like?" I managed to ask her in a relatively natural fashion. At least, I thought it sounded natural. Did it? Probably. It had become a habit for me to question myself in this manner, which likely indicated that I held doubts towards my own behaviour. Anyway, speaking of things that weren't natural, I could feel the corners of my mouth growing slightly stiff.


    "Chocolate, huh? Let me think for a second. I don't eat it all that often, so..."


    Turning her eyes towards the end of the hallway, Shimamura began to ponder. I sighed in relief: It seemed that she'd chosen to interpret it simply as an innocent question. As I waited for her reply, I could hear her mumbling to herself. Something about there "not being many". I wonder, what was she saying?


    "Well, generally, I guess I like the sweet stuff."


    "Okay."


    I was under the impression that most chocolate was made sweet. Now, was I supposed to take this as the bar being low, or as it being incredibly difficult for me to choose something that fit her tastes more specifically?


    "The ones with milk, I think I might like those. Yeah, they're very easy to eat", Shimamura added. You could tell by her voice that she wasn't very committed to her answer.


    "I see."


    An image of milk chocolate immediately came to my mind. Its colour kinda matched that of Shimamura's soft, brown hair. Also, I felt like this was the first time ever that I'd heard her tell me about her likes.


    For some reason, I found myself slightly moved by this fact.


    After the short pause in conversation, Shimamura glanced at me.


    "Was that all?" she asked.


    "...Yeah, that was all."


    After that, we once again fell silent. A group of students who were leaving school walked past us.


    "I see."


    "Yep."


    "Alright. Let's get going then", Shimamura stated, as if feeling like she had to do something. She then began walking.


    She most likely wanted to get home quickly due to how cold it was. That was the conclusion I came to.


    I walked with her up to the school gate, after which we went our separate ways.


    The keyword there being "walked"; it took me until the nearby street corner to realize that I was, in fact, walking. I quickly turned around and went back to get my bike.


    



    There was a certain matter that, while it stood out like a sore thumb, I simply couldn't resolve.


    I was talking about the boomerang. It was late at night when I found myself grabbing it off the shelf I had placed it on. I obviously didn't want to ignore a present that I'd received from Shimamura, but at the same time, it was quite difficult for me to put it into use.


    Had Shimamura genuinely been expecting me to go play outside with this in hand? There was no way that she had that little of a grasp of my personality, right? No, I was certain that she knew me better than that. Or rather, I wanted to believe that she did. My mind rapidly filling with worries, I went ahead and tried tossing the boomerang forward. It flew across my room before hitting the closet and thudding against the floor. Hmm...


    I went to pick it up, but just as I crouched down, my eyes came across the TV that I had left on. I glanced at it, and was immediately astonished by what I saw on the screen: There was a woman with heavy makeup who went by the name "Shaman Taoka" dancing to music. Well, I say "dancing", but it was more like she was simply waving her long hair around. It kinda reminded me of Kabuki. 


    The woman was really going wild. It was to the point that it felt like the tips of her hair were going to fly outside of the tiny TV. There were some other performers standing beside her, and though they all appeared to be waiting for their chance to get on the stage, none of them did.


    I couldn't help but admire her. What a strong presence.


    Admittedly, seeing her gasp for air after her dance was over did diminish those feelings. Yeah, they probably shouldn't have shown that on the broadcast.


    In the end, none of the other performers had joined Shaman Whatever. What sort of a program was this? Curious to find out, I squatted down in front of the TV and continued watching, and few moments later, got my answer: It appeared to be a fortune-telling show. One that specialised in matters of love at that.


    ...Considering how it had started, I would've had to be insane to put any sort of trust into this program. At the same time, there was something about those words, "specialised in matters of love", that I couldn't help but grow curious about. Not that Shimamura and I were in love or anything. We weren't.


    We were not. And yet, I still wanted to see what this was about.


    Next, came the horoscopes. The person reading them specifically mentioned that these were "tomorrow's fortunes", indicating that this show was broadcast daily. First came Capricorn, then Aquarius, then Pisces. While I did wonder whether the contents of the fortunes were based on anything, or if she had just made them up, I still chose to wait till I'd heard mine. By the way, on a side note, the earlier performance had gotten the shaman quite sweaty, and her makeup was now coming off. It was the kind of face that made it clear that she was very devoted to her job.


    "Next, Libra. For you, I'm sensing disturbances in love! Do not forget to monitor your surroundings!"


    "...What?!"


    The fortune given to the viewers born under the sign of Libra—which included me—was hardly a pleasant one. Again, while the thing between us wasn't love—it wasn't—there was still something about the word "disturbances" that I couldn't help but grow anxious about. Which one of us would be affected, me or Shimamura?


    There was also the word "monitor". Despite how calmly it had been used, there was a certain undertone to it that made it seem like you were chasing someone, stalking them. I wasn't like that. Not in the slightest. Well, not that I needed to pay any attention to these fortunes in the first place, since there was no way that they were going to be accurate.


    "Special Valentine campaign! Collect the secret letters that are broadcast at the end of each episode while the campaign is active, and win wonderful prizes! Today's secret letter is... 'D'!"


    A promotion for the show started playing immediately after the horoscopes were read. Apparently, the letter "D" was somehow significant. Okay?


    It seemed a little strange to me that this was happening in the middle of the episode when they'd clearly said that the letters were broadcast at the end of each one, but then again, who cared?


    Next, a chart that showed the compatibilities of each star sign appeared on the screen. Who had compiled it? I had no idea.


    The signs that were marked as highly compatible with Libra were Gemini and Aquarius. The most compatible one, however, appeared to be Aries.


    (Keep in mind, that was only the case for people of the opposite gender. There was a note stating that it was the absolute worst when it came to dealing with those of the same gender as yourself.)


    With there not being any sources listed anywhere, I had no reason to trust the chart. I didn't. And yet...


    "..."


    When was Shimamura's birthday? Even though I'd never take such a silly program seriously, I still couldn't help but grow slightly concerned. Was she a Gemini, or perhaps an Aquarius? Gemini... or Aquarius... Anything but Aries, the absolute worst. Please.


    The results of the seating order change had shown that praying didn't work, yet here I was, doing it again.


    I was finally able to collect myself after the show ended. Embarrassed, I scratched my head, telling myself what an idiot I was.


    These things never come true, you fool.


    



    6th of February (Thursday)


    



    "..."


    "Umm, Adachi?" Shimamura asked while staring questioningly at me standing beside her. It seemed that this was about the furthest that I could go.


    "Nothing", I answered before returning to my seat. Just in time, because immediately after, the teacher walked in.


    "..."


    "Adachi?"


    As the lunch break came, I once again walked up to Shimamura. What did the sandwich I was eating taste like? I couldn't tell. I was far too busy staring at her to even begin thinking about that.


    No disturbances were currently taking place. Although, if I had to say, it seemed that Shimamura was slightly suspicious of my behaviour.


    "Do you want something? Tea, or maybe a sandwich?" she asked while picking up food items off the table and showing them to me.


    I noticed that there was a blue misanga bracelet around her wrist. It was quite a rare sight; Shimamura didn't usually wear any accessories.


    Anyway, back on topic. While it certainly hadn't been my intention to look like I wanted something, she appeared to have mistaken my expression and taken it that way.


    "Oh, thanks, but I'm fine", I stated back while showing her the sandwich I was already eating. Now then, I'd decided to ask her this during the lunch break, so I might as well give it a shot.


    Again, just to repeat, I didn't believe in horoscopes. I was just curious.


    "Shimamura, what's your zodiac sign?"


    It was only after those words had already left my mouth that I realised that it probably would have sounded way more natural to instead ask when her birthday was.


    What if she'd seen that program as well? Would she get the wrong idea? No, she wouldn't. Or would she? Hmm, hmm... Completely oblivious to the chaos raging inside my head, Shimamura tilted her head slightly and began pondering.


    "My zodiac sign, huh? I'm not sure what sign it puts me under, but I was born in April. On the tenth."


    I felt like my heart skipped a beat as those words—the tenth of April—entered my ears.


    Don't get me wrong, I was happy getting to know when she was born. Overjoyed. No, it was the date that was the problem.


    Being born on the tenth of April meant that she was an Aries. Aries, the sign which, according to the chart, was the least compatible with mine when dealing with those of your own gender.


    "..."


    "Adachi? Hey, can you hear me?"


    "Just so that you know, I'm an Aries", stated Hino, butting into our conversation. Shimamura, next to whom Hino's head had suddenly appeared, let out a small yelp. Behind Hino stood Nagafuji, swaying from side to side.


    The way she moved made it clear that she wanted someone to ask her what her zodiac was.


    Having calmed down, Shimamura took the hint and did just that.


    "What's your zodiac sign, Nagafuji?"


    "Can't you tell just by looking? Virgo, obviously."


    She sounded extremely proud as she said this.


    "Personally, I think that we should be the other way around, you and me", Hino stated before giving Nagafuji's chest a quick tap. It felt to me like she did that often.


    If I remembered correctly, Aries and Virgo were supposed to be highly compatible. ...Did that mean that those horoscopes were trustworthy?


    In that case, Shimamura and I were... No. No, no, no. No.


    "So, why did you want to know my zodiac sign? Is this like, some horoscope thing?"


    "Um... Well..."


    I had no idea how to answer her. My mind was blanking out. However, in the midst of my struggle, a helping hand was extended to me from where I had least expected it.


    "If you have good zodiac compatibility with someone, it increases the chances of support magic working."


    "The heck are you talking about?"


    The nonsense Nagafuji spurted out and Hino's subsequent reaction caught Shimamura's attention. She took her eyes off me, which allowed me to dodge the question. I'd ended up being saved by Nagafuji. While that likely hadn't been her intention, I still couldn't help but imagine a few words of thanks in my mind.


    For the rest of the day, I continued monitoring—err, paying attention to her. Nothing special ended up happening, however. It was just the regular me, and the regular her. No disturbances anywhere to be seen.


    Figures. In the end, horoscopes were just made-up crap. I had no idea who'd come up with the compatibility charts, meaning that there was no reason for me to believe in them. Oh, but don't get me wrong; it wasn't like I was completely denying there being any value to fortune-telling. No, I was of the opinion that, as long as you took them simply as fun little things you could believe in, they were just fine.


    Thinking about them that way made fortunes a positive, forward-facing form of "magic".


    



    I obviously couldn't pick a chocolate without knowing what sort of different types existed. To learn more about them, I'd decided to head to the nearby supermarket after returning home and changing clothes. As I stood there, in front of the entrance, a strange feeling hit me: For some reason, I felt slightly reluctant to walk in. Thinking about it, it seemed that the reason for this was likely the lack of opportunities in life I'd had to go to a supermarket. In a normal family, children were probably brought along by their mother to ogle at the candy aisle, but as for me, I had no such memories. It led me to wonder, what sort of snacks had I eaten as a child? I felt like I had mostly just drunk fresh, cold water.


    After checking my wallet to make sure that I had enough money with me, I began going through the various types of chocolates that were on offer. Thankfully, there was a special Valentine's section with a sign and everything, saving me the trouble of having to search the entire store for them. Sweetened rice cakes typically used as festival offerings were also being sold next to the shelf. They seemed pretty out of place, and I got the feeling that whoever had put them there was trying to piggyback off the chocolates' popularity. Anyway, I didn't think those would be too effective in my situation.


    I grabbed a packet of milk chocolate which Shimamura had said that she liked. What about white chocolate? That was kinda like milk chocolate, so did she like it as well? Or did she not? After thinking about it for a few moments, I decided to text her and make sure.


    I found myself quite anxious as I hit the send button: What would I do if she didn't message me back quickly? Thankfully, those fears turned out to be unfounded, as soon enough, my phone rang with a reply. It was like she had heard me. As for the message itself, it was quite simple, consisting only of "It tastes good". In other words, "I like it".


    "...I kinda get the feeling that Shimamura doesn't really enjoy using the word 'like'."


    It was almost as if she wanted to avoid letting other people know too much about herself.


    A desperate sigh escaped my mouth as I realised that I, too, was part of that group—the other people.


    Trying not to get too depressed, I grabbed a packet of white chocolate and added it to the already sizeable pile. While I certainly didn't mind buying all of these packages of chocolate, eating them, that was a whole other story. It felt like my blood would be as sweet as syrup after I was done with them all.


    I ultimately decided not to put any of the chocolates back. Carrying them with me, I walked up to the cash registers where I passed by a long-haired girl. Although she appeared to be from a different school, there was something about the way she was wearing her uniform in public, and more importantly, how she was grinning as if what other people thought didn't matter to her in the slightest, that made it hard for me not to follow her with my eyes.


    One person's fault is another's lesson, huh? Well, let's not get that dramatic, but still, that was probably what my face would look like too if I were to get careless. Especially during class. Would I really be able to stop that from happening? Yeah, I would. Or would I? Pondering about that while scratching my cheek, I found myself growing quite anxious. I felt for sure like I was the kind of person for whom randomly grinning in class all by themselves would be extremely troublesome. No, there was no "kind of person" about it; it was most certainly troublesome. Then again, personally, I'd love to see Shimamura do that, just suddenly start smiling. I felt like that could be really great. ...No, just ignore that. Anyway, yeah, I should be careful.


    I gave my cheek a quick smack before taking the packages to the cash register. I hadn't really thought about it while picking them off the shelf, but now that I stared at the towering pile of chocolate I'd bought, almost too tall to fit in the bag, I did find myself a bit astonished.


    Would I really be able to eat all this?


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Maybe I should just hand them to Shimamura like this, with the bag and all? No, no.


    The thought alone of Shimamura being someone who might prefer me doing that made me feel like I was about to get seriously depressed.


    I wanted her to be delighted. I wanted her to think of me as being special to her.


    My hopes and dreams reached as high as mountaintops. All I could see in front of me, however, were endless plains.


    



    I hadn't planned it that way or anything, but as I arrived at my room and checked the time, I noticed that the fortune-telling show from yesterday was just about to begin. I figured that, like the last time, they'd once again be giving out tomorrow's horoscopes.


    "..."


    I thought about raising on objection, but in the end, decided to just turn the TV on. The channel was already set on the correct one after yesterday's broadcast, and as the screen lit up, the very first thing that appeared on it was the same tornado of wild hair I'd seen back then. It seemed that the show would be starting with that again.


    "You really screwed up with your predictions yesterday", I complained to Shaman Whatever as she danced on the screen. Naturally, my complaints went without an answer. Come to think of it, the shaman hadn't spoken a single word during the broadcast. Was her role just to do the opening performance, and that was that?


    The woman's wild movements—reminding me of a dance you'd see at the Bon Festival—eventually came to an end, paving the way for us to at last move on to the show proper.


    Since I was already here, I figured that I might as well give it a watch.


    The fortune Shimamura's zodiac sign—i.e. Aries—received was "if there's something that you want, just reach for it", whereas Libra's was "try charming your special someone with a new hairstyle". For some reason, the font they'd chosen to use for the messages caused the letters to appear extremely round.


    "A new hairstyle? Like, what?" I asked out loud, holding up a strand of hair. Rarely did I do anything special with it. Most of the time, I just let it hang down. Still, if I were to try something new... would Shimamura notice? I certainly didn't believe in horoscopes, but at the same time...


    Today's secret letter was "A". Last time, it had been "D". I could definitely remember that much without having to write it down. What the special prize for collecting all of them was, that hadn't yet been revealed, though as they did straight up sell merchandise during breaks, it seemed logical to assume that they were probably just going to send you what was left over of those. Misanga bracelets, pendants, stuff like that.


    All sorts of things that (probably) gave you good fortune. I had to wonder, did people still buy those in this day and age?


    I obviously had my doubts, but if those items really did work, then I could certainly understand why someone would feel the desire to rely on them. In some ways, the feelings I held towards Shimamura seemed quite rash, like I hadn't thought through what they entailed. I grew more and more anxious each passing day, anxious that there were things in life that could never be changed through anything short of a divine intervention.


    ...Was it people like me who fell for these things?


    I gave my cheeks two light smacks, telling myself to focus.


    



    7th of February (Friday)


    



    This was big enough of a change that even Shimamura should be able to notice it right away.


    After fiddling with my hair in front of the mirror for way longer than I cared to admit, it had finally started to resemble something that I could be satisfied with. I'd tested out all sorts of accessories, like hairpins and ribbons, but as those had either been too plain or too weird, what I had ended up settling with after a countless amount of splitting, curling, twisting, combing, and turning was a simple ponytail. All that I needed to do now was tie it up with a scrunchie that I honestly couldn't remember when I had bought, and I was done. Next, I took a good look at my work through the mirror.


    Of course, I would have been far more interested seeing what Shimamura looked like with a new hairstyle.


    Wait... What the hell kind of thought was that? My face was red with embarrassment, I rushed out of the bathroom and began making my way towards school.


    I really was going to be attending school like this, huh? I wasn't even there yet, and I already felt kinda embarrassed. Like, to me, there was something about suddenly changing your hairstyle that seemed like you were trying to show the people around you that you'd changed as a person. Or was that just me being way too self-conscious? Regardless, I should definitely take some time to prepare an appropriate reaction in case Shimamura were to ask me about it. I was painfully aware of how suspicious I'd been acting lately, and I didn't want it to happen again.


    The gears in my head turned as fast as the pedals of my bike as I tried my hardest to come up with a reason, an excuse for why I had decided to go with a new hairstyle. Should I say that I'd just felt like it? That might very well work with Shimamura; I had a feeling that she had decided to dye her hair for a similar reason.


    Of course, the real problem was whether or not I'd be able to say it in a way that sounded even remotely natural.


    After arriving to the classroom, I immediately sat down on my seat and propped my chin up with my arm. It was a pretty strange sensation, how my tied hair swayed with my head each time I shook it.


    Also, now that there was no longer any hair covering them, my ears had grown quite sensitive to the wind coming from outside. All in all, it was next to impossible for me to calm down. If it turned out that I'd gone through all this only to earn no comment whatsoever from Shimamura, that would be pretty miserable.


    I continued staring at the door, wondering if she was going to be walking in soon.


    When she finally did, class was just about to start, giving her no time to even as much as look my way before taking her seat. I obviously wasn't going to get up and go talk to her, even if that would've been a sure-fire way to make her notice my hair. No way.


    I decided to postpone getting her opinion till lunch break. I felt frustrated doing so, but at the same time, relieved. It was quite the contradiction, a contradiction which caused me a fair bit of mental agony.


    



    While I would normally have spent the time between classes simply sitting in my seat, today, I was looking up pictures of chocolate on my phone instead. It felt like my mind was rapidly being coloured brown; even my dreams last night had been chocolate themed.


    In order to get rid of all those boxes I had purchased at the supermarket yesterday, I'd decided that, starting from today, I'd be eating them in place of lunch. And no, I couldn't throw them into the trash or whatever. I'd bought them to see what they tasted like, which meant that I would need to eat them all by myself. Fortunately, as I was the kind of person who could easily eat the same stuff day in, day out, my diet growing slightly unbalanced posed me no problem whatsoever.


    I would try out every single type and then decide which one to give to Shimamura. Then again, the limiting factor there would probably be time, huh? I only had one measly week left. Yeah. At this point, I'd half given up on trying to impress her in any way; simply being able to bring her something seemed like the challenge now. Still, just that by itself might have been special in some way. No, it was special. I was sure of it.


    My desire to become special to her was completely earnest. However, as long as it remained that, a mere desire, then it was possible that she might one day give up on me. I was leaning to one side in order to balance us, which, looking at it, seemed like getting my priorities backwards.


    Those little things that allowed me to express myself ever so slightly, I needed to value them more. Then again, if it truly was my goal to express myself, there was only one logical path for me to take. That was, making the chocolate by hand. Humans really only had two options when it came to showing their feelings: You could either spend money, or spend effort. I'd been working part-time for a while now and hadn't touched any of my earnings, meaning that the former option was very much accessible to me. However, while I could purchase the highest-grade chocolate available and hand that to Shimamura, I had a feeling that it might end up having the exact opposite effect on her than what I'd hope.


    Repeating to myself that it was just for reference, I typed in "handmade chocolate" and hit the search button, only to be astounded by the sheer number of hits; the screen of my phone was practically overflowing with all sorts of recipe sites. I got the feeling that it was a particularly busy season for these sorts of things. Also, it went without saying, but most of the recipes didn't require the usage of a knife, allowing me to feel surprisingly confident in my ability to actually follow them; with a little practice, I should at least be able to get the looks right. The only problem left was, could I make them in a way that they didn't taste horrible? Knowing a little about Shimamura's personality, it felt to me that she'd enjoy store-bought chocolate that actually tasted like it was meant to, over handmade chocolate with a middling taste. That did seem like the normal approach, save for the occasion when you were dealing with someone greatly special to you. So, there really was no point to doing it? No point. No point... I felt like burying my head in my hands.


    "Your hair keeps wobbling, huh?" a voice suddenly asked next to my face, bringing me back to reality. Half of my butt slipped off the chair, and though it did place quite the burden on my hips, somehow, I was able to stop myself from falling over. The person—now peeking at my phone's screen—was... Nagafuji. She was standing extremely slouched forward, and her eyes had also grown quite narrow. It almost seemed like they were moving up and down, like waves.


    Nagafuji wore glasses during class, meaning that her vision likely wasn't perfect. I wonder, how did she feel about the pictures of chocolate I'd been staring at? Furthermore, why had she spoken to me in the first place? I simply didn't know.


    I really didn't see us as the kind of friends who could casually initiate a conversation with one another, but then again, that was just my opinion.


    Nagafuji pulled her head back, tilted it to the side, and then began pondering about something. Bewilderment quickly spread through my mind; what sort of business did she have with me?


    I waited for a while, and eventually, she opened her mouth.


    "'Wobbling' isn't really a word you use to describe hair, huh?" she asked me. Why? I had no idea. Regardless, I felt obligated to answer.


    "Not as far as I know."


    "Right. That makes sense."


    Nagafuji then hung her head. It almost seemed like she was feeling genuine regret over her choice of word. ...Sometimes, I simply didn't understand this classmate of mine. And by sometimes, I meant always.


    At this point, my only option was to have the other one take her off my hands.


    "Where's Hino?"


    "Sleeping."


    I glanced at the direction she was pointing towards, and what did I see but Hino, collapsed on her desk with her arms dangling beside her. The only part of her body that was actually touching the desk was her head, and as for the expression on her face, it was quite defenceless to say the least. This style of sleeping brought just a single word to mind: Freedom.


    Though the breaks were short, Hino appeared to be making the most of them. What about Shimamura? I gave her a quick look, and saw that, like me, she was also staring at her phone. I obviously wasn't expecting her to be looking up pictures of chocolate, but at the same time, I couldn't help but wonder, was she too thinking about Valentine's, even if just a little bit?


    Of course, knowing Shimamura, it was a real possibility that she'd simply buy something the same day, hand it over to me, and then be done with the whole thing.


    On one hand, I knew that I shouldn't be expecting it to be anything special, but on the other, I couldn't deny the fact that she had gone out of her way to pick out a Christmas present for me. My wishes had already come true once, and there was a part of me that wanted to see that happen again. It was quite the rare thing, Shimamura taking action for my sake. So rare that it might very well end up being limited to that single occurrence.


    The more time I spent facing her, the deeper my understanding of that event's specialness, its value, grew.


    Even so, there was still one thing that continued to puzzle me: Why on earth had she chosen to buy me a boomerang?


    "Good luck", Nagafuji stated as she tapped my shoulder after glancing at Shimamura. She then returned to her seat. For someone trying to offer her support, she sure sounded unenergetic. Then again, I didn't even know what it was that she was trying to support me with. Did Nagafuji perhaps know about our plans for Valentine's Day? I couldn't imagine that being that case. Still, whatever the reason, she was right; I was going to be needing luck for sure. Lots of it. The usually calm river of time had turned into a raging stream, and I got the feeling that letting my guard down for even a second would result in the water carrying me straight to Valentine's, skipping right past all the days in between.


    It hadn't taken all that long for "ten more days" to turn into "one more week".


    There was only a single explanation to this: Shimamura was stealing my time.


    



    I had long since returned home, yet I continued staring idly into space. A spontaneous smile appeared on my face as my mind travelled back to the events of the latter half of the school day.


    I sat there, covering my now-open mouth with my hand while my shoulders moved up and down.


    Light filled both my body and mind, almost as if opposing the darkness of the advancing night.


    It had been during the lunch break that I received the comment I'd been waiting for regarding my new hairstyle. Shimamura had said all sorts of things, shown all sorts of expressions. 


    And yet, all I could really remember was her touching the tip of my ponytail while stating that she thought it looked cute. That, and how she'd added that she liked my regular hairstyle as well. Though this wasn't the first occurrence of her calling me cute, there was one big difference that separated it from the previous time it had happened: Whereas the China dress had been a mere piece of clothing, the hair was a part of me. She had praised me this time. Me. Not only that, she'd even gone out of her way to mention how highly she valued the regular me. All things considered, there was no way that I could have reacted to this with anything less than pure joy.


    The fortune-telling, it had actually been accurate, huh? I was forced to re-examine my opinion of Shaman Whatever.


    Of course, it did seem highly unlikely that she had actually done anything, but regardless. The next episode of the show was about to air.


    Tomorrow's horoscopes were as follows: For Aries, it was "You're going to be bossed around all day, so spin like a top!", and for Libra, "It's important to put in effort daily, even during the weekend". I'd been hoping for something a bit more romance-related, but then again, I suppose that not every single day could be packed with action. If anything, I probably would have found myself a bit suspicious had they said that the series of events was going to be continuing.


    As for the secret letter this time, it was "N". Having returned to the screen, the shaman shouted something, which then brought the show to an end.


    Was she perhaps growing stronger as a result of all the dancing?


    



    8th of February (Saturday)


    



    I spent most of my Saturday afternoons working at my part-time job, and this one was no exception.


    Although I didn't mind that, what I did mind was the fact that it was the middle of winter and I still had to wear the China dress with its stupid slit. Seriously, what was up with that? It made it seem like I was choosing to show off my legs of my own volition, as if I valued appearances more highly than dressing in accordance to the season. All I wanted to do was grab a needle, some yarn, and stitch the damned thing closed. Why did I even have to wear this dress in the first place? It wasn't like they paid me extra for it or anything. The only reason why I chose to keep working here was inertia, but as I carried yet another set of dirty plates to the kitchen, I seriously began questioning whether or not I should. The money was a reward, sure, but was it enough?


    I had saved up quite a bit, but on the flip side, I didn't have anything to spend it on. While that was certainly preferable to me being wasteful with it, I still couldn't help but feel that there was no point to having something that you weren't going to use. Then again, it hadn't really been about the money in the first place; my true motivation for getting a job had been to gain a meaningful outlet for my abundant free time. As long as that remained the case, I would have no reason to quit.


    In case you were curious, Shimamura's family had only ever showed up that one time, and never since. I felt relieved, but simultaneously, unsatisfied.


    Though it was true that I wanted to steer as far away as possible from thoughts of embarrassment, I would also have liked to share a secret of sorts with her. I found myself tugging the hem of my dress as these greedy sentiments fought against one another in my head. 


    It was only lunch time, yet for some reason, the place was absolutely full. This dress probably helped to attract customers, huh? I made a conscious effort not to think too much about those sorts of things as I ran around the restaurant taking orders and cleaning tables. If the dress really did have a noticeable effect, then that would likely be enough of a reason for the manager to never let me wear anything else.


    A break came next, and I spent it sitting idly at one of the close-by tables. Afterwards, it was only a matter of quickly cleaning up and changing my clothes before I got to leave. I felt relieved, of course, but as I thought about the house I'd be returning to, about my family, those feelings turned into something slightly less relaxing. Simply put, I didn't really like my family.


    "..."


    I wonder, what did Shimamura do on her days off? I had tried asking her that before, but she'd been quite vague with her answer, simply stating that she spent a lot of time sleeping, and a little less playing with her sister. This led me to believe that she likely wasn't doing anything special today either. In that case, maybe I should go pay her a visit?


    Sitting between her legs like the last time, watching TV...


    Thinking about it now, I was shocked to remember just how close to each other we had been back then. It didn't seem like something that I would be able to do again, not in my current condition. I'd either fall into a state of complete panic beforehand, or simply run away. The only recent occurrence of closeness between us had been that one time when I'd come close to falling over and Shimamura had caught me.


    Truly, what a waste that had been.


    Even now, I still found myself regretting the fact that I had panicked and pulled myself away from her. Don't get me wrong, I had certainly regretted it in the moment as well. It was just, with time, my mistakes grew increasingly more pronounced. My nose had been practically buried in her chest, and yet, I'd completely blown my chance.


    My nose... Against her chest... No, not just my nose. My eyes too. And my forehead. Pretty much the entirety of my face.


    The more I thought back to that time, the warmer my head grew. I could feel it swelling, like a balloon.


    I flailed my feet around.


    I flailed them.


    



    9th of February (Sunday)


    



    You'll never know unless you try. That was what I told myself as I walked into the kitchen. My parents weren't home despite it being Sunday, which thankfully meant that I wouldn't need to worry about their stares. Even if they didn't say anything, I knew that they'd still be silently judging me in their minds, and I really didn't want to suffer through that.


    It was my first time ever using the kitchen. Well, other than getting water, I suppose.


    I'd decided to make chocolate just to try it out. As far as ways to spend my days off went, it didn't seem half-bad.


    "Libra. You should hurry up, make handmade chocolate, and give it to someone! Do it!"


    The fortune actually played a really minor part in influencing my decision, believe it or not. Also, the secret letter had been "C".


    Now that I thought about it, did that thing even fit the definition of a fortune?


    ...I hadn't done anything beyond walking into the kitchen, yet I was already being filled with anxiety. Was I really up to the task?


    According to the instructions I'd found online, it appeared to be a simple matter of crushing, melting, and then solidifying the chocolate. All in all, even I should be able to handle it. However, this was only the foundation, and the steps that came later were crucial for the recipe to work. Although I could likely handle the first section, I had no confidence to speak of that the same would be the case with the latter ones. I silently cursed the old me for choosing to not eat anything when dinner wasn't ready instead of making something herself. I'd also done practically nothing during any of the cooking classes in school, which all summed up to me having no experience whatsoever. Even so, I still wanted to try it out. All the more when I considered that this might never happen again.


    With my phone in hand, I began working. Crush the chocolate into pieces on top of a cutting board, place the chunks into a pot, then warm it... I'd definitely read a couple of mangas portraying this exact process. It was usually inexperienced girls in love doing it, and more often than not, they ended up... failing completely, now that I thought about it. As for me... No, I was different. I didn't particularly, love, Shimamura... Or did I? No, no. No way. Anyway, as such... umm... What I meant to say was, this was chocolate. Chocolate. The process hardly mattered.


    Although my lack of skill was undeniable, there was also nothing I could do about it. Focus, however, that was workable. Fail on terms of both, and the result would be guaranteed to be something awful. 


    I cast all idle thoughts aside and began moving my hands because they most certainly weren't going to move themselves.


    "..."


    I knew based on my lack of experience that it could never happen in reality, but let's pretend for a second that I managed to make expert-level chocolate sweets. Then, when I'd give them to Shimamura, she'd be super impressed, to the point that she'd say something like "Wow, Adachi. You're incredible!" and squeeze me and... No. There was no way that was going happen. I didn't even know how it possibly could; the Shimamura who would do something like that existed only within my head. And even that wasn't without its problems. For starters, it would only take me getting careless for that version of her to exit my mouth, which then had a chance of making me blurt out something thoughtless. That had been happening a lot lately. I was slacking far too much.


    "...I wonder, is it done yet?" I asked myself while mixing the molten chocolate with a rubber spatula. Its colour and smell certainly made it seem that way. A sense of accomplishment filled me as a I stared at the brown substance; it really felt like this was the first time in my life that I had managed to make something without completely messing it up (as far as appearances were concerned, at least). Next, I should... put it in the refrigerator? I decided to check the instructions just in case. ...Apparently, I should "temper" it, whatever that meant. Oh, right. I hadn't been sure what it was for back then, but I did remember buying some sort of a tempering powder. I poured it into the pot along with the rest of the chocolate, waited a bit for it to cool down, and then mixed everything together. That should do it. Hm? "Use a thermometer to carefully measure the temperature"? Where was I going to get one of those? Then again, it didn't really matter for now. I was going to be eating these ones myself, so they didn't need to be perfect or anything.


    After mixing thoroughly, I poured the chocolate into moulds and snapped a quick picture with my phone before putting them into the fridge. It might not be some pinnacle of cooking, or even just great, but this was still the first piece of food I had ever made. One more picture. I checked the photos afterwards, and noticed that they were both taken from pretty much the same angle. My interest was starting to fade, cooling down faster than the chocolate.


    What I needed to make this interesting was... Shimamura. I decided to send the pictures to her. All of them. After they were done sending, I added "What do you think?". Then, trembling nervously, I proceeded to wait for a reply.


    Ten minutes passed.


    Ten more minutes while shaking on the chair.


    Another ten minutes with my head pressed against the table.


    No reply. ...I took a deep breath. Of course not.


    Even I wouldn't know what to do if someone were to send those sorts of photos to me. The chocolate wasn't the only thing that needed to be cooled down; my head did too. Reflecting on my actions, I hunched down into the corner of the kitchen. Not only was it winter, the sun also didn't shine there, meaning that the corner was meant to be freezing cold. And yet, thanks to my cheeks being as hot as they were, it didn't feel that way to me at all.


    Anyway, the chocolates had probably hardened by now.


    "This is it..."


    I'd really just melted it down and then turned it back into a solid, hadn't I?


    I glared at the object sitting on the plate as if I was having a staring contest with it.


    I wouldn't be putting on any frosting, or rather, couldn't, meaning that I'd need to be satisfied with this. Why no frosting? Simple; I hadn't prepared any other ingredients. I'd gotten stuck in the simplistic mindset that since I was making chocolate, chocolate was the only thing I needed, which, I supposed, went to show just how much of an amateur I was. I took a bite as a test, and yeah, it sure was chocolate. Nothing beyond that. If anything, it tasted slightly worse than the stuff you'd buy from the store. The way the pieces were shaped was nothing to write home about either. I'd never truly expected it to happen, and it seemed that, in the end, my feelings hadn't poured into the chocolate and reacted with it.


    There was a clear limit to what my heart was capable of.


    I had until the 14th, and I felt no confidence in my ability to get to the point where I'd be able to make something excellent before then, even if I were to start practising daily. Furthermore, I definitely didn't want my parents to see me practising. I would've been all for it if I lived alone, but unfortunately, that was not the case. 


    In conclusion, I figured that I should buy her something after all. It might have been a bit dull, for sure, but when you wanted mochi, you went to the mochi store. Making sure that the receiver was happy was the number one thing when it came to giving gifts, and by that logic, it seemed important to prioritize the taste over expressing my feelings or whatever. Again, I knew that it was boring, but the taste was more important. ...I just wasn't good enough.


    What I needed to do now was look for a famous place with a good reputation. With only a few days remaining until the 14th, I wasn't sure if the packet would make it in time if I were to order something online, meaning that I'd likely be better off heading to Nagoya and looking for a shop around there. Would I take Shimamura with me? No. This seemed like something I should do by myself.


    I distinctively remembered her saying that she preferred receiving gifts without knowing what they were beforehand.


    "...Did I fail?"


    There wouldn't be any more days off before Valentine's Day. School was going to start tomorrow, and we'd already be way past it by the time the next weekend rolled around. I didn't need to change trains on my way to Nagoya, sure, but even so, the round trip still took a considerable amount of time. Plus, I'd also need to reserve time for picking the right chocolate. ...Thinking about it that way, I really should have gone today, huh? Yeah. I couldn't afford to waste my days off in this fashion.


    What was I going to do? I began to consider taking a day off from school and using that time to go buy it, which, honestly, didn't seem like a bad idea.


    But, wait. Wasn't chocolate something that you were meant to give out the same day you bought it? Was it?


    Various thoughts rushed through my head. Not that I was complaining; it was definitely better than having no thoughts at all.


    Still, there was one thing that stood firmly against my conclusion, and that was the pile of leftover chocolate.


    "..."


    It seemed that chocolate was going to be making up a large part of my diet for the foreseeable future.


    



    If the fortunes were one hundred percent accurate, that would make them more like prophecies, and I really wasn't expecting that much from them. Still, even if they weren't literal facts that told you exactly what to pay attention to next, were they still at least somewhat reliable, and if so, how much? That was the question.


    At this point, this fortune telling show was around fifty-fifty in terms of correct predictions. Although that was an incredible success rate for fortunes, you had to keep in mind that the sample size was far too small to draw a statistically sound conclusion. That was the reason why I once again found myself sitting in front of the TV.


    Unlike yesterday and all of the days before that, Shaman Whatever was nowhere to be seen this time. Perhaps she wasn't a regular part of the show after all? Some other person showed up for the first three-or-so minutes to fill her role, although I had to say, their performance was nowhere near as interesting. It was just talking for the most part. Wait a minute... Was this show broadcast live?


    Either way, the part that I'd been waiting for was now here. "You'll cross paths with someone who you weren't expecting to meet★" was what Aries got, and as for me: "If there's something you want to say, then say it clearly! You never know when you might die☆".


    After the fortunes were done, the person who had been reading them faded out, as if being sucked into the centre of the screen. Putting that aside, "something you want to say", huh? ...Simply thinking about what that something might be caused me to feel exhilarated. It was like a group of red flowers had suddenly opened into a bloom near my face. I went a step further and imagined Shimamura's reply as well, and at that point, my head was practically boiling.


    I scratched my knees through my pyjamas. Some part of my body itched, but I was unable to identify which one it was.


    I could almost feel a calm version of myself staring at me from some corner of the room, shaking her head at how ridiculous I was acting. That was probably the old me, the one who'd spent a long time living in this room.


    We were practically different people, she and I. ...No, that probably wasn't true. In terms of my relationships with other people, with my family, I was the same bland me who I'd always been.


    It was only when dealing with Shimamura that another version of me surfaced.


    A version who was prone to failing, had a hard time calming down, and often acted so awkwardly that it was painful to look at.


    And yet, she was so pitiable that I couldn't find it in me to hate her.


    Going back to the fortune telling program, today's secret letter was "O". I scrolled back in my memory and tried combining it with the letters from the previous times, but I couldn't for the life of me find a connection between the word that formed and Valentine's Day. If I had to guess, it was probably just some nonsense.


    The reward you won from this competition didn't seem like it'd be anything that great to begin with, and so I decided to just forget about the whole thing. 


    Instead, I climbed into bed and turned my attention into worrying about the "thing that I wanted to say".


    I certainly had those. A whole lot of them.


    However, there were a lot of walls in this world, thick walls, impassable.


    It would require something more than simple bravery to be able to deliver those words to Shimamura.


    



    10th of February (Monday)


    



    Encountering Shimamura had guided me towards a better direction.


    I truly believed that to be the case. Ever so slightly, I'd begun facing forward. No, not "slightly"; it was to the point that I felt like I was constantly on the verge of falling flat on my face. Regardless, the truth remained that my life was growing brighter by the day.


    She was my sun. ...Okay, I admit, that sounded pretty embarrassing.


    Still, as far as the ways a human being could live went, I felt that having hope, something for you to face towards, was pretty high up there. Personally, it brought me just a bit of happiness, and yesterday, I'd once again found myself staying up late into the night, wondering if there was anything more in life for me to obtain.


    The closer you got to the sun, the more radiant it grew, the more it burnt you, and no matter how hard you tried, you could never reach it.


    And yet, the creatures above ground just kept reaching for the light anyway.


    I'd found mine, and for that, I was truly grateful.


    I decided that I'd finally thank her for it, truly thank her. That was the thing that I wanted to tell her.


    Don't get me wrong, this wasn't me compromising. Neither was I trying to dodge the issue. I really wasn't.


    Extremely sleep-deprived, I stood by the classroom's entrance, waiting for Shimamura. It seemed that it was only at times like these that she was late. Actually, now that I think about it, she was late pretty often. Some of my classmates walked past me, and though they did look at me suspiciously at first, their eyes turned away quite quickly as I returned their glances. Being seen as a delinquent did have its benefits sometimes. However, there were two who didn't feel threatened, and instead, greeted me. They were Hino and Nagafuji. 


    "What are you up to, Adacchi?"


    "What are you trying to do, Chi Chi?"


    I could've asked Nagafuji the same; I honestly had no idea what she was trying to say. These impromptu nicknames were barely based on my name at this point, and I was left to hang my head and mutter something random in response. However, my attempt to trick them didn't end up working.


    "Oh, are you waiting for Shimamura?"


    "Right, right."


    It'd only taken them (or realistically, "her"; Nagafuji likely hadn't figured it out on her own) an instant to see right through me. I could feel my cheeks growing hot. Was I really that easy to read? Easy to read... Hmm... I looked back to how I had acted recently, and as I did, a deep sense of regret filled my mind. Meanwhile, Hino and Nagafuji headed towards their seats.


    It was pretty incredible of Shimamura to still stick with me despite how obviously suspicious I was behaving. She really was something else as a person.


    At the same time, I knew that there was a good chance that she had no interest in me. I felt so lonely thinking about that possibility.


    As I continued waiting, Shimamura eventually arrived. Barely in time, and I mean it.


    She noticed me standing next to the door, stopped, and tilted her head questioningly.


    "Adachi, is something wrong?"


    This was where she usually would've let out a yawn, but she didn't. Her eyes weren't moist either, but instead, visibly dry.


    Much in the same way, my throat was also in desperate need of hydration. I couldn't let that get in my way, though. No, I needed to greet her.


    "G-Good morning."


    My attempt to sound as cheerful as possible backfired, and in the end, all it led to was my voice cracking. Cold sweat began creeping up my back.


    I could feel my cheekbones rubbing against my skin in a way that I really didn't enjoy.


    "Morning. Did you want to tell me something, or?"


    "Well, it's just... The sun, and..."


    "Huh?"


    Shimamura knitted her eyebrows. There was a clear look of confusion on her face, and I didn't blame her. This was really dumb of me.


    If I continued to talk like this, the only possible end result I could see was my own embarrassment. Likewise, it was almost guaranteed that Shimamura would feel the same way as the listener. I decided that it would be for the best to cut all the poetic parts and simply express my gratitude in a way that a regular person could understand.


    Gratitude. Umm... How did you do that again? Oh, right.


    "Thank you."


    I could feel myself sweating, both physically and mentally.


    I'd skipped past all the fluff, and in the end, the only things that had ended up coming out of my mouth were those simple words of thanks.


    "No, I don't think that I've really... Wait, huh?"


    Though she'd gone along for the first half, that didn't last as Shimamura soon realised what it was that I was saying. In mere moments, a clear look of bewilderment appeared on her face.


    As for me, it felt like letting my focus down for a second was all it would take for foam to start coming out of my mouth.


    "So, anyway", I stated awkwardly before turning my back to her and running off. What did I mean by that? I wasn't sure. It was just an excuse for me to get away. The corners of my eyes felt hot, as if someone had poured boiling water into them. Likewise, strange noises—best described as a weird way of panting—poured out from my stiffened mouth.


    I could hear Shimamura muttering words of confusion behind me, and as they reached my ears, my entire face grew warm.


    I wanted to turn around and explain things to her. I wanted to do it so badly. Yet, at the same time, I knew that would only make things worse. Telling myself that, I walked to my seat and propped up my chin using my arm. Or I tried, at least; no matter how deep into my cheek I dug my fingers, they just wouldn't stop shaking, which made it impossible to keep my head steady. I simply wasn't able to convince myself that I had managed to say what I wanted to.


    How to put it...


    My words wouldn't come out. I couldn't look at her face. I know that I'd said that my life was brighter now than it had been, but was that really the case?


    Sometimes, I felt that the biggest change was that I'd grown into a big idiot. Had I?


    I had a feeling that the answer to that question would be written all over Shimamura's face, which was why I purposefully chose to close my eyes without looking her way.


    



    The fortune wasn't responsible for my failure. It had specifically stated to "clearly say what you wanted to say", and as I had been unable to realise the "clearly" part, all of the blame lay with me.


    I once again found myself sitting in front of the TV, depressed, which was something that I'd been growing used to lately.


    It gave me quite a bit of trouble trying to decide what sort of an approach I should take with regard to Shimamura. If this program was going to act as my gauge in trying to figure that out, then I had to say, I was pretty glad that it existed.


    "Ah, she's here."


    Waving her hair everywhere, the shaman got on the stage. That only lasted for a moment, however, as she soon cut her dance short.


    "I caught a cold yesterday. It gave me a horrible headache, and I wasn't able to shake my head. That's why I wasn't here", she explained. Not that I particularly wanted to know that information or anything. After her explanation, the shaman once again began shaking her head. I wonder, was there a chance that it had been excessive movement, not a cold, that had triggered her headache? Her head moved wildly, as if making up for the lost day, and her hair sliced through the air. I found myself stomping the floor in frustration; couldn't they just get to the fortunes already?


    In conclusion, the fortune that Libra got was "Your heart will throb at the prospect of mutual touching with your fated prince!".


    Fated prince. No idea what that's supposed to mean, I barked while twisting my body. 


    By the time today's secret letter—"U"—appeared on the screen, I was finally ready to confront reality.


    No, but, Shimamura was a girl. And so was I. ...A prince?


    I wonder, if one of us had to be a prince, which one would it be?


    Personality-wise, probably Shimamura, huh? I was more... womanly? Then again, it would've been pretty weird if that wasn't the case, considering that I literally was a woman. Of course, so was Shimamura. Her hair was fluffy, her skin fair... All things considered, it felt to me like she was way more of a princess than I was.


    Don't get me wrong, it wasn't like I particularly wanted those prince-like elements from her. Or rather, I didn't. I definitely didn't.


    There was full-on chaos raging inside my head. Likewise, my pulse kept growing faster by the second.


    My heart certainly was throbbing, that part of the fortune was accurate. The question was, would the second half be too?


    Would it?


    



    11th of February (Tuesday)


    



    "And that's what's happening. So, would you like to come too, Adachi?"


    "To Nagafuji's place?"


    "Yep."


    My first reaction had been, why was Shimamura inviting me over to Nagafuji's house? It took me a second to mentally resolve that mismatch.


    Also, Hino and Nagafuji were currently standing behind her with their arms folded. It made them appear just a bit self-important, the way they did it. Anyway, what was happening here was that Shimamura had asked me if I wanted to come with them to play video games after school. Although, realistically, it had probably been those two who had come up with the idea.


    "I don't really know anything about games, though."


    The reason for this was twofold: Firstly, we didn't have any gaming consoles at home, and secondly, going over to a friend's place wasn't something that I'd ever done.


    There was also something that bothered me on a more fundamental level: Were Nagafuji and I even friends?


    "If you don't wanna, then I'm not gonna force you to."


    Seeing how quick Shimamura was to give in, it was clear that she hadn't been expecting much when she'd asked me. Although I hadn't said no yet, if I'm being honest, there was a big part of me that wanted to. No, but wait...


    If I did that, that'd leave the three of them to have fun together.


    I went ahead and imagined Shimamura somewhere that my eyes couldn't reach, with a smile on her face that I couldn't see. In the next instant...


    "No, it's fine. I'll come."


    If it means that I get to be with you, then, I was about to add before realising what I was doing, and quickly swallowed my words. It had been extremely careless of me to almost blurt out something like that with Hino and Nagafuji standing right there behind us. 


    "Alright. Four it is", the two stated in unison, sounding quite delighted by the fact that they'd managed to balance the numbers. Ignoring them, Shimamura turned my way and stared me in the eyes. She seemed to be genuinely worried about my feelings.


    Looking at her face, I couldn't help but feel that I was being watched over by an older sister.


    "Are you sure?" she asked before giving me another stare. It was almost as if she'd seen through my facade and into my true feelings.


    "Yep."


    I once again left out the prime motive—that was, being with her—and instead settled with silently mumbling it to myself.


    Skipping a bit into the future, school had just ended and I was now heading towards Nagafuji's place. I was giving Shimamura a ride on my bike and Hino was doing the same for Nagafuji, although looking at the composition of the latter pair—the bigger one clinging onto the shoulders of the smaller one—I couldn't help but feel that there was some horrible imbalance going on there. In that sense, me being taller than Shimamura made us feel more... natural. 


    Though her hands felt large and warm when I held them, when they were placed on my shoulders, they instead appeared small and fragile. I wonder, was that because I was currently supporting her? Thinking about it that way caused me to feel slightly proud, and... No, no. Why was something this small making me feel that way? What was I, a child? Either way, it was quite embarrassing.


    Speaking of which, the fortune had mentioned "mutual touching" with a prince. Right now, my shoulders were... touching Shimamura's hands...


    "Whoa, whoa!" she exclaimed mere seconds later, panicking over the way I was operating the bike.


    Just like I'd heard before, Nagafuji's family owned a meat shop which they operated in the same building as their home. We walked in, and I saw that there was a man standing behind the counter. I assumed that was her father. He gave his daughter a quick look before stating:


    "Someone who's here all the time, a regular customer, and one who I haven't seen before. Welcome."


    If Hino was the first and I the third, then that'd make Shimamura the "regular customer", huh? I glanced her way, which prompted her to give me an evasive answer in the following manner:


    "It's just, my mom makes me come here and buy stuff when she doesn't feel like it. Or something."


    Shimamura and her mother got along pretty well, huh? It seemed that was also the case with her and her sister.


    I wonder, would there ever come a day when I'd be able to stand equal to them?


    There was a doorway at the back of the shop, and we passed through it to the living room. Once there, Hino immediately began setting up an old-looking game console. The way in which she moved almost made it seem like she was at her own house. Based on the fact that I couldn't see more than two controllers, I assumed that we were going to be playing by passing them back and forth. This turned out to be the case, and after a quick raffle, it was decided that I'd go first, alongside Hino. I definitely felt disappointed that I hadn't been paired with Shimamura, but at the same time, if luck was going to screw me over, this was probably the best time for it.


    Had this been the raffle that decided which classes we were going to be placed on for our second year, I likely couldn't have borne to look.


    The living room behind the store also came equipped with a kotatsu. I knew that Shimamura was sensitive to cold, and as I turned to check, yep, she'd already dove under it. Nagafuji joined her, whereas Hino grabbed what seemed like her private cushion and carried it with her to the TV.


    The game we were playing appeared to be a digital version of sugoroku, meaning that the goal was to toss dice and get to the end. Interestingly, you had to actually toss them. Anyway, you started with ten million yen, and... that was pretty much it. I wonder, who had been the person who handed you ten million yen and told you to get going? That went beyond generosity. Busy trying to calculate how long I'd have to work for on my current salary to save up that much, I tossed the dice. The dice within the screen also rolled, landing with a six on top.


    "That's a pretty good start", Shimamura commented, her posture now resembling that of a folded cushion. Her face was pressed against the table, her cheek especially, which caused it to squish out. She seemed so... cute.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Sitting across the kotatsu, Nagafuji lay collapsed in a similar manner to her. Her face was likewise squished against the table, which earned a comment from Hino:


    "You should squish your boobs instead."


    It was quite rare to see Nagafuji actually frown. Regardless, she quickly regained her previous posture, extended her hand, and began lazily searching for the controller. I glanced at Shimamura and saw that she was doing the same—moving only her arm.


    Her expression appeared juvenile in a way that wasn't exactly common for her. I had to say, I quite liked it.


    "Hmm..."


    As I moved towards the goal, the simple act of landing on a blue tile would earn me ten million yen, if not more. I found myself completely bewildered by the sums of money in question; it was like something straight from an article discussing the Zimbabwean dollar during its inflation. No one else seemed to be bothered by it, though, which led me to believe that this was somehow normal. If I kept playing this game for too long, no doubt it would completely numb my perception of what money was worth.


    The place that had been selected as the goal was Niigata, a city far from Tokyo. Three or so dice later, the station was already in sight. The way the game worked, passing by the goal didn't count, and instead, you needed to land exactly on the tile. In my case, that would require a four. Hoping for exactly that, I tossed the dice, looked at the screen, and...


    "Ah, I nailed it."


    "Ooh! You got there first, huh, Adacchi?" Hino said before giving me a small jab with her elbow. Right, I had been the first to reach the goal. Now, was there some benefit to that? I didn't need to think about that question for long, as I soon realised that I had just received an incredible amount of money. It seemed that collecting it was what you did in this game. I wonder, was there a certain amount you were trying to reach?


    "Adachi's now in the lead? Hoho!" Shimamura murmured, her cheek still squished against the table. ...So cute.


    Of course, for someone who still didn't have a full grasp of the rules, being told that they were in the lead didn't exactly mean much. 


    I didn't know them, which meant that I didn't understand them. I found myself in a state of confusion, and before I knew it, winds of emotion blew past me.


    It wasn't enough. I needed more, more experience that would add dimensions to my form.


    I was well aware of just how few things I understood compared to other people.


    I sighed in relief as we finally dispersed. It was around six o'clock.


    It appeared that Hino intended to stay at Nagafuji's place for a bit longer, which left me alone with Shimamura as we exited. I wonder, was it only me who felt relieved that the other two were gone? Probably. I turned my eyes towards the dimly lit shopfront and noticed a post nearby, plastered with all sorts of advertisements. Voyages around the world, politicians, what have you. However, what really caught my attention was a poster of a movie that had premiered a while back hiding amongst them. It portrayed a prince-like man being pulled along by a princess, and as I stared at the picture, my brain naturally ended up replacing the heads of the two people with ours.


    Shimamura became the woman pulling my hand. It didn't even have to do with her gender; it was just the way I imagined her, as someone dragging me along. How nice would that be, if she were to take my hand and we'd run off together, never stopping... Was I really okay?


    It might have been a good thing that the cool air soon brought me back to reality.


    The warmth from earlier had now vanished, only to be replaced by piercing cold and soft, mist-like darkness, in the middle of which stood Shimamura's blurred silhouette.


    I need to say it to her now, or else, I told myself as I approached her with my bike.


    "I, umm... I'll give you a ride home."


    Really? That was as smooth as I was able to say it? The voice that left my mouth was completely flaccid, as if it had no energy to it whatsoever.


    "You don't mind having to make a detour?"


    I shook my head from side to side. It was the opposite of a detour if it led me closer to her.


    "Well, in that case, sure. Don't start complaining, though, because it was your idea", she stated before hopping onto the back of my bike, much in the same way as when we'd come here. Her hands pressed against my shoulders, and shortly after that, she leaned forward to get a look at my face.


    "Your personality sure has changed from how you were when we first met", Shimamura mumbled with her eyes wide.


    "...Don't say that."


    I didn't need her—the source of it all—to tell me that; I was already well aware.


    



    The shaman danced, after which began the reading of the horoscopes. That was all there was to this program.


    Was the dancing part really necessary? That I didn't know. Yet, there was something about the shaman and the concept of fortune that made it just feel right. For some reason.


    "If you wish to close the distance, then take the initiative! Acting passive: not allowed!"


    It seemed that tomorrow, those born under Libra would need to act to their own accord. It reminded me of some cliched proverb, and a pretty cheap-sounding one at that. By the way, in case you were curious, Shimamura's horoscope had been "Your ability to take care of people will swing you around". She definitely had the personality of a big sister who was always ready to look after others. Although, at the same time, this did feel like the kind of fortune that appeared in magazines all the time.


    I wonder, was there even a singular person out there whose job it was to come up with these horoscopes?


    I should mention, the secret letter this time had been "G". The final one would be given out tomorrow, apparently. Not that it really mattered to me; I could no longer remember what the first one had been. Moreover, there were matters of far greater importance for me to be thinking about at the moment. I sat there gripping my soles, tilting from side to side like a daruma doll.


    Take the initiative. I found myself wanting to yell out: If that was something I was capable of, I would've done it from the start!


    Plus, it wasn't like I wasn't already trying my hardest. Each day, I attempted desperately to overcome who I was.


    As such, the simple statement that I should do something wasn't what I was interested in hearing.


    No. I wanted someone to tell me in which way I was meant to act.


    



    12th of February (Wednesday)


    



    "...She didn't end up coming."


    I'd periodically taken looks over my shoulders from the early morning till the end of school, but at no point had there been anyone sitting in Shimamura's seat. Quite rarely did it happen that I came to school but she didn't. All of the other students got up to leave, and in the middle of that clatter, I decided to check my phone.


    "Taking the day off?"


    I'd sent her that during the lunch break, but as it turned out, she'd yet to reply. Had she perhaps suddenly fallen ill and decided to stay in bed? That seemed a little strange to me, considering how energetic she had appeared just yesterday. Perhaps I should go check up on her? I distinctly remembered Shimamura having done so that one time that I'd skipped school.


    I'd also been told to not act passively, so there was that.


    Still, with no reply to the message, I didn't have anything to show that she was actually home. As such, going there might prove to be nothing but a waste of time. Maybe even worse than that if I happened to run across her mother. Anxieties of all kinds filled my head, but choosing to ignore them, I made my decision and began moving. Tap, tap, tap. The sound of my footsteps was soft.


    The tire of my bike soon stopped in front of the Shimamura residence. I checked my phone one last time, and after making sure that she hadn't sent me a message, I pressed the doorbell. A couple of seconds later, I could hear someone galloping lightly down the hallway. Step, step, step. I could immediately tell that it wasn't her; the sound the steps made was far too energetic to be coming from her feet. No, wait, that sounded pretty rude.


    "Coming!"


    The door flew open, and a blue head popped out.


    The gust of wind that this created carried with it blue particles, like spores, which soon fell over my body.


    "Hmm?"


    The person tilted her head, still grinning with her hand raised.


    "Oh! You are Adachi, aren't you?"


    "Well... Yes, I am."


    I couldn't remember her name off the top of my head, but anyway, it was that girl who'd worn a space suit. What she had on today was a dress, although it was one that left her shoulders bare. I got the feeling that she didn't really have a sense for the seasons.


    Now, why was she here? I quickly glanced at the hallway behind her, but couldn't see anyone else there.


    "Where's Shimamura?"


    "She's taking a nap. So, shh, okay? Shhh!" the girl hushed me with her index finger pressed on her lips, urging me to be silent. Personally, I felt that I'd been the far quieter one of us two.


    Still, a nap, huh? It didn't seem like she had a cold or anything, so there was at least that to feel relieved about. Instead, I was left to assume that she was simply skipping school. I wonder, did this girl have something to do with why she'd chosen to do that? The answer to that question would have to remain a mystery, as the order of causes and effects unfortunately lay beyond my grasp.


    "Ah, that reminds me. You came at the perfect time", the girl said as she suddenly smacked my foot. "I need to go procure dinner soon, or else it's going to be too late."


    "Sigh..."


    "So then, I'll leave the task of watching over this place to you."


    Not wearing shoes or even socks, she hopped outside through the door and ran off. Dumbfounded, I stared at her back as it slowly grew distant. This most certainly counted as acting with too much liberty in my mind. Now, the girl had told me that she was "leaving the task of watching over this place" to me, but what exactly did that mean I was supposed to do? Should I go stare at Shimamura or something?


    If so, then that wouldn't be all that different from what I usually did. Thinking about it that way, I found myself wondering, was that enough to classify me as her stalker?


    "No, it isn't. It shouldn't be. I'm just... leaning a bit in that direction."


    "On a second thought, no, you can't go out..."


    Mumbling something to herself, Shimamura appeared from within the hallway. She rubbed her eyes before noticing me by the entrance, and mere moments later, her dispirited pupils lit up. Likewise, I stopped monologuing and straightened my back.


    "Oh, if it isn't Adachi."


    I was quite surprised to see Shimamura in such a state; she had obviously just woken up. I cast my eyes slightly downwards, which prompted her to do the same. She then began stretching her clothes—consisting of her school uniform minus the coat—in an attempt to remove the creases that had formed in them, likely as a result of her wearing them while sleeping. Though the way she conducted herself suggested that she was bothered by it to at least some extent, she eventually stated something to the effect of "whatever", and walked over to me. I wonder, would it make things better or worse if I pointed out how messy her hair was?


    "Where's Yashiro?"


    "She said she was going out to 'procure dinner' and left."


    "Figures. She's the kind of person who does what she wants. So, anyway. What about you, Adachi?"


    Do you have business here? was what her eyes seemed to be asking.


    "You didn't come to school, so I thought you might have caught a cold or something. I texted you too, but you didn't reply..."


    There was a faint tinge of peevishness mixed into my voice during the last part. This went unnoticed by Shimamura, who looked over her shoulder towards her room before apologizing:


    "Oh, sorry. I left my phone in my bag, so I didn't see it."


    Despite the apology, my lips remained ever so slightly pouted.


    A thought had crossed my mind: Perhaps the reason why she'd decided not to come to school had been so that she'd have time to play with that girl from earlier.


    "So, anyway, that's why I thought I'd come check up on you. Although, I guess all I ended up doing was wake you up..."


    "Really? That's super nice of you, Adachi", she teased me with a wide grin on her face. She then reached for my head with her hand.


    The soles of my feet rising slightly off the ground, I allowed the tiny shadow to land on me.


    First came her fingers as their tips touched my hair. Next, her warm palm covered my forehead.


    It was at times like these that I couldn't help but feel that her hands were massive.


    Her fingers moved through my hair, as if combing it, and that sensation alone was enough to cause both my heart and gums to start screaming.


    "Oh, sorry. I didn't mean to."


    Shimamura quickly moved to pull back her hand. I could sense this, and—with the words of the horoscope clear in my memory—pushed my head forward accordingly. The movements cancelled each other out, and in the end, her hand remained exactly where it had been relative to my head. I wasn't able to check Shimamura's reaction due to my eyes being pointed at the floor, although that wasn't really necessary as the fact that she wasn't saying anything told me all I needed to know. Likewise, I was left biting my lip, unable to get any words out of my mouth. We stood there for a while, silent, until finally her hand stroked my hair one last time.


    In that moment, I truly felt like this was what I'd come here for. I took all the other thoughts, all the other reasoning I'd had and tossed them away, replacing them with this ex post facto interpretation. There was no need for motives to be sequential. Whether or not they had been there from the start, that didn't matter. You could simply bend the causal relationships that had led you where you were and make them apply.


    In the depths of my boiling mind, I confirmed the significance of me being here.


    Were someone else to pat my head, the only reaction I could see me having was getting annoyed at them messing up my hair.


    So then, I wonder, why was it that her touch alone caused me to grow hot, as if my body was covered in flames?


    Why did it cause words to lose their meaning?


    It seemed to me that the answer to that question was something that could be expressed in four simple letters.


    



    I'd stuck with the horoscopes for a surprisingly long time. How often they came true, that I hadn't really been paying attention to. Regardless, I knew for a fact that they'd had a definite impact on my daily life, even if faint. Perhaps the quality of fortunes was determined not by how accurate they were, but how they affected those who heard them?


    Then again, if I was forced to give my opinion on this show, I'd probably say that it was quite lacking.


    Every single horoscope tonight had been "Don't forget the chocolate!". Did that even count as a horoscope anymore? I wasn't sure, but at least it was to the point. So much so, in fact, that afterwards, they'd begun listing online stores where you could buy chocolate through the mail.


    The whole secret letter thing also came to an end tonight, with the final one being "A". Immediately after the letter was read, the shaman stated that she herself had chosen all of them. She kept talking and talking about their history and meaning without an end in sight, and eventually, a large number of staff members were forced to run up to the stage. They grabbed the shaman—now looking like she was about to start rampaging—and began carrying her off-screen, and though she did hurl all sorts of profanities both at the staff members and her fellow actors, those attempts of resistance were ultimately met with failure as she was forced to leave the stage.


    All that remained of her was a wig that had at some point fallen off and now rested on the floor.


    There was something surreal about the way one of the other actors silently ran up the stage, picked the wig up, and then carried it away with a broad grin on their face.


    I ended up turning the TV off before finding out what the prize for winning the competition was. They'd said this and that about what sort of a message you should send and where, but as I'd long since forgotten what the first secret letter had been, it wasn't like I could have taken part in the raffle anyway.


    Plus, I didn't exactly have time to be watching TV.


    To understand why, you only needed to see tonight's fortune.


    



    13th of February (Thursday)


    



    The 13th had sneaked up on me.


    I remembered making chocolate on Sunday, as well as Shimamura patting my head yesterday, but other than that, I basically couldn't recall a thing. I did feel like most of those had been things that I'd wanted to forget, although with no way to confirm whether or not there was any truth to those feelings, I was left to assume that it was simply a case of my imagination playing tricks on me.


    Tomorrow, it'd be Valentine's. That right there, that was what the phrase "time flies" truly meant. The hands of the clock that'd once been hopelessly slow now rotated with incredible speed. You could say that it was my problem these days that my eyes often ended up spinning themselves trying to follow those hands, which then resulted in me losing my composure. Now, enough of that.


    There was one more thing that I'd forgotten.


    I had work this evening.


    "..."


    With the China dress on, I stood by the entrance of the restaurant, trying my best to gather my thoughts. I had yet to purchase the chocolate. I'd planned to do so today, completely forgetting that I also needed to go to work. Whether it was a fortune or a disaster that I'd suddenly remembered it during class, that I wasn't sure of. What was I going to do? The anxiety I felt grew stronger by the second. There was no room left in my mind, not even to worry about the slit of the dress.


    Given how smoothly my eyes and biological clock seemed to rotate, would it really have been too much to ask for the gears inside my head to do the same?


    With this, my only option was to wait until tomorrow and see how things played out from there. I'd go somewhere, buy the chocolate, and then give it to Shimamura on the spot. That was what I'd have to do. Oh, and it meant that I'd get to go out with her, which was good. Definitely.


    I far preferred it to taking a box of chocolate to school, handing it over to her, and then being done with the whole thing.


    Of course, this approach wasn't without its fair share of problems. I was quite worried at the prospect of having to wait endlessly in line. That, or every single shop straight up being out of chocolate.


    If I wasn't able to buy it... then would some other type of sweets do? Perhaps there was no reason to fuss over chocolate after all. It was the act of presenting her with a gift on Valentine's Day and her accepting it that truly mattered, not so much the gift itself. Thinking about it that way allowed me to feel slightly less anxious.


    Yet, as soon as that matter was settled, another rose to take its place, like a bubble of air floating in a pool of liquid.


    Was Shimamura thinking about tomorrow at all? She hadn't forgotten, had she? Also, come to think of it, if it was my plan for us to go out the following day, then I'd need to let her know beforehand and arrange the whole thing. Though I obviously wasn't allowed to fiddle with my phone while on duty, as no customers had showed up yet, I decided to take this opportunity to sneak to the back of the store.


    The manager was nowhere to be seen in the employee's room, and it took only a quick glance through the kitchen's back door to find her. As it turned out, she too was talking on the phone. How lucky, I thought to myself as I pulled out my phone from my bag and quickly began typing out a message.


    "Are you free tomorrow? If so, what would you say about going somewhere together?"


    Being at work meant that I wouldn't be able to check my phone, which was why I ended up including the request alongside the question. Once the message was sent, I hurried back to the front of the restaurant. There still weren't any customers, although as I looked out from the window, I could see the red car of one of my co-workers roll into the parking space reserved for employees.


    I turned my head, only for the calendar on the wall by the entrance to catch my eyes. I immediately picked out the box representing the 14th.


    The words "Valentine's Day" were written inside it in red letters.


    It was tomorrow.


    Now that I'd grown conscious of the fact, it was completely impossible for me to calm down. I felt like I might soon find myself randomly breaking into a dance.


    Celebrating Valentine's together, that was most certainly special, and not just a little bit. I obviously didn't know how she was going to answer, but assuming she said yes, that would make this the next event following Christmas that I spent with her. I was excited. My heart was pounding. It was pounding so fast that it hurt.


    Needless to say, I wouldn't have felt the same way had it been with someone else. No, it was the fact that it was her, Shimamura, that made this meaningful.


    So then, why her? a part of me asked.


    Like, for example, if it had been not Shimamura but someone else who came to the second floor of the gym, would I have fallen in lo—accepted them into my life? The answer I came to as I thought about it was, "probably not". It was very easy for me to imagine myself quickly leaving the gym after there was nothing for us to talk about and finding some other place where I could sit all alone. That seemed like it would have been the likeliest outcome.


    So then, why was it that I'd had no trouble sitting next to Shimamura?


    Perhaps she was my de—destined soul mate.


    I almost bit my tongue, which was pretty weird considering that I wasn't even speaking out loud. Destined. Destined!


    "Oh! Blushing!" the old woman who I worked with teased me in broken Japanese, having now walked in. I guess that was one way of saying hello.


    Also, more importantly, was I actually blushing? I felt pathetic.


    "Well, umm, it's winter, so... the cold makes my skin crack, and..."


    "It's the damn heating. Too warm," she cursed at the indoor heating system while taking off her purple jacket.


    Oh? It was warm? Too warm? Alright then.


    My skin felt hot, so hot that I felt like I was soon going to suffer a burn, but that too was the indoor heating's fault, right?


    



    And thus, tomorrow arrived.


    Friday was going to be the day of a decisive battle.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yashiro: The Visitor - Part 4"


    



    



    "I have come to receive chocolate", Yachii said, standing before the front door. Like yesterday, she had once again come over to our home. 


    "...What?"


    Sis stared at her dumbfounded, and cowering behind her, I did the same.


    "I heard that I could receive chocolate!" she repeated, a bit louder this time, while spinning her arms in the air. I couldn't help but notice the way her eyes sparkled. They were the same colour as her hair and shone with light, literally, not figuratively, although in Yachii's case, that wasn't really all that strange.


    "What are you talking about? Oh, you mean like, Valentine's Day?"


    "Yes, that. That exactly", Yachii nodded twice. For some reason, the movements of her head felt extremely light to me.


    It was as if she was just nodding for the sake of it.


    "As far as dates as concerned, I'm pretty sure that Setsubun is the closest holiday."


    "Alright, let's go with that then."


    There was a wide grin on Yachii's face as she said this. Could you really switch them up like that? Sis seemed quite astonished as well.


    "I wonder, just who did you hear all of this from? Anyway, I think we might have some chocolate in the fridge", Sis said while turning to look over her shoulder. She then began making her way towards the kitchen, but not before placing her hand on Yachii's head—now jumping up and down in place—and pushing her down.


    "Stay put, okay?"


    "Okay!" Yachii exclaimed, her back straightened out. Apparently satisfied with this, Sis turned around and, for real this time, left.


    Feeling her eyes on me, I turned to face Yachii.


    She hadn't "stayed put" for even five seconds. Her large eyes quickly rotated to point at me.


    Her pretty eyes, so pretty that whenever I stared at them, whenever she stared at me, I found my heart pounding in my chest.


    "You too, Shou. Give me chocolate."


    "What?"


    Forming a bowl with her hands, Yachii stuck them out to me. It was pretty lavish of her to demand chocolate from even me.


    Hmm, I pondered to myself while staring at her tiny hands. I hadn't really noticed it before, but even her fingernails were faintly blue. 


    Was it, nail polish?


    "Sure, but only if you give me some too."


    "Why?" Yachii tilted her head, seeming genuinely puzzled. It appeared that she'd understood it as a day when you'd simply get to receive it unilaterally.


    Really, who had she heard all this from?


    "Because that's how Valentine's Day works."


    "Really?"


    "Yep. Probably."


    I spun my arms around. Yachii did the same. Round and round.


    "Well, in that case, I'll prepare some for the next time we meet."


    "Next time?"


    I had no clue when that was going to be. I didn't even know where Yachii lived.


    If I were to try looking for her, I'd never find her. On the other hand, whenever Yachii felt like it, it only took mere seconds and poof, she was already by my side.


    She wasn't actually a fairy, was she?


    The strand of hair she'd tied around my finger continued giving off faint blue light.


    I often found my eyes being drawn to it before I went to bed, and each time, it felt difficult to look away.


    "Damn, it's so cold", Sis grumbled, having returned from the kitchen. She was easily the member of our family the most affected by cold.


    According to Mom, it was a case of her not having enough guts. I definitely got what she meant.


    "We got some macadamia nuts left."


    The box Sis had brought with her was a souvenir from overseas she'd received last month.


    "Ooh, this will do nicely", Yachii said before grabbing the box, almost as if jumping at it. She then proceeded to hold it above her head with both hands. I could practically hear her yelling something to the effect of "I got it!".


    "Next time, I'll give you something in return, Shimamura."


    "Huh? No, wait, you're not planning on taking all of them, are you?"


    "Wheee!"


    Not bothering to listen to her in the slightest, Yachii ran off.


    Her feet moved back and forth rapidly as her hands held the box high. She seemed genuinely filled with joy.


    "Oh my... Well, whatever. I don't think that there were more than three left anyway."


    Judging from the way her body was shaking, the cold appeared to be of a bigger concern to Sis.


    Next time, huh? I'd need to prepare something for her as well, wouldn't I?


    "It feels like everyone wants chocolate", Sis grumbled while staring at Yachii as she disappeared into the distance.


    "Everyone?"


    Puzzled, I tilted my head, which prompted her to pat it.


    "You want it too?"


    "I might consider it, depending on what you get me. Ehehe", I stated proudly, my hands on my hips.


    She then poked my stomach with her finger, nearly causing me to choke.


    Ehehehe.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    Without any advance warning, Shimamura told me that she wanted to compare the sizes of our feet.


    Not really sure what was going on, I took off one of my shoes and pressed my sole against hers. Mine turned out to be smaller.


    Having confirmed this, Shimamura mumbled something to herself and left.


    ...Huh? What? What just happened?


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    5th of February (Wednesday)


    



    Each time I glanced at the blackboard to copy something down, the back of Adachi's head came into my view. It waggled from left to right, like a milk tooth right on the verge of falling out, showing just how little she was actually concentrating on the lesson. The fact that she just kept doing it was, in a way, a sign of stability, wasn't it?


    Personally, I found staring at it a bit less tiring than I did staring at the blackboard.


    Later that day, once school was over, Adachi asked me what sort of chocolate I liked. It was a pretty abrupt question, forcing me to take a second to think about it. For a moment, I did consider telling her as a joke that I only ate Godiva chocolate, but since knowing Adachi, I had a feeling that she might actually go and buy it, I figured that I'd be better off not doing that. Instead, I decided to go with the safe choice and said that I liked milk chocolate.


    It seemed likely that she'd asked me that to help her buy chocolate that better fit my tastes. In that case, perhaps I should ask her as well? Sadly, by the time I realised that, we'd already gone our separate ways. I'll just ask her tomorrow if I remember, I thought to myself as I decided not to turn around in a futile attempt to chase after her. Still, Adachi sure was hasty, wasn't she? There were still plenty of days left till Valentine's.


    From my perspective, ten days was an extremely long period of time. Everything that far away was part of the distant future.


    I found myself getting just a bit jealous of Adachi over the way time appeared to flow for her.


    



    It was while studying that time moved especially slowly. It often happened that I checked the clock after what felt like hours of work, only to find that less than thirty minutes had actually passed. My ability to concentrate would then completely vanish, and I'd be forced to take a break.


    The reason why a small TV had been added to my studying room on the second floor might have been connected to this—the flow of time and its slowness. How? Well, without something to break the monotony of studying, there was a chance that I'd get too bored and fall asleep. In fact, it was something that had been happening to me quite frequently.


    Of course, it wasn't like staying up late was going to make me any smarter, but regardless.


    Collapsed on top of the desk and feeling cold around my hips, I glanced at the TV, only to find the screen filled with hair. Long hair, whirling everywhere.


    "Oh, it's the shaman."


    The flashy person dancing on screen was someone who I was already familiar with. Based on what I'd seen of her watching other TV shows, her style of acting consisted mostly of spouting out complete nonsense and then running off-camera. She was treated as a local performer, or at least, someone who often appeared on shows from Nagoya, which led me to assume that this was likely a Nagoya-based program as well. As an aside, the other day, I'd seen her go absolutely crazy about how she'd seen someone with blue hair, and how they were no doubt an alien. Blue hair? An alien? Hahaha. How did having blue hair make you an alien? I really didn't see the connection there. Hahaha... Hm?


    The shaman kept dancing until she ran out of energy, and as she stood there panting heavily, another performer got up on the stage next to her to keep the show moving. It took me a moment, but watching that person talk, I was able to identify that this was a fortune telling program. Though I was hardly interested in such things, I decided to keep watching until they got to my birth month just for fun. That led me into a bit of a predicament, however: The fortunes presented were based on the zodiac, but I didn't know which sign was mine.


    My guess was either Aries or Taurus, but again, I couldn't say for sure. The horoscopes for the two signs were "Be cautious of memories you've forgotten. Your lucky colour is blue." and "You'll witness something that you shouldn't. Shocking!" respectively. Which one of those would I prefer?


    The show kept going while I thought about that, and once they stopped talking about secret letters or something, I turned the TV off.


    The shaman's dance had been quite interesting, sure, but as the same could not be said for the fortunes, I likely wouldn't be watching this show in the future.


    Probably.


    



    6th of February (Thursday)


    



    Adachi was staring at me. Well, although that in itself probably wasn't all that rare, what was happening today was that I could (sort of) feel her eyes on me in the middle of class even without turning around to look. She sure was incredible, that Adachi.


    I did wonder if she maybe had something she wanted to tell me, but then again, she wasn't really doing anything remarkable, not as far as I could tell at least. She'd spent the entire day simply sitting there in her seat. No, wait, actually...  Right. Now that I thought about it, she had walked up to my seat before class begun and silently stared at me for a moment, hadn't she? Judging by that, maybe there actually was something that she wanted to tell me? Of course, I had not the faintest clue what that something might be.


    Adachi once again approached me as lunch break came around, and we ended up eating together. She was munching on a ready-made dressed sandwich, and likewise, so was I. Though for me it was common to bring along a lunch box my mom had randomly thrown together, for Adachi, that wasn't something that she'd ever done, not even once. Somewhat related, looking at the way she ate gave me the impression that she held no interest towards food, as if the simple task of moving her mouth was tedious to her. I see, I thought to myself as I recalled the face of Adachi's mother and her valuation of her daughter. It felt to me that if you went out of your way to make someone food only for this to be the attitude they digested it with, anyone would find themselves disliking that person, regardless of whether they were your child or not. Then again, though Adachi had been acting mighty suspicious lately, she was by no means expressionless, and as such, it seemed to me that that a different sort of a relationship might emerge if she were to display that side of herself more. Not that I had any real interest towards meddling with Adachi's family situation.


    What bothered me more was the current Adachi. It made me feel a bit awkward, the way she stared at me without saying a word. I went ahead and asked if she wanted to have a bite of my sandwich or a sip of my drink, only for her to say no. Not that I'd seriously expected that to be the case in the first place. Soon later, Adachi asked me a question of her own, one that I wasn't sure was related to anything that had come before.


    "Shimamura, what's your zodiac sign?"


    What a bizarre thing to ask someone. Knowing little about those sorts of things, I gave her my birth-month, which, based on Adachi's reaction, seemed to be enough. When I tried asking her what sign it placed me under, however, she wouldn't say anything. It appeared that she was busy thinking about something else entirely. Meanwhile, Hino and Nagafuji walked over to us and joined the conversation.


    Adachi's expression immediately grew stiff in response to their arrival, although as I'd only glanced at her, I wasn't able to say for sure what emotion her face was meant to convey. Regardless, it gave off a sense of dryness, much like the sandwich I was currently munching.


    Adachi always acted very relaxed when it was just the two of us. She would interact with me, offer the aura and atmosphere she emitted for us to share. Yet, whenever someone else joined us, it was almost like she pulled an invisible sheet over her body, shutting away both herself and her presence. She had no intention of sharing anything with Hino and Nagafuji, and in fact, she hated the way they'd stepped in.


    She truly was a mental shut-in.


    I wonder, was it only when she was with me that her expression grew soft?


    If so, then why was she so willing to do that, to relax her guard in my presence? I simply didn't know the answer.


    It was things like those that truly made her feel like a little sister to me. My real sister also had times when she wouldn't open herself to anyone outside of our family, from which my preconceived notion that was what little sisters were like seemed to arise.


    Leaving that aside, the matter from earlier still remained unresolved. I went ahead and asked Adachi:


    "So, why did you want to know my zodiac sign? Is this like, some horoscope thing?"


    "Um... Well..."


    Unable to find the words, Adachi turned her eyes away.


    Wanting to know my birthday would have been one thing, but as she'd specifically asked for my zodiac sign, I couldn't help but wonder, what was it that she needed it for?


    Has she gotten into horoscopes or something? I thought to myself before suddenly recalling the program from yesterday. Could it be that Adachi had seen it too? Then again, it felt to me that people generally only cared about their own fortunes, not so much those of others.


    Nagafuji then blurted out something that I couldn't understand, and as I turned back around, Adachi had already returned to her seat, marking the end of our conversation. All that remained was the sense of her staring at me.


    "Hmm..."


    In the end, I'd been left to wonder: What was my zodiac sign?


    



    School was over, and I was now back home. I'd just changed my clothes and decided what I'd do for the rest of the day when...


    "Go to the meat store and buy some food. You're friends with their daughter, right?"


    "And how is that relevant to anything?"


    "Who knows, maybe they'll give you a freebie", Mom said while shoving me with her shoulder. I'll tell you, you were hopelessly wrong if you were expecting something like that from Nagafuji.


    And so it all began, with me reluctantly leaving the house. I didn't really have a choice in the matter, as refusing would make the dining table a very lonely place, as far as the variety of food was concerned. Anyway, I grabbed the bike keys and made my way outside, which just so happened to allow me to catch my little sister coming home from school. I waved at her in the distance, and with her stubby feet, she began running towards me.


    I'd just managed to take out our family bicycle when she reached me.


    "I'm back."


    "Welcome."


    I could hear her sniffing loudly. The winter wind had turned her nose and cheeks bright red, and the colour scheme of her face now resembled that of Anpanman.


    "Are you going somewhere, Sis? Where?" she asked, spreading her arms wide and blocking my path.


    "To buy something for dinner. Wanna go instead?"


    "Come back soon!"


    In mere seconds, she had slipped past me and entered the house. I really wish that she wouldn't imitate the part of me where I found having to do anything tedious. Of course, it wasn't like I was seriously considering sending her all by herself, not when it was this close to night-time.


    For a moment, I wondered if I should maybe have put on an additional layer of clothing after all, but as I ended up making my way to the bike without reaching a conclusion, I ultimately decided that what I was wearing was good enough. Passing various grade schoolers returning from school, I headed towards Nagafuji Meat.


    It really wasn't that long of a distance when biking, and soon enough, I was there. Once inside, I saw that behind the counter stood a man who I recognized to be Nagafuji's dad. Being a friend of his daughter, he likewise recognized me and gave me a short greeting as he saw my face. I greeted him back, which prompted the customer who had come in earlier to turn to look at me. Her ash-coloured hair fluttered lightly.


    She was a girl around half a head taller than me. Her fluffy hair was lightly curled, and behind it, I could see a pair of glittering earrings. As for her clothes, she was wearing a school uniform—belonging to a different high school than mine—in a very casual manner.


    A few moments later, the girl had already turned back around. I placed myself behind her in line, making sure that there was just a bit of distance between us.


    I wonder, was she too running an errand? I couldn't think of any other reason for a high school girl like her to come here.


    I began pointing at things within the display case by the counter that I was planning to order, but before I could finish, the girl from earlier suddenly turned my way. Matching the rapid movement of her neck, her eyes also shot wide open. I couldn't help but jolt a little myself. After a few moments of staring at her questioningly, the girl opened her mouth and...


    "Shima?"


    ...with an unsure look on her face, spoke my name.


    Or rather, my nickname. One that expressed quite a bit of familiarity.


    My brain felt numb. My eyes weren't focusing either. Regardless, I did my best to try grasp the situation.


    The only people who had ever called me that were my friends from elementary school. In that case...


    Going down the list, I compared the person standing in front of me to the people from my past, until finally...


    "Tarumi?"


    "Yeah, that's me."


    That was the name of a friend who I'd once had. The girl seemed delighted hearing it. Yes, there was no mistaking it.


    This was Tarumi, my best friend from elementary school.


    If you would've asked me to come up with a place for the reunion of two high school girls, a meat store certainly wouldn't be the answer I would have given.


    I quickly finished up my order before turning back towards Tarumi. I genuinely hadn't recognized her at all before she'd begun talking to me.


    I'd heard that she was quite the delinquent these days, but at the same time, I had to wonder: Was that truly the case?


    "Shima—No, wait. Are we too old for that nickname? Hmm... Well, whatever. Shima."


    Huh? She was going to keep using it? It almost seemed that Tarumi could sense my reaction, as moments later, she was already back to doubting herself: "Or not?"


    Whatever the case, I didn't get the sense that she was anything of a delinquent, at least not to the extent that I'd heard. I sighed in relief as I felt a part of my initial worries fading away.


    It didn't seem that she was going to use us knowing one another as a pretence to grab me by the collar and demand my wallet. 


    "Well, Shima's fine, I think."


    "Sure, okay."


    Though I knew that the person in front of me was Tarumi, for some reason, she still didn't quite match the Tarumi that I'd once known.


    Had she really changed this much in mere three years of middle school? Was there really no trace of her old self left?


    Tarumi took a step closer and stared at me deeply.


    "It kinda feels like you've grown into quite the beauty, Shima."


    "Umm... Thanks, I guess."


    I wasn't a big enough narcissist to say something to the effect of "yes, I have".


    "Sorry to keep you waiting", Nagafuji's dad said as he handed Tarumi her order. She took the bag and nodded slightly before giving me a quick glance. The difference in our height lent her gaze just a slight sense of intimidation.


    "See you later", she said, waving her hand loosely.


    "Yep. Later", I replied after a few seconds. My barely raised hand shook slightly from side to side, like the leaves of a tree. "Later, huh?"


    Curling up my fingertips, I repeated that word to myself. There was something about it that didn't feel quite right.


    Would that really happen? Were we really going to meet again?


    Just as that thought crossed my mind, Tarumi turned around. Had she forgotten something, or was she perhaps going to order something extra?


    She approached me, and soon enough, I found myself once again standing face to face with her. Oh, she wanted something from me?


    "Could I ask your phone number?" she said, all the while fiddling with her hair using her finger. It wasn't something that I'd been expecting to hear from her.


    "Sure, okay. Oh, but I don't have my phone with me right now."


    "Well, in that case..."


    Tarumi opened her bag and pulled out a pen, as well as a brand-new-looking notebook from which she tore off a single page. Then, using the side of the bag as a desk of sorts, she wrote something on the paper before handing it over to me.


    "Here's my number."


    "Got it."


    It definitely seemed a little strange to me that she remembered her phone number off the top of her head, but at the same time, I couldn't help but feel slightly impressed.


    "Call me once you get home, okay?"


    "Sure", I nodded after grabbing the note. Tarumi then shoved the pen and paper back into her bag before once again stating:


    "Well then, see you later."


    Though it felt a bit awkward doing so, I also repeated my line from earlier.


    There it was again. That word, "later".


    "Hmm..."


    I was brought back to reality by Nagafuji's dad handing me a bundle containing the food I'd ordered. I took it, and incidentally, noticed the person standing behind him.


    "I wish you would've noticed me sooner. It's really cold."


    Looking at her closely, I could tell that the person half-poking out from the door that led to their living room was none other than Nagafuji herself. She quickly left her hiding spot and crab-walked over to me. I gave her father—standing behind the counter—a quick glance, and let's just say, the way he stared at his daughter certainly left an impression.


    "Nagafuji witnessed it. She witnessed it all more silently than a maid."


    Really? I would have assumed the opposite, considering that she wasn't wearing her glasses.


    "Was it fun watching us?"


    "Hardly."


    I suppose that made sense. It wasn't anything special, really. Just me running across a friend from my past.


    "Tarumi—I mean, the girl from earlier, does she come here often?"


    "Dunno. I don't take care of the store all that often."


    "Only because you aren't of any use. And, you interfere with business", her father commented. She glanced at him, before quickly turning back towards me as if nothing at all had happened.


    I wonder, did she ever have moments when she acted agitated, or perhaps flustered?


    "Is Hino back there too?"


    "Under the kotatsu, yep."


    "Wow. I'm kinda jealous."


    "Wanna join us, Shimamura?"


    "Sorry, but I was told to come back home quickly."


    The cold weather outside meant that there was only so much time I could waste before the food got cold.


    "Thank you for coming. See you again tomorrow", Nagafuji said as I walked through the door, possibly in an attempt to prove her father's earlier words wrong. Now outside, I glanced in the direction Tarumi had walked into, put the note with her number into my pocket, and set my bike into motion by kicking some speed off the ground.


    Once I was past the initial hurdle and the pedals had started turning smoothly, I breathed out a stream of white vapour and mumbled the following to myself:


    "That sure was a shock."


    However, it only took till those words had left my mouth that I began to wonder, was that really the case? Was I truly surprised?


    "Hmm, maybe not."


    It kinda felt that whenever I questioned myself in this way, a bit of the coldness surrounding me found its way into my heart, chilling me to the core.


    I closed my mouth, as if chewing my breath, leaving only the sound of the bike's tires to run through the night.


    It being winter also meant a lack of bugs, and all in all, there was nothing to disturb the atmosphere. Just silence.


    Picking up some more speed, I thought back to the words I'd exchanged with Tarumi as we'd gone our separate ways.


    "Later". Would there really be a "later"? Was that what Tarumi truly wanted, what I wanted?


    We'd been friends in the past, sure, but what about now?


    I wasn't sure if the modifier "in the past" was something that I could ever be truly able to get rid of.


    Yet, there was also a part of me that felt the following way:


    It was far better to say "see you later" than it was "goodbye".


    



    I was just about to call Tarumi having now returned home, but before I could, I noticed that I had a new message. It was from Adachi.


    "Do you like white chocolate?"


    "Hmm... 'It tastes good'. And send."


    Imagining the taste of chocolate on top of my tongue, I replied to the text before typing in Tarumi's number and calling her like I'd promised to do. She picked up instantly.


    "Hello. Shima?"


    "Yep, it's me, Shima."


    Though still a bit embarrassing, the nickname was far more palatable now that we were talking on the phone.


    I could hear the voices of other people in the background, mixing in with that of Tarumi.


    "Sure sounds lively on your end."


    "Oh, that's probably because I'm in a supermarket right now."


    "Supermarket?"


    As far as the destinations of a delinquent went, that fell safely on the more wholesome side.


    "Well, anyway. Right. Next time, wanna go out somewhere?"


    With basically no warning whatsoever, Tarumi invited me to hang out with her. I did ponder for a moment how I should reply, but ultimately, when you added in the complexities that came with us having been friends in the past, there wasn't really much choice for me.


    "Sure. One of these days."


    "Okay. One of these days. That's good."


    It kinda bothered me the way she talked, as if she had already decided everything by herself and was merely letting me know of her plans. I stayed silent for a moment, trying to come up with what to say next, when...


    "Oh, by the way, there's something that I forgot to tell you earlier."


    "Huh? What?"


    I could hear the sound of Tarumi inhaling on the other end of the call.


    "I was really happy to see you again after so much time."


    All of a sudden, the world before me grew blurry. My eyes wouldn't focus on anything, and my thoughts fell apart.


    "...That's all."


    Having added that, she ended the call.


    "That's all, huh?" I said, repeating her words to the phone. Needless to say, there was no reply. There'd been no such thing from me, either.


    I placed the phone on my desk and folded my arms. I could feel my cheeks growing ever so slightly warm.


    Tarumi had spoken in such an upfront way, and being an adolescent high schooler, there was no way for me not to feel a little embarrassed. It was almost as if there was some part of me that wanted to tell her to stay away from my affairs.


    "She really was happy to see me, wasn't she?"


    Though for me, we were still merely two people who'd once been friends, it seemed that Tarumi saw things slightly differently.


    I found myself in a conflict: Wasn't it too fast? Wasn't it... too easy?


    Was this what it meant to be friends with someone? Was the bond we'd established really that strong?


    Viewing it from the perspective of one of the people involved, I honestly didn't feel that was the case. And yet..


    "Hmm..."


    It wasn't a bad thing, being told by someone that they enjoyed meeting you.


    Not bad at all.


    



    7th of February (Friday)


    



    Lunch break had come about, and in quite the rare fashion, I saw Adachi spreading out something before her. Had she perhaps brought lunch from home? That was my first guess. Thinking that it wouldn't be bad at all to eat together if that was the case, I grabbed my sandwich and sat in front of her. Adachi didn't react. Apparently, she was too focused on the thing she was munching to notice me. Once I'd sat down, I took a look at what lay on the table between us.


    "Whoa!"


    A short yelp left my mouth, prompting Adachi to lift her head.


    What she'd spread on the table was store-bought chocolate. There were chocolates of various brands, all of which she had pulled out from a supermarket bag. Likewise, the thing she was munching on completely nonchalantly was a chocolate bar.


    "Himamura", Adachi mumbled, her mouth full of sweets, before quickly realising that I could see the bag and hiding it. It was a surprising choice of food for sure, but still, I didn't think that hiding it was really necessary.


    Then again, I suppose that I'd never known that Adachi was this into chocolate.


    There was also another thing that was strange about her: Her hair. She was keeping a pony up there today.


    "Oh? Is it like, you've been studying so hard that you needed extra sugar?"


    "Yes, exactly."


    Adachi's answer came out so fast that I had a hard time believing she had actually listened to what I'd said. Following this exchange, I placed my elbows on the desk and leaned forward, which was when I noticed the plastic mineral water bottle sitting on top of it. There was something about it that made me feel slightly relieved.


    That right there was the Adachi I knew.


    As for the Adachi I didn't know... I suppose that would be the thing swinging behind her head.


    Her head swayed from side to side, and in the same rhythm, the ponytail swung too, making its presence very much felt. It might as well have been shouting "notice me". Naturally, I had. And I wasn't the only one.


    It was a big enough change to even earn a few looks from our classmates.


    I wonder, was the change purely visual, or also in her mental state? Her new hairstyle exposed her ears, and I could see them twitching.


    "I've heard that if you eat too much chocolate, your nose starts bleeding. Dunno if it's true, though", I said randomly, prompting Adachi to touch her nose. She wiped it with her sleeve, and after confirming that there was no blood stuck on it, her eyes turned towards me. It felt a bit awkward, the way she stared at me without saying anything. Thankfully, I didn't need to worry about that for too long as soon enough, she averted her gaze in favour of unwrapping the next chocolate bar. 


    Seeing her break off a piece and bring it to her mouth made me want to have some too.


    "A square, please", I asked, only for her to hand over the entire bar. I took it, flipped it over, and checked how the calories compared to the sandwich I was eating. It turned out that getting carried away and buying a croquette sandwich had been a mistake; my hands began sweating as soon as I added the three-digit numbers together.


    On the other side of the conflict, Adachi continued silently munching the chocolate as if calories weren't something that mattered to her in the slightest. I glanced at the wrapping paper of the bar she was currently going through, and based on the text on it, I could tell that it was milk chocolate. In fact, all of them were.


    Milk chocolate, huh? I felt like we'd talked about that just a few days ago.


    Hmm... Could it be, the reason behind Adachi's diet suddenly growing so unbalanced lay with me?


    On that note, was her new hairstyle meant as a display of her devotion towards devouring chocolate?


    If so, then I wasn't really sure how to comment on it. She was a bit too fired up, wasn't she, that Adachi?


    It kinda made her feel like some girl from a romance manga, the way she was giving Valentine's Day her absolute all.


    Adachi continued eating the chocolate, all the while randomly shaking her head and adjusting the ponytail with her hand. All in all, she was quite active from neck up. Wait... Was she waiting for a comment from me?


    I'd felt that if all I could say was the obvious, then I might as well say nothing at all.


    Don't blame me if this sounds generic, I thought to myself before extending my hand.


    "It looks kinda cute", I stated, having finished eating the chocolate and gotten up, with the tip of Adachi's ponytail now lightly in my grip.


    A short yelp left her mouth as she turned around, after which she grew stiff. Comparing her to how she was usually, I added:


    "Not that I don't like your regular hairstyle too."


    It was what I was used to, and in a way, felt safer. Speaking of which, what was I going to do with my own hair?


    While I was busy thinking about that, Adachi attempted to say something. No words came out, however, and she was left simply opening and closing her mouth. Her ears and forehead were also bright red, as if she'd drunk alcohol. "What's wrong?" I asked her, only for Adachi to dash out of the classroom without answering.


    "Hey, class is about—"


    ...to start soon. She'd also left the remaining chocolate scattered all over her desk, and I would have preferred if she'd at least cleaned those up first.


    Class soon began, and as I stared at Adachi—looking like it'd been a miracle that she had made it back—I got the impression that her mind was completely wrecked. Thankfully, her nose didn't appear to be bleeding.


    I wonder, had that anecdote been false, or had she perhaps not eaten enough?


    



    8th of February (Saturday)


    



    Hearing some sort of noise from downstairs, I went to check out what the ruckus was about, and wouldn't you know it, Yashiro had come by. She and my little sister were busy spinning, rolling, and generally frolicking around like small animals. Instead of dust, the air in the living room was filled with those blue particles that often surrounded her, scattered about by each and every one of her movements.


    "Wow, that hair", Mom commented from the hallway before disappearing into the kitchen. An appropriate reaction, sure, but at the same time, I couldn't help but wonder if it really was okay to leave it at that.


    "I am bored", Yashiro complained, followed by a nod from my sister. It seemed to me like they were having quite a bit of fun lying there on the floor on top of each other in the shape of the letter "X", although I suppose that it wasn't my opinion that mattered here. Not wanting to interrupt the two tiny creatures, I turned around and started walking back to my room, but before I could get far, Yashiro noticed me.


    "She. She. Shimamura. She will do, won't she?"


    That was a lot of "she"s. Yashiro pulled herself out from underneath my sister and—still lying flat on the floor—made her way to me. There was something quite ominous about the way she crawled forward. She wasn't wearing a space suit today, but instead, a green sweater coupled with jeans. It was a very boyish set of clothes, one that didn't look particularly great on her. I got the impression that she'd simply copied what someone else had been wearing. Honestly, considering the colour of her hair, the space suit had felt less out of place.


    "What do you say we go see a movie?"


    "Huh?"


    "What?"


    My sister shared my confusion. Following Yashiro, she too had crawled to my feet.


    "I have heard about these things called 'movies', and I want to see one."


    "Oh, I'll go too!" my sister shouted cheerfully as she raised her hand. The two seemed quite excited, but there was one important thing to note: I hadn't said that I was going.


    Thinking about how to answer, I glanced out through the window, and as I did, I found myself snivelling instinctively; how was it possible to be so cold outside despite the sun shining?


    "Can you two go by yourselves? I have studying to do."


    "No, you're going with them", Mom ordered me from the hallway, having randomly been passing by the room. What was she, some TV extra? "And while you're at it, make sure that they eat lunch."


    "...You want me to take these two off your hands so that you can just stay here and relax, don't you?"


    "And? What's wrong with that?"


    As unabashed as ever, Mom once again left. She'd been carrying a bag of fried rice wafers with her, which indicated to me that she was likely planning on rolling into bed to watch some TV. That was all I wanted to do as well, to return to my warm room.


    "Now then, let's get going, Shimamura."


    Yashiro had gotten up from the floor and was now attempting to pull me along by yanking my arm.


    "I told you not to do that. You're gonna pull off my shirt at this rate, seriously."


    Placing my hand on her forehead, I pushed her back. My sister went without saying, but as far as this one was concerned, I didn't really see a reason why I should make sure that she got dinner.


    I heard that my sister was part of the group of students in her school who looked after the pets, but even so, I could have done without her taking in an animal this weird.


    "Sigh... Well, okay. Wait here while I go change my clothes."


    "Should I come assist you?"


    "No, I think I can handle it by myself."


    I tore her off me and returned to my room. I'd spent the entire morning lying in bed, meaning that I still had on the same clothes that I'd slept in.


    For me, that was how I usually spent the time during winter.


    A tiny bit of regret crossed my mind as I tidied up my bed: I really shouldn't have gone downstairs, huh?


    Having changed my clothes, I took the two to the nearby mall. It was the same one Adachi and I had gone to the other day. Here in the countryside, we didn't exactly have much room for choice. We could have gone all the way to the shopping district as there was also a movie theatre there, and though that would've been all fine and dandy, trying to find a place to eat afterwards would have proven to be a massive pain, with a large number of stores there having been shut down and what have you.


    Yashiro took my hand and grasped it tight. Her hand was tiny, and though it felt more like she was clenching my fingers rather than my palm, I decided to grasp hers back. With a look of satisfaction on her face, she proceeded to pull me along.


    "Hmm..."


    I wonder, why did everyone these days want to hold hands with me? Did it perhaps let them feel safe? Or perhaps I was so lacking in presence that you needed to hold my hand to make sure that I still was there, because otherwise, you would have no idea?


    As I walked forward being dragged along by Yashiro, I could sense my little sister eyeing my remaining hand.


    "You want to hold hands too?" I said, offering my hand to her, only for her to refuse my gesture with an "I'm not some little kid", and turning away. Well, alright then, I thought to myself as I retracted it. We'd definitely done it before, walk hand-in-hand to avoid her getting lost, but then again, I suppose that those days were in the past. For a while, we continued walking like that, until eventually...


    "Stick it out one more time", my sister demanded. I gave her cheeks a quick pinch before doing as she'd said, and this time, she grabbed it. After a few moments had passed, I went ahead and bent my index finger, tapping the back of her hand with it. This caused her to lash out:


    "What!?"


    "Nothing", I said, smiling at her bright-red face.


    Both of my hands were now in use. If Adachi were to show up from somewhere, I'd have no choice but to grow a third arm.


    Then again, realistically, I'd imagine that Adachi's reaction to this scene would be something... a bit different.


    "Now, Shou, grab my hand and—"


    "What? If we do that, how are we going to walk forward? Absolutely not!"


    Shooting down Yashiro's plans to form a ring, I turned her so that she was once again facing the right direction. She sure had become good friends with my sister at some point, hadn't she?


    The movie theatre was on the second floor of the mall. A sweet scent drifted to my nose from somewhere, and as we moved towards the escalator, I could see Yashiro smiling. There was something about it that made it seem like there were no actual thoughts going on in her head, which prompted me to ask the following:


    "Is there a movie you want to see?"


    "...?"


    Her eyes round, Yashiro stared at me. I stared at her back, as if asking if she couldn't understand what I was saying.


    "Are we not going to see a movie?"


    "Yes, we are. That's why I'm asking you, which one do you... want to... see..."


    My voice trailed off as I quickly realised that my words weren't reaching her.


    Yashiro's eyes spun around for a moment, until at last, she replied, sounding extremely proud of herself.


    "It seems that there are different types of movies. Yes, I figured it out, all by myself. I truly am a genius, aren't I? Ehehe."


    "Yeah, I... guess so."


    How was it even possible to be this lacking in common sense? It also seemed that she wasn't merely acting, so maybe... No, nothing. Just forget it.


    There were a great number of things out there that went beyond my understanding, and Yashiro was likely one of them.


    "How's the field trip going?" I heard someone comment. Fitting, I thought to myself as I turned towards the direction the voice had come from.


    It was Hino. I'd been left wondering who it had been at first, and if not for her tan, I likely wouldn't have been able to pick her out.


    Hino stared down at us from the escalator. Something about her immediately caught my eye; it wasn't her hairstyle as that was the same as ever, but instead, her outfit. She was wearing Japanese-style clothes today. And not a yukata or anything, but a proper, red kimono. After a bit of time spent staring at her confused, it dawned on me: This was likely what she wore at home. Right. I wasn't privy to any of the details, but apparently, her household was the kind where the children would dress in these sorts of clothes.


    I'd also heard that her snacks consisted of kombu and chickpeas, but that was a whole other story.


    "If it's not Hino."


    "Is she a friend of yours, Sis?"


    Yashiro and my sister took turns reacting, and to each of them, Hino raised a thumb. Staring at her tiny body and the way the extravagant kimono wrapped around it, I couldn't help but be reminded of one of those traditional children's festivals. When you combined that with her tanned skin, it really made her stand out from her surroundings. It was almost like she'd slipped out from some event venue.


    She often talked about running into weirdos, but right now, she herself was the weirdo.


    "Just a sec", Hino said before turning around and starting to run down the up-going escalator. It seemed to me like something that was too childish for even actual children to do, but nevertheless, Hino did it, and soon enough, she was standing back on the first floor in front of us.


    She sure had guts, that girl. Had it been me, I couldn't see myself having been able to do it.


    "Come to think of it, have we met before?" Hino asked my little sister after getting her clothes in order. Had they?


    "No, I don't think so", she answered while simultaneously slipping behind my back to hide. Always so shy of new people.


    "I can't really remember either. Well, whatever. Now, the alien. You don't have the whole space-thing going on right now, huh?"


    Hino's comment was in reference to Yashiro's western-style clothes. Would an alien even wear a space suit in the first place? I couldn't imagine that being the case.


    "This outfit lets me conceal myself better", she replied, once again sounding proud of herself. I wasn't sure if that pride was deserved, though; her hair alone made her stick out like a sore thumb. Grouped with her and Hino, us two bland sisters felt kinda out of place.


    "So, you brought these two shorties with you to spend some time with the family?"


    "Pretty much. Although, this one's not part of my family", I said while giving Yashiro's head a quick pat. Light shot out as she escaped from under my hand. "And you?"


    Hino could probably tell from my gaze what I was alluding to, and lifting up the ends of her kimono, she began explaining.


    "I needed to come get something from here, and since changing clothes is such a hassle, I decided it'd be easier to just go out like this."


    Personally, between having to avoid stepping on it and getting the sleeves dirty, I would've thought that walking around in a kimono was an even bigger hassle. She did appear to be holding up the sleeves, but still, for casual clothes, wearing it sure seemed to take a lot of effort. Not only that, was she even able to ride a bike? It wasn't hard to imagine the fabric getting caught in the tires.


    "Are you running a family errand?"


    "No, just buying manga."


    In that case, she'd likely been heading towards the bookstore on the second floor.


    "Is Nagafuji with you?"


    "Don't see her much during the weekend", Hino replied, waving her hand from side to side. "Apparently, she needs to attend her club, or something."


    "Club, huh?"


    I'd thought about going with the safe option of commenting something like "she sure is working hard", but decided to swallow my words and instead asked Hino the following:


    "What club is she part of?"


    "Dunno", she replied promptly. I found it a bit surprising that there was something about Nagafuji that Hino didn't know.


    I went ahead and imagined Nagafuji performing club activities.


    Considering her attachment to it, it wouldn't have been all that strange to find out that she'd founded an association for boomerang enthusiasts or something.


    Then again, it also felt like she'd be its only member.


    "Still, Shimaa, why is it that whenever you see me, the first thing you always ask is 'where's Nagafuji'?"


    "Is 'Shimaa' supposed to be me?"


    "Yes, you."


    "I see."


    "Yep."


    What were we even talking about? It was as if neither one was using their head.


    "Anyway!"


    Likely having sensed that this conversation was quickly growing tedious, Hino put an end to it.


    Was that really okay? Sure, the aura of cheerfulness surrounding her did let me feel like a wet blanket hadn't just been thrown on me, but still, she was also pretty strange herself.


    I'd heard it said that everyone had their own unique value system, but if the differences between them were really this vast, then it felt to me like that there was no point in trying to act in a way that took into consideration the person you were dealing with. Whether you tried or not, you could always find a couple of things between you and them that just kinda happened to mesh well together.


    I suppose it could be said that these unexpected matches were the true charm of interacting with other people.


    "So, Shimamura, where are you guys going? To a stone sauna, perhaps?" Hino asked, all four of us now standing on board the up-going escalator.


    Apparently, we were now back to simply "Shimamura" instead of "Shimaa".


    "We are going to see a movie!"


    It was Yashiro who replied, assuming a bit of a pose afterwards. It wasn't really something to be that proud of.


    "Oh, a movie, huh? Those are pretty fun every now and then."


    Hino's stance changed considerably. She'd kinda just been standing around randomly, but now, it seemed that she was doing so with purpose.


    "Wanna come with us?"


    "Well, they are nice, those films."


    "What about the manga?"


    "I don't really read that sort of stuff. I'm more of a book girl", Hino boasted. Strange, considering that just the other day, she'd been going through a volume of some fishing manga.


    Then again, given her appearance, I could definitely buy her reading a lot of books. Specifically those written over a thousand years ago.


    By the time we reached the second floor, the itch I had felt on my skin caused by the rapid change in temperature was starting to calm down, although it came with the caveat of the hand my sister held now feeling a bit too warm. As for the one Yashiro held, that one maintained a fixed, cool temperature.


    It was as if I was touching the very essence of her aqua-coloured hair.


    "Damn, Shimamura. You need more hands. There's nothing for me to hold", Hino joked after we'd walked a bit further. It was easier said than done to grow an extra arm.


    "You want to hold hands too?"


    "No, not in the slightest."


    "Well, in that case, you can hold mine", Yashiro stated considerately (or rather, having completely ignored what she'd said) while presenting Hino with her free hand. 


    "I feel touched by your kindness", Hino replied before taking the hand. After only three steps, however, she added: "No, I think I prefer walking at my own pace after all", and let go of it. A very Hino-like view of things.


    In the past, I could have imagined Adachi saying something similar, but not these days. I wonder, when had the switch been flipped?


    Now, let's talk about my sister real quick. Although still quivering behind me, Hino's unique outfit had caught her attention, and she couldn't help but take quick peeks at her every now and then. Hino soon noticed that she was being stared at, turned around, and leaned towards her. My sister tried to escape her glare, but with my hand tightly wrapped around hers, she had nowhere to go. Timidly, she looked up to Hino, and then asked:


    "Are you... a princess?"


    "Hehehe. Do I look like one? I guess I do", Hino stated proudly while raising the sleeves of her kimono above her head.


    "Clothes are just clothes", I replied, a bit astounded by her flashiness, which prompted Hino to shift her eyes from right to left.


    "Speaking of princesses, I had a dream like that."


    "A dream? What kind of a dream?"


    "Hmm, I can't really remember, but I think it ended up with there being a caterpillar fungus."


    The way she stared into the distance while reciting the events of her dream kinda made it seem like she was talking about something she'd actually witnessed.


    I couldn't even tell where the princess was supposed to come in. It just went to show how lacking her explanation had been.


    "Was that a good way for a dream to end?"


    "I didn't get stuck in there or anything and was able to return to reality, so yeah, I'd say so."


    That seemed like a pretty broad way to look at it. It was usually the contents of dreams that people valued, not some external factors.


    "By the way, Hino, why are you charred?"


    It was Yashiro who spoke, apparently curious of Hino's skin.


    Calling someone with a tan "charred" wasn't... technically wrong, I suppose, even if it was a bit off the mark.


    At the end of it, it all pointed towards the same thing: Her being well-cooked.


    "Oh, this? Well, you know. Atmospheric entry, friction, generates lots of heat. It just kinda happened", she answered with an obvious joke. Hey, come on, you need to pick your jokes based on who you're talking to.


    "Earthling technology hasn't gotten past that level yet? Ahaha", Yashiro laughed triumphally. See? She bought it. I knew she'd buy it.


    "Don't believe her, she's just joking around", I warned her. And by "her", I meant my little sister. She pouted before angrily stating: "Yeah, I know."


    Seeing how she still believed in Santa, I felt like it had been necessary to say, just in case.


    "Oh, really? Well, in that case, I guess I should show you what human technology is truly capable of. Try not to be startled too badly once you witness the movie, spaceling!" Hino boasted to Yashiro, which was a little strange considering that she obviously had played no part in creating said movie.


    It was like how the saying went, borrowed authority and so forth.


    Passing by a 300-yen store and a place that sold shoes, we eventually reached a location labelled as "Something Cinema" in bold, English letters. The sign was red and the reception desk blue, both of which combined to create a pretty dim atmosphere. Although I'd passed by here on a couple of occasions before, as for actually coming to see a film, it was my first time. The two shorties—unable to read the English on the sign—appeared quite impressed as shown by the numerous "wow"s that left their mouths, and in a similar manner, I too looked around, with the added caveat that I knew what I was looking for. For example, I was able to figure out that the number of screens went up to at least 12.


    "Shou, do you know of 'Threed'?" Yashiro whispered to my sister. What on earth was she talking about? I vaguely remembered hearing of a magazine with a similar sounding name, but I doubt that was what she meant.


    Also, what was up with her calling my sister "Shou"? It wasn't like her name was Shouko or anything.


    "No, never heard of that."


    "It's when things come flying out of the screen. Like this. Wham! Whoop!"


    Those words, "flying out of the screen", were the clue I needed to realise that she'd meant not "threed", but 3D.


    I wonder, had the reason why she'd suggested that we come here in the first place been because she'd wanted to see a 3D movie?


    Seeming quite proud of the explanation she'd given my little sister, Yashiro quickly turned her eyes towards the kiosk. I chose to pretend like I hadn't seen that. 


    The movies playing weren't just the newest blockbusters, but instead, there appeared to be some romantic films as well, likely chosen for their connection with the season—Valentine's.


    "Ah, right!" Hino stated after glancing at the screening schedule. It seemed that she had remembered something. "I need to buy some chocolate on my way home."


    Who was she going to give it to? I began thinking about that... although on a second thought, the answer seemed pretty obvious.


    "You're giving it to Nagafuji?"


    "'Give' isn't really an accurate way to put it, since every year, we end up eating it together on the spot", she answered, waving both of her limp hands in the air as if to emphasize how wrong my choice of word had been.


    Still, she bought it yearly? I found that part quite intriguing.


    "Hmm... Why do you buy Nagafuji chocolate? Is it like, a tradition?"


    "Why? Because, it makes her happy, I guess? She really likes chocolate, that Nagafuji."


    Though Hino did tilt her head slightly, as if thinking it over, her answer ultimately came without any hesitation.


    Rather than being simplistic, her motive was... frank. Natural, or maybe casual.


    In any case, I felt a great difference between it and the ball of clumsiness that resided between me and Adachi.


    "Is that so?"


    "Is that not so?"


    "No, it probably is", I stated in agreement.


    It seemed that both Adachi and I were getting bogged down by our attempts to make things more serious than they needed to be.


    "Anyway, I think it's better if we don't talk about stuff like that here."


    "Why?"


    The reason was simple; speak of sweet things, and ants will show up.


    "I heard that you were talking about chocolate", Yashiro said with a wide grin on her face, now standing in front of Hino. Told it'd happen.


    "Have her buy you some", Hino replied, having placed her hand on Yashiro's head and gently rotated it into my direction. Wait, but I already gave her chocolate.


    "Shimamura!"


    "Stop pestering me", I yelled while pushing her away. This apparently didn't matter to Yashiro, and showing no signs of giving up, she just kept pushing back with her head in an attempt to cling onto me. What the heck was going on with her?


    After a few more minutes of pestering, I eventually gave in and bought her a bag of caramel corn from the kiosk. Apparently, it didn't need to be chocolate specifically, and she'd take anything as long as it was sweet. I even bought a bag for my sister. Just went to show how weak I was.


    "Listen up. You need to be quiet while we're watching the movie. No randomly raising your voice, okay?" I instructed Yashiro once we'd gotten to our seats but before the movie had started playing.


    "Yeah, yeah", she answered half-heartedly, already lost deep into the world of caramel corn. Staring at her hands, I realised that there was also another rule that I needed to make sure she was aware of.


    "Also, no clapping."


    "Yeah, yeah."


    "No. More earnestly", Hino stated, cutting into the conversation from next to us for some reason. I don't know why, but she sounded really passionate.


    "I'll be fine", Yashiro mumbled back, her mouth full of caramel corn. Her words didn't exactly convince me, however, as most of the time, she appeared quite unbound by common sense. Now, my little sister... she'd probably do just fine. That's what I chose to believe, at least; there was a good chance that attempting to advise her would result in her lashing out, and I wasn't really in the mood for that.


    The movie we'd chosen was space-themed, and additionally—like Yashiro had wanted—in 3D.


    I wonder, was this best described as a horror film? Watching it certainly made me have slight trouble breathing.


    I wasn't sure how exactly to put it in words, but if I had to try, I'd say that it was like feeling the weight of my body in a way that I wasn't normally conscious of. Or something. Honestly, it was kinda pleasant.


    The movie was now over, and we were in the process of leaving the theatre. Having been the first to exit, Hino stared at me hard as I walked through the door after her. Specifically, her eyes were focused on my hands, holding those of my sister and Yashiro.


    "What?"


    "Nothing. I'm just surprised how much like a big sister you're acting."


    "Well, more than you, I guess", I stated while lifting the hands of the two slightly, almost as if using them to shrug.


    Yashiro proceeded to shout banzai, probably not even aware what it meant, whereas my sister formed a frown on her face, as if ashamed.


    "Speaking of, don't you have brothers too, Hino?"


    "Four big brothers, yeah. Don't really talk to them often, though. Age differences, leaving home, stuff like that."


    Hino's explanation grew pretty loose by the end. I got the impression that she didn't really want to go into much detail.


    Right, I remember hearing something about that, how her family situation was complex in more ways than one. Not that I imagined it having anything to do with me, of course.


    "Anyway, that aside. It's pretty fun doing stuff like this every now and then", Hino stated with her hands on her hips, tying up that thread of conversation.


    The way she grinned, as if she was seeking agreement, prompted me to smile a little myself and shrug my shoulders.


    Afterwards, Hino treated us to lunch.


    She was doing so just to be nice, completely ignoring the monetary side, and honestly, that felt quite pleasant.


    It hadn't been a bad day. Not at all.


    



    9th of February (Sunday)


    



    Like yesterday, I once again lay on top of my futon. No noise was coming from downstairs, however, indicating that we didn't have guests today. Don't get me wrong, it wasn't that I disliked the occasional lively day. No, I just found that interacting with people got a little tiresome when I needed to do it on daily basis, and I always wanted to spend the following day doing not much of anything, especially if it also happened to be a Sunday like it was today.


    I'd rolled into bed with a textbook in hand, a book which I was currently reading through. I was quite the model student, wasn't I? So much so that even my parents would surely be moved to tears if they were to see me right now. As long as I first got them to ignore the fact that I was simply doing catchup for the time I'd wasted skipping class, that was.


    Just two more months, and I'd start my second year in high school. I really needed to get onto the level of my classmates before then. Though I'd made some good progress over the winter break and could practically see their backs already, it didn't mean that I could afford to slow down. The final exam was coming up, after all. Even so, as I continued pushing forwards, there were times that I found myself missing the gym's second floor.


    Once winter was over and spring came around, once the morning glow shone and it got warm on the rooftops, perhaps we would go there again.


    "No, probably not."


    Looking at the current me, the person who spent her days off with her nose glued in textbooks, I couldn't help but ever so slightly feel that she was someone who no longer had a need for that. If I wanted to meet with Adachi, there were countless other places, better places, that I could do it at. Same went for table tennis; if I wanted to play it, I could just go somewhere else. There was no reason to get fixated on the specific location, which was exactly why I had made up my mind on becoming a second year student alongside her, alongside Adachi.


    All of a sudden, my phone started ringing somewhere in my room. Trying to figure out where I'd left it, I searched my desk, but couldn't find it. The tone cut off soon enough, indicating that it had been a text message, but I still hadn't found the device. After a loop around my room and the phone still missing, I stopped and began thinking. Hmm... I had no recollection of using it during the weekend, so maybe it was still in my bag? I opened it, and wouldn't you know it, there it was. How lonely was the life of a high school student that my phone hadn't rung a single time since Friday? Jokes aside, I checked the sender and—just like I'd been half-expecting—saw that it was Adachi.


    The other thing I'd been expecting was some sort of advertisement message from the phone company.


    The message she'd sent me contained no text, only an attached image.


    Wondering what it might be, I went ahead and opened it. What appeared on the screen of my phone was something brown, something muddy.


    "Chocolate?"


    Yes, it seemed to be a picture of chocolate. Chocolate melted down and then poured into a mould.


    "Hmm..."


    It definitely was chocolate, no doubt about that. And? What about it?


    With nothing to go by, it was difficult for me to grasp the meaning behind the picture.


    My thoughts were interrupted by another message from Adachi. This one also came attached with a picture, once again portraying chocolate.


    A second textless image wasn't going to help me much in terms of figuring out what was going on here. If anything, it just added onto the pile of mysteries. She hadn't decided to send me a just a picture instead of handing me actual chocolate in order to save money or something crazy like that, had she? No, that seemed extremely unlikely. Maybe I should call her and ask? Then again, doing that felt the same as giving up, which caused me to hesitate. I stared at the image from all possible angles, trying to make sense of the situation. Hmm... Was this maybe some new form of bullying?


    Given how not good my grades in modern Japanese were, I wish she'd stop it with these sorts of interpretation puzzles.


    I had a feeling that just one look at her face would give me a pretty good idea of what she'd meant, but then again, that wasn't really an option here.


    The last message from Adachi read simply: "What do you think?" Good question. What do I think about this?


    It felt like it was going to take a lot of effort if I wanted to one day find the exit of the labyrinth that was Adachi.


    The gears within my head spun restlessly as I ventured deeper down the distorted, mulberry-coloured corridors and the increasingly complicated stairways.


    The deeper I got, the hotter my mind grew.


    "Hmm..."


    What a bother.


    



    10th of February (Monday)


    



    "Ah, it's you, isn't it, Shima?" a person who I'd passed by suddenly said to me. Wondering who it was, I turned around to look, although that only left me to further wonder, who was she? Well, at the very least, I could tell that she wasn't from my high school, because if she was, she wouldn't have been walking in the opposite direction as me in the morning. I rubbed my eyes—still sleepy after the weekend—before taking a good look at her. She was a girl. Around my age. Hmm... Yeah, I think I had a pretty good idea of who she was now.


    "It's been a while."


    She was a friend I'd had in elementary school. Her name was... It was... Crap, I couldn't remember.


    Despite feeling mighty flustered, I figured that the only way I could get through this was to put on a smile. Showing no signs of suspicion or puzzlement on her face, my past friend returned that smile with one of her own. She was still on her bike, and as I continued walking, the person used her feet to push herself backwards alongside me.


    Even without any makeup on, she looked practically like a different person. And yet, I could still somewhat recognize her. I wonder why that was.


    "Wow, just look at your hair. It sure has gotten lighter, huh?"


    "Comes with the age. Hahaha", I laughed before giving my past friend's shoulder a light push. "Just kidding. I haven't grown quite that old."


    "Still, I don't think it fits you all that much", she stated. What an honest opinion to give someone. It almost felt like I'd been splattered with paint made of words.


    Doesn't fit me, huh? I thought to myself while staring at a strand of brown hair pinched between my fingers. That was also what my family thought of the matter. Really, everyone seemed to be against it. Maybe I should just let it go back to black after all. Of course, there was a serious problem with doing that; my hair colour would match Adachi's. And if that happened, the overall impression we gave off would end up growing quite plain. Wait... What the heck was I talking about?


    The "overall impression"? Why did that matter? I was still myself, not some outside observer looking into my life.


    "Have you been keeping in touch with any of our old friends, Shima?"


    "Hmm... No, not really."


    "I see. Yeah, I do get that impression off you."


    What sort of an impression? Her reaction sounded completely meaningless, as if she'd merely said it to keep the conversation going, and the only way I knew how to react to it was with a forced smile.


    At a glance, my past friend might not have seemed all that different from how she once was, but all that changed once you peered below the surface. Yeah, something felt off here.


    Back in the day, when she'd spoken to me, when I'd spoken back to her, the words had resonated deep within my heart. Now, however, they splashed against it like droplets of water. I often heard it said that strength came from persevering through difficulties, and I certainly felt like that was also the case with human relationships; keeping them together required periodic care.


    "Speaking of which, do you remember Tarumi?"


    "Tarumi? Oh, yeah, I do", I answered. I just ran into her, I wanted to add. The words wouldn't come out for some reason, however, which was why I ended up keeping it vague.


    "I saw her last weekend, at the station. She sure has grown tall."


    "Tall, huh?"


    Now that I thought about it, yeah, she had been tall. Her legs had seemed long, too, which was another thing that I was jealous of.


    Having perhaps interpreted the tone of my replies as me being uninterested, the person fell silent. So did I. Then, after a while, both of us lightly waved our hands at each other, as if to escape the silence. For once, the fact that I needed to go to school had helped me out.


    "See you later."


    "Yeah."


    I left her without saying goodbye. At the same time, I did get the feeling that we were never going to see each other again, me and her. The only reason the she had begun talking to me was because she'd been curious, meaning that if, for example, us passing by each other was to become a daily occurrence, there'd no longer be any reason for greetings. I truly thought that.


    It was what past friends were like. Our clocks that had spun so smoothly in synch back in the day now displayed different times. I wonder, how many rotations would it take for them to overlap?


    In the midst of my thoughts, I realised that I'd come near a graveyard. Glancing at one of the gravestones there, I noticed a familiar last name: Tarumi. I traced the letters in the air in front of me.


    Seeing her at the station, running across her in front of the meat store. Our daily milieux still greatly overlapped.


    She still existed within my perceived world.


    I wonder, how would it make me feel if I were to meet her again?


    Not that I had any intention of purposefully seeking her out, but you know, if I just happened to run across her.


    I imagined that happening, and as I did, those thoughts gave birth to a certain feeling. A feeling quite similar to how I usually felt.


    It wouldn't be bad.


    Most of my actions and their results could be summed up in those words.


    "That's really all I am, huh?"


    Not that there was anything wrong with "not bad". Still, I wondered, would there ever come a day when I saw things not merely as that, but instead, "good"?


    



    11th of February (Thursday)


    



    Someone had once said that the greatest flaw of humans was how they slowly withered away.


    Not abruptly, but over time. The process was a slow decomposition, starting from the depths where your eyes couldn't reach. 


    It was probably already too late.


    "Or something like that", I said, slouched over the table part of the kotatsu.


    "Yep, exactly", Nagafuji stated back, sitting opposite of me.


    Meanwhile, Adachi reached the goal. She was once again the first one to do so, a feat quite impressive for someone who'd said that she didn't know the rules all that well. Or perhaps it was the opposite; her lack of knowledge regarding the rules pushed her to move towards the goal in a straight line, and it might have been this tactic that gave her an edge over the rest of us. As for Adachi herself, her eyes had grown quite cheerful, and there was a smile on her face. It seemed that not understanding the game all that well wasn't stopping her from having fun in her own way. While at it, there was also something else that I couldn't help but notice: I was currently dead last.


    This won't do, I thought to myself as I pulled my body upright off the table. There was no time to be spent wasting away under the kotatsu.


    We'd gone over to Nagafuji's place after school, something that didn't happen often. Her family owned a meat store which they operated from their house, and though I had visited the store-side on multiple occasions, actually going inside to where they lived, I'd only done so once before. Although relatively far away from where the food was prepared, its smells and sounds did reach all the way where we were, earning a reaction from my hungry stomach.


    The game we were playing had been keeping us entertained for quite a while. In a way, you could've said that this was my first time truly visiting her, as previously, I'd only drunk a cup of tea before leaving almost as soon as I'd arrived.


    It had all begun during the lunch break when Hino and Nagafuji courteously invited us over to play Momotetsu. Wait, "courteously"? Had there been anything "courteous" about their invitation? Not that the choice of words really mattered.


    "Well, this also works for studying geography, so", Hino stated towards the TV, sitting closest to it with one knee up. As you might have expected of the person who'd suggested that we play, she was really into the game. Then again, I suppose that she was always very serious when it came to anything slightly competitive, not just when it was her idea. In contrast, both Nagafuji and I lay slouched over the kotatsu table. With my hands extended, I waved them around, like a crushed bug struggling by only moving its legs. No, wait... I felt a little uncomfortable imagining that. Anyway, it was now the turn of Store Manager Shimamura—i.e. me—and I tossed the dice without giving it much thought.


    There were only two controllers. I shared mine with Nagafuji, whereas Hino and Adachi shared the other one. As a result, the sitting configurations available to us were quite limited. Nagafuji and I had practically captured the kotatsu for ourselves, although that did leave me to wonder, what about the other two? Were they feeling cold? Speaking of them, Hino sat 45 degrees to the right of me, and Adachi 45 degrees to the left. I'd initially been giving her instructions and teaching her how to play, but by the time year six rolled around, it seemed that she'd gotten the gist of it. She wasn't using any of her cards, but hey, what can you do?


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "I hear that the heartless and evil are the strong ones. Must mean that Shimamura is a really good person then", stated Zen Master Hino—currently in second place—in a sarcastic manner. Using that logic, it would make Adachi the meanest one of us. Speaking of Adachi, she glanced at me over her shoulders, and after awkwardly looking around for a bit, opened her mouth:


    "I think Shimamura is a good person."


    "Why, thank you."


    It felt like the kind of praise that was very characteristic of Adachi. Oh, and in case you were curious, her character was a company president, whereas Nagafuji's was a robot. Yes, a robot.


    Robo Nagafuji always used her attack cards the second she obtained them, no matter what was going on in the game at that particular moment. She also took no time to calculate their effects and how she could benefit from them, but rather, used them on the first target she saw, almost like some sort of a robot on a rampage. If a card let her choose, she always picked Hino, and then when the effect was displayed on screen, she frolicked as if she'd just destroyed her nemesis. What an extreme robot.


    It was hardly the kind of game that you couldn't play with just two people, and I just had to wonder, had it really been necessary to invite us over? Myself, sure, we were friends, but Adachi? I didn't know. Was she friends with the two of them?


    If I had to give my honest opinion on the matter, I'd probably say no. She likely didn't see the thing between them as friendship. Likewise, it was easy for me to imagine her declining Hino's offer had I not been a part of the picture. I wonder, was Adachi the sort of person who prioritized quality over quantity?


    That wasn't to say that I didn't find it fun personally, because I certainly did. Not bad at all.


    The game continued in a pretty similar manner from there on, with me remaining in last place—for some reason—and Adachi bouncing between first and second. Eventually, the clock hit seven, which was when we decided to separate.


    "Let's continue where we left off next time."


    "If the data doesn't get deleted before then, sure."


    "Right. That's the scary thing about cartridges."


    I found it a little strange listening to Hino and Nagafuji talk about that; personally, I'd never seen such an old gaming console before.


    Its surface had turned yellowish with age, and if I had to guess, I'd probably say that it was around as old as the two of them. Had a similar device at some point sat in my room? I thought back to it, but unfortunately, those memories had long since been stored away in some dusty archive deep within my mind, far away from my reach. The past might as well not have existed as far as I was concerned.


    That led me to wonder: The current me, the one here right now, what sorts of things was she leaving behind for the future?


    I walked out through the door, and in the next instant, felt the cold of the night clamping around my limbs. Simply making my way through it was a painful exercise.


    The night was dark enough to make even the white steam coming from my mouth invisible, and as I basked in it, a voice suddenly spoke out to me.


    "I, umm... I'll give you a ride home."


    It was Adachi. How was she "giving me a ride"? We lived in completely different directions.


    "You don't mind having to make a detour?" I asked to make sure. Adachi simply nodded her head, however, which was enough for me to decide to make use of her offer and hop onto the rack of her bike.


    "Your personality sure has changed from how you were when we first met", I said to her, looking at her face right before we took off. I really meant it, too; no way could I imagine the past Adachi staying with me till this late. She'd acted way more indifferent towards me back then, and likewise, all of our conversations had sounded leaden.


    "...Don't say that."


    Adachi seemed to be aware of this fact herself, as her voice was quiet and tinged with embarrassment.


    It was hardly a bad direction she was going into, meaning that... Wait. What about her slightly suspicious behaviour? Was that not bad? And was it "slightly" suspicious, or full-blown? Whatever.


    It being February meant that we were already well into the night by the time the clock hit seven. Darkness far deeper than what you'd find even at midnight during the summer spread all around us, completely swallowing the scenery. Though there were a handful of lamps scattered here and there, in typical rural fashion, the road in front of us appeared to continue forever, vanishing into the distance like the back of a giant snake. With the small light of Adachi's bike as our only tool to cut through the darkness, we continued forward.


    "Did you have any fun, Adachi?"


    It felt like I'd asked her that exact same thing before, yet I went ahead and asked it anyway.


    "Yeah", Adachi replied, facing forward. Her answer sounded stale and parched, as if dried out by the winter wind.


    Hmm... Well, whatever. I wasn't her mother or anything.


    If she said so, then that would have to be enough for me.


    "Shimamura. Umm, in three days..." Adachi began speaking, simultaneously tilting her head upwards to look at me. I really wish that she'd stop doing that while riding her bike.


    Not that anything was going to appear in front of us, but still, just out of principle. My face twitched a little as I bore witness to her inattentive driving.


    "Yep, I haven't forgotten. Chocolate, right?"


    Speaking of which, buying it was still on my to-do list. It would probably be better to take some time to pick a good one rather than do it in a rush on the same day, huh? Definitely. I'd go buy it either tomorrow or the day after that, hand it to her, and then... and then, that'd be that. Yeah.


    To be perfectly honest, I was kinda anxious if the whole thing was going to turn out as exciting as Adachi apparently seemed to be hoping for. Like, we already knew what was going to happen beforehand.


    Then again, chocolate was sweet. Though I had a pretty good idea of what it tasted like before it entered my mouth, there were still times that I found myself wanting to eat it.


    Perhaps it was just like Adachi had said, and there was something meaningful about hope that was visible to you.


    



    12th of February (Wednesday)


    



    I'll probably make it in time at this pace, I thought to myself as I slowed down my walking speed near the graveyard.


    An intense gust of winter wind blew against my skin—hot from running—cooling it down considerably. I'd heard that it had started getting windy sometime around midnight, and as morning rolled around, that had still been the case. Standing outside, I could hear the sound of it sweeping across the sky above me. The little me had believed that sound to be that of clouds rubbing together.


    Perhaps I should learn from Adachi and get a part-time job of my own in order to make enough money to buy a bike? I seriously considered that option as I tried to catch my breath. After all, though we did own a bike that was technically shared by our family, in practice, Mom was the only one who ever got to use it.


    I didn't even need her to let me use it all of the time, just the mornings when I was running late would have been plenty. Each time I asked, she refused, however, always stating that it was my own fault for sleeping in. Fair enough. Still, it was kinda mean of her; if she knew that I'd missed my alarm, then why didn't she come wake me up? I suppose that it might have been her way of telling me to take responsibility for myself. Though it did have its downsides as mentioned earlier, if I had to say, I think preferred it to having her constantly meddle in my affairs.


    It meant that the consequences of my actions and all the coincidences that were born from them belonged to me. They were mine, mine alone.


    There was a small park adjacent to the graveyard, and as I glanced in its direction, I noticed a certain conspicuous figure standing there. Her hair was tied in a bow behind her head, which the intense gusts of wind caused to flap like the wings of a butterfly. The bow even let off blue scales as it fluttered in the wind, making it seem like that really was what it was.


    Yashiro was in the middle of doing gymnastics. "One, two. One, two", I heard her repeat as she stretched her sides in a casual manner, facing the side of the park adjacent to the graveyard. Needless to say, there wasn't anyone with her. As I stared at her, only a single impression came to my mind: She really was a weirdo.


    She hadn't noticed me yet, and I did seriously consider walking past her without stopping. Then again, there was no way that I could just ignore a child without a backpack on at this time of the day. Fully aware of the fact that the start of first period class was drawing near, I switched my direction towards the park. A few moments later, Yashiro turned around.


    "If it isn't Shimamura", she said as she ran up to me. I immediately shivered at her appearance; she was wearing a dress that left both her shoulders and legs exposed. The expression on her face appeared completely unconcerned, however. I placed my hand on her round shoulder as a test, and wouldn't you know it, it felt like touching snow. Made sense.


    Despite this, I couldn't see any goosebumps on her skin, not a single one.


    "Do you have some business with me?"


    "Well, no, not in particular."


    I was aware that the same applied to me, but regardless, was this really the place she should have been at this time of the day?


    "You're not going to school?"


    "Hahaha! What are you talking about? Of course not. I'm an adult."


    "An adult, huh?"


    Slightly annoyed by her arrogance, I grabbed Yashiro and lifted her high in the air like you'd do with a baby. She wriggled and struggled, but at the same time, seemed to very much be having fun. Yeah, she was no adult.


    "You're heading down a very dark path, skipping school at your age", I said as I shook her from left to right. She was a bit lighter than my sister, letting me do so without any trouble. With each shake, a handful of blue particles came off her, only to be scattered around by the wind blowing around us. This allowed me to follow the flow of the wind—normally invisible—with my eyes. Honestly, it was kinda interesting.


    "I'm not sure what you mean. I'm more than 680 years old."


    "Yes, yes. Sure you are."


    Was that how it worked for people from space? You could live for almost 700 years, and still end up smaller than my little sister?


    If I were to live for that long, I'd probably die of boredom on the way.


    I let Yashiro down. Is that all? the expression she gave me seemed to say, earning a likewise silent reply from me.


    "Anyway, I gotta go to school. Bye", I waved at her before turning around and walking away. A part of me did wonder if it was alright for me to leave a little girl like her all by herself, but simultaneously, I didn't exactly have time to be staying with her. I still found myself hesitating, though, and as I reached the park's entrance, I decided to take a look over my shoulder. She stood there, staring at me. I turned around and broke into a run. After a bit, I took another glance, only to find that was still staring at me.


    "Dammit..."


    I hadn't even turned fully back around yet, and I already hated myself for it. Why did I feel like I needed to do this again? Why was I acting like her big sister?


    Yashiro welcomed me with a broad smile as I walked back to her.


    "This ninja technique is quite useful."


    "Ninja technique?"


    "Yes, the art of silently staring at someone until they're forced to turn around", Yashiro stated before placing her hands on top of each other and assuming a ninja-esque pose. And who is 680 years old again? I found myself wanting to ask her.


    "That's not a ninja technique, it's just me being a super nice person and walking back to you."


    "Indeed. You are a super nice person, Shimamura."


    What was meant to be a joke ended up being taken at face value by Yashiro. I didn't really know how to respond. It was kinda embarrassing, that's for sure.


    "Say 'thank you'."


    "Thank you", Yashiro shouted as she ran up to me and wrapped her stubby arms around my hips. Again, I hadn't wanted her to literally thank me, it'd just been something I'd said to quickly change the topic. I stood there stiffly as Yashiro's forehead rubbed against my stomach, unsure what I was meant to do next. She really was innocent, wasn't she? Or perhaps "simple-minded" was a more accurate way to describe it. Pure as the blue of her hair. I couldn't help but feel slightly put off. Why? I wasn't sure. Perhaps it was just due to me being sixteen years old, right in that period where I was no longer a child but not yet an adult either. Whatever the case might be, there was something about such straightforwardness—once a virtue—that I found difficult to accept, that made my eyes and mouth grow narrow. I wonder what it was.


    "Well, I definitely don't want to stand here all day, so... Should we go somewhere?"


    Maybe I should take her to a coffee shop or something? Or maybe not; the more I thought about the idea, the worse it sounded. For one, I was wearing a school uniform. Plus, although we knew each other by sight, in practice, we were still total strangers. It wasn't hard to imagine people thinking that I was a kidnapper or something if they saw me walking around with a child like that. Escorting her home didn't sound like it would be a bad choice either, although that would mean having to ask her where she lived first, and I had a strong feeling that whatever she gave me as an answer, it wouldn't be a place that I was physically able to reach. Not that I believed that she was actually an alien, of course I didn't, but still, just a hunch.


    Nowhere to go, huh? In a flash, an image of the gym's second floor appeared in my mind. It had been where I myself had arrived at as I'd drifted about, searching for a place where I could be free from the stares of teachers and other students.


    "Why don't we go to your house, Shimamura?" Yashiro proposed, her arms still wrapped around me. My house? Well, Mom had probably left already, so there shouldn't technically be anything stopping us. Why did I hesitate then? Well, it just felt to me that if I were to return home now, I would most likely stay there for the rest of the day instead of going to school like I was supposed to.


    "Is Shou there?"


    "'Shou'? Oh, you mean my sister?"


    Yashiro nodded repeatedly, clearly looking forward to seeing her. Unfortunately for her, those wishes were soon crushed as I opened my mouth:


    "No, she's at school."


    "Aww."


    Her reaction of disappointment sounded quite exaggerated. She went as far as to take a step back away from me, freeing up my legs.


    After one last look towards the graveyard and the school road that continued beyond it, I scratched my head and stated:


    "Well, whatever. Doing it once isn't going to hurt anyone."


    I decided that I'd take responsibility for my own actions and skip school for the day.


    It was a little strange walking forward with something blue constantly hopping up and down in the corner of my eye.


    Plus, what a waste it had been to walk all the way here through the cold only to immediately turn back.


    I hated the cold, and I hated things that were bothersome, and here I was, falling victim to both.


    "Sigh..."


    It had become the norm for me to think of things as being "not bad", but for once, I'd stumbled across something that was just bad.


    



    I'd taken off my jacket and crawled into bed, and though I did know that falling asleep in my school uniform was something that I was most certainly going to regret later on, it hadn't been enough to stop me from doing exactly that. I lay there, right on the verge of sleep, Yashiro's light snoring filling my ears.


    She'd insisted upon using my arm as her pillow, and as a result, everything from my elbow up now felt completely numb. Also, was this really the kind of face someone who was 680 years old made in their sleep? Definitely not. I could feel my eyelids growing heavy as I stared at it, and even when I closed my eyes, I could still see the blue sparkle within the darkness.


    I had a feeling that the dream I'd see if I were to fall asleep now would be a bright one, a fluffy one.


    How much time passed? I wasn't sure.


    The sound of the doorbell ringing caused me to slowly open my eyes. I was still far too tired to get out of bed, however.


    Yashiro, on the other hand, practically sprang up.


    "Are you sleeping, Shimamura?"


    "Mhh..."


    "Should I go?"


    "Oh? Yeah, please do..."


    "Alright then."


    With light steps, she ran towards the entrance. I was quite impressed, honestly; she was far more sensible than my sister.


    Chortling to myself, I turned over, but just as I was about to fall asleep again, I realised that sending Yashiro to the door might not have been the best choice. What if it was a newspaper salesman? That would definitely be a problem. Or a person from the neighbourhood handing out notices? Same thing. Honestly, I couldn't think of a single situation where her being the one to open the door would be fine. I reluctantly got up and began heading towards the entrance myself.


    My head felt incredibly heavy, almost as if I was still half-asleep.


    Rubbing my eyes, I exited my room, only to find Adachi standing in the hallway. She was wearing her uniform, and I could only assume that she was currently on her way home from school.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "Oh, if it isn't Adachi."


    What a surprising guest to come pay me a visit. I quickly checked my clothes before moving any further, and saw that—just like what I'd been worried would happen—they were full of creases. Well, whatever. It was just Adachi. I decided that changing my clothes wasn't necessary and walked over to greet her.


    Come to think of it, where had the blue-haired menace disappeared to? I couldn't see her anywhere, not even outside the house.


    "Where's Yashiro?"


    "She said she was going out to 'procure dinner' and left."


    "Figures. She's the kind of person who does what she wants. So, anyway. What about you, Adachi?"


    Do you have business here? I asked with my eyes. Fiddling with her hair, Adachi opened her mouth and quickly answered:


    "You didn't come to school, so I thought you might have caught a cold or something. I texted you too, but you didn't reply..."


    A text? I turned around to take a look over my shoulder. Where had I left my phone? Hmm... Maybe in my bag?


    "Oh, sorry. I left my phone in my bag, so I didn't see it."


    By that point of the conversation, the weight I had felt on my head and my back had mostly come off. Likewise, my eyes were also starting to become clear. It was as if the cold wind blowing in through the open door had dusted off my brain. I absolutely could have done without the "cold" part, though.


    Now, back to Adachi. What was going on with her? Her lower lip was curved slightly, making it almost seem like she was pouting.


    Was she that annoyed that I hadn't replied to her text?


    "So, anyway, that's why I thought I'd come check up on you. Although, I guess all I ended up doing was wake you up..."


    "Really? That's super nice of you, Adachi", I praised her in the same way I'd praise my sister before reaching for her head. My palm landed on her forehead, and my fingers combed through her hair. I couldn't feel the touch of it, however, as my right arm was still numb from Yashiro resting on top of it. There was a part of me that found that slightly regrettable.


    Adachi did jolt slightly as my hand came into contact with her, but after that, she hung her head and remained mostly still, leaving herself at my mercy.


    "Oh, sorry. I didn't mean to", I apologized and moved to withdraw my hand, assuming that she'd soon get tired of being treated like a child and lash back. As I did, however, Adachi leaned forward herself—almost as if her forehead was glued to my palm—effectively cancelling out my movements.


    Was this perhaps her way of saying that she wanted me to pat her head more?


    I did so as a test, and Adachi immediately stopped moving, as if surrendering herself to me. It seemed that I'd been right. Staring at her, I at last understood what it was that she wanted from me.


    Support, something to lean on.


    Earlier, that role had been played by the gym's wall. We'd shared that space, and as the seasons changed and we switched locations, it had transferred over to me. Hmm... I wonder why.


    "Well, whatever."


    Although Adachi did seem embarrassed by the way she stared at her feet, she still wouldn't move.


    The details might have been beyond me, but those didn't matter anyway. I'd begun regaining feeling in my right hand, and as I ran my fingers through her hair, there were two things that I felt to be true, just two:


    Adachi would continue seeking my attention, and I would continue giving it to her.


    



    13th of February (Thursday)


    



    Although I did blame Yashiro for it as she'd made me spend the day looking after her, the fact remained that I'd been unable to go shopping yesterday, meaning that if I wanted to do that, today would have to be the day. Where should I go, though? That was the question I found myself struggling to answer during gym class. One option I considered was going to the supermarket and grabbing one of the many chocolate bars they sold there, but somehow, those didn't feel like gifts to me. They were more like, snacks.


    Chocolate was tricky. While a single bar might have been plenty for my little sister, I got the impression that it wouldn't be for Adachi. Just a hunch. The difference between a gift and a snack seemed like something that demanded a bit of thought.


    The volleyball flew back and forth before me. Neither Adachi nor I were participating in the game, but Hino and Nagafuji were. I followed them with my eyes as they ran around the court. Hino was one thing, but as far as Nagafuji went, it was clear to me as an outside observer that her ridiculously excessive movements weren't contributing to her team's success whatsoever. She should have kept her glasses on.


    Adachi was sitting next to me. The gym was yellow in colour, and as we sat there side by side on the slightly sticky bench, I could almost hear the cicadas singing. I glanced at Adachi, and saw that her jaw was tilted upwards, her eyes turned towards the second floor. It seemed that I wasn't the only one thinking about that place.


    There was a chance that Adachi still wished that we could return there.


    However, we couldn't. Not right now. All that waited for us there was freezing cold.


    Seasons changed, and likewise, we were stuck in their flow, forced to go with them. Sitting there, I found myself wondering, was I really fine with that?


    After turning my head back while pretending not to have noticed Adachi's stare, I began forming my plans for what I'd do once school was over.


    The candy store near the bookshop would probably be a good place to go do some shopping. The parking lot next to it was always filled with cars when I walked past it, indicating to me that the store was quite popular, and therefore, likely inexpensive. If I remembered right, it was also where we'd gotten the cake for my little sister's birthday, although then again, the only impression that thing had left taste-wise was overbearing sweetness and not much else.


    I could take a train to Nagoya, find a department store there, and have as much choice as I wanted. The only problem with that plan was that I was far too lazy to actually do it. Sure, it might make Adachi happy... And I'd love to see her happy, but still... Hmm... There was a part of me holding me back, a part that stopped me from going through with it.


    It was around the time I decided I'd settle with the nearby candy store that the gym class ended and it became time for lunch break. For today's meal, I was going to be eating a sandwich I'd bought from the convenience store during my walk to school. I took a bite out of it, followed with a gulp of mineral water. I wonder, was Adachi eating something similar? Staring at her, I couldn't help but feel that her lunch felt kinda bland, an impression likely caused by the lack of presence I sensed off her back.


    There were times when we had lunch together, and there were times that we didn't. If I had to estimate, I'd say that the odds of her walking up to me were around one-in-two. In school, every day was more or less a repeat of the previous one, and so it was kinda strange for there to be so much deviation in her behaviour. I found myself slightly curious as to what exactly did Adachi use to determine when to leave her seat. Was it on days that she was a in a good mood that she walked over? Or was it the opposite?


    As I continued thinking about it, my phone suddenly rang. I usually turned it off while in school, but it seemed that today, I'd forgotten to do so. Who might it be? I pulled the device out and checked the screen, and saw that the caller was Tarumi.


    The image of her ash-coloured hair immediately appeared in my mind.


    Tarumi wasn't even on the list of people who I would have imagined calling me, and honestly, I was a bit shocked. I exited to the hallway after deciding that the classroom was too noisy to talk in, leaned against the wall, and answered.


    "Hello."


    The layer of clothing between me and the wall wasn't enough to stop its coldness from transferring into my back. Likewise, I nearly screamed when the backs of my thighs came in contact with the stone.


    "Are you free today, Shima?"


    She didn't even bother to give her name, and instead, went straight to asking about my schedule. Was I free? Hmm...


    "You mean, after school? Well, I was planning to go do a little shopping."


    "Do you mind if I come with you? Oh, or are you already going with someone else?"


    Things were proceeding pretty much exactly how I'd anticipated.


    Sure, we had agreed to hang out again one day, but this soon?


    What was I supposed to do here?


    She was my past friend. The current her, I didn't know that person.


    On the flip side, it was true that she'd been my friend back in the day. My very best one.


    Images of our days spent together in elementary school flickered in the corner of my eye, giving me the push I needed.


    "No, it's fine. I was going by myself. Where do you wanna meet?"


    "How about inside the station? Like, in front of the doughnut store?"


    "Sure, that sounds good. I'll come there after school. Sometime around 4:30."


    I ended the call with those words. For a few moments afterwards, I simply stood there, staring at the now-blank screen with my hand pressed against my jaw.


    Not only had Tarumi called me, we were already going to be meeting each other again. This was all happening so fast.


    "Meeting each other, huh?"


    I couldn't shake the feeling that I might not have made the right choice.


    We'd been around as good of friends in elementary school as I was with Hino and Nagafuji right now, meaning that it shouldn't be strange. At the same time, it also posed a problem. The years had created a gap between us, a gap that could only be filled through talking. Lots and lots of talking.


    Sure, there were things we could talk about, but still... No, let's not worry about that. I chose to think about it optimistically, to assume that everything would sort itself out in the end.


    I had more important matters to be thinking about at the moment. Like, if I was going to the station anyway, I might as well take a train to Nagoya and check out the chocolates there.


    A single reason wasn't enough to make me move. Give me two, however, and it would trick me into thinking that it was the logical thing to do. Wait... What?


    As I walked back into the classroom, I caught Adachi staring at me. I went ahead and waved at her. Though she did seem a bit awkward in doing so, I did get her to wave back at me, causing me to feel like I'd just accomplished something, even if I probably hadn't.


    Not bad at all. With that thought in my mind, I returned to my seat, just in time to catch Nagafuji taking a bite out of my sandwich.


    She appeared to be in no rush, as shown by the calm manner in which she chewed the piece of bread inside her mouth. There was also a slight frown on her face, indicating that she was analysing the taste very thoroughly.


    "Hey."


    "The sauce in this is kinda thick."


    Ignoring Nagafuji's unsolicited review of my sandwich, I shoved her off my seat and retook it. This was something that I'd expect Yashiro to do, not her. I quickly checked the sandwich I'd snatched back from her hands, and saw that there was a sizeable chunk of it missing. She'd been chewing it for real. Its shape now resembled that of a crescent moon, or an island that'd had a part of it blown off in a bombing attack.


    As if to make up for the lost bread, half of a fried meat cake had been left on my desk. With a blank look on her face and sauce sticking by her lip, Nagafuji explained:


    "This is from our store. Put it between the bread, and it'll taste even better."


    "Thanks for the blatant advertisement. I'll be sure to let Mom know", I stated before shooing her off. She galloped to Hino, who I could hear asking something to the effect of "You got some for me too?" To that, Nagafuji replied in the affirmative, and brought the piece of bread she'd been holding between her fingers to her mouth.


    Damn, those two... Should I launch a counter-attack? I craned my neck to have a look, but unfortunately, it seemed that they were already done eating and didn't have anything left for me to steal.


    I was pretty sure that I'd eaten one of these fried meat cakes less than a week ago. Well, whatever. I wasn't going to say no to free food. On the lookout for any weird things they might have put in it, I took a bite. Thankfully, those suspicions turned out to be unfounded as I was unable to find any faults with the taste. While chewing the meat, I took a glance towards where Hino and Nagafuji sat, and saw that the two were currently busy thumb-wrestling. I was kinda amazed by how restless they were, but at the same time, couldn't help but smile a little. Meanwhile, Adachi turned around to look at me. I lifted my hand, getting ready to wave at her again, but she'd seen it coming and waved at me herself before I could. No matter how many times I saw her do it, I just couldn't shake off the feeling that there was something slightly awkward about the way she shook her hand. It moved really fast when going to the right, but then on the way back, she seemed confused, almost as if she wasn't sure what she was doing.


    It showed off her erratic nature, and in a way, was kinda interesting.


    I waved my hand purposefully smoothly, as if to point that out.


    My heart bounced just a bit more than during your average bland lunch break.


    The fact that Adachi and I, Hino and Nagafuji, we were all here, in the classroom, the fact that we had fun together from time to time, that would all come to an end in less than two months.


    I wonder, what sort of a spring would I find waiting for me in the future?


    



    I really despised going out at this time of the year, so much so that I found myself wondering who the idiot had been that decided that Valentine's Day had to be in winter. Then again, there was probably a fair bit of history behind it. And you couldn't really have it during summer anyway since all the chocolate would probably melt. Not that I could think of any particular reason why the gifts had to be restricted specifically to chocolate.


    I had run home from school and hopped onto the bike, and was currently making my way to the station. It was back-and-forth trips like these that made me really wish that I could go to school by bike. Perhaps I should just go through with it and get a short-term part-time job during this year's spring vacation? Maybe I could even consult Adachi. In a way, she was my senior when it came to this sort of stuff.


    Going against the stream of students from all levels of education returning home, I eventually reached the station. I hopped off the bike, ran to the doughnut shop—the same one Adachi and I had eaten at before—and saw that Tarumi was already there waiting for me. She had her school uniform on, but wasn't carrying a bag. As she noticed me, she quickly put back on the shoes she'd taken off.


    "Yo."


    "Evening."


    Oh, crap, wrong word. It wasn't evening yet. I thought about correcting myself, but decided not to.


    With Tarumi having put her shoes on and gotten up, we hopped onto the escalator next to us. I hadn't explained anything to her yet, but for some reason, she too seemed to be under the impression that we were heading to Nagoya. Staring at her back, I couldn't help but feel slightly out of place.


    It was kinda like being with a total stranger.


    "What are you going shopping for?"


    "Chocolate."


    "Chocolate? What, you have a boyfriend, Shima?" Tarumi asked, sounding extremely interested. Personally, between her and me, I thought she seemed more likely to have one.


    "No, I don't. I'm just buying it to give to a friend."


    A certain realization hit me as those words left my mouth: I was now at an age where that sort of stuff was part of conversation.


    When putting my memories back to back against the present and comparing them, the former always ended up coming out on the bottom.


    There was a certain sense of loneliness I felt with regard to that, one that pounded my chest lightly.


    "Hmm."


    "Yeah."


    Our conversation dragged along the ground, like a small bird trying to get into the air but failing. Both of us certainly did want to fly over the gap between us, but unfortunately, our wings remained folded. Time had caused them to grow stiff.


    We got to the second floor, and as I bought tickets from the machine there, I was reminded of Adachi.


    I could more or less guess how she would react if she was to see me with another friend. And I didn't want that to happen.


    Not again.


    It was rare for me to use the station to begin with, and even more so to walk through the ticket gates during the evening. We passed by a group of high school students coming from Nagoya on the stairs. Tarumi began walking slightly faster as she saw them, and I too picked up the pace to keep up with her. It seemed that she'd judged that the train to Nagoya had arrived.


    We dashed up the stairs, and there it was, standing by the platform. According to the announcement that played shortly after, the train would be leaving soon, and so we wasted no time getting in through the nearest entrance. Just as we did, the door closed shut behind us.


    "Barely made it, huh?"


    "Yep, barely."


    Tarumi fixed her dishevelled hair while trying to catch her breath. Likewise, I adjusted the shoulders of my jacket.


    The train was now moving, and as we walked forward through it, we noticed that only a single one of the seats by the walls was free. I glanced at Tarumi, and she glanced at me. Neither one of us would move.


    "Do you wanna?"


    "You wanna sit, Shima?"


    Staring at each other's face, we both grew stiff. The atmosphere between us was quite delicate, and it was almost is if our eyes and voices alike were dodging to the side to avoid it.


    "Well... Alright then. I'll sit."


    "Yeah..."


    I eventually gave up and sat down. It might have been easy to think of this as us both trying to be polite, but that wasn't exactly what had happened here. It'd been something colder than that: Neither of us had wanted to be the one to make the first move. Most of this could likely have been avoided if only there had been two empty seats instead of just one. If only. In any case, even now that I was sitting down, I still couldn't help but feel a little restless.


    Gripping a handrail, Tarumi stood directly in front of me. She leaned ever so slightly forward, almost as if to get a better look at my face.


    I tried desperately to think up any possible topics of conversation, but even my attempts to use the past as reference bore no fruit. Nothing was coming to mind. A topic, a topic... Hmm... Favourite sweets? Recent trips? Anime?


    It was no use. My mind was in shambles, and even when I attempted to look for any remaining scraps of memory, I only ended up getting distracted.


    With the past out of the question, I decided to ask her about the present.


    "So, you're in high school, huh?"


    "Yep. School uniform and all. Ahaha", Tarumi laughed while simultaneously pulling out the sleeve of her uniform from under her jacket. It almost sounded like she was laughing at how stupid my question had been.


    "You're in high school too, huh, Shima?"


    "Yeah, I am."


    Of course. We were the same age. Once this boring exchange of facts we both already knew was over, silence once again fell between us.


    It seemed that we no longer had anything to talk about. Sure, Adachi and I were no strangers to awkward silences ourselves, but this felt different. While the air around us might have grown stagnant in a similar manner whenever we fell silent, it could always be ventilated, whereas with Tarumi, I felt that it came mixed with liquids that had oxidized over the years.


    I knew what the right thing to do here was. We needed to toss away the old and replace it with the new. It was hopeless, trying to run maintenance on the past.


    "You're going to school every day? I heard rumours that you'd grown into a delinquent."


    "Well, most of the days I do. More importantly, Shima, your hair doesn't really know what it wants to be, huh?"


    Tarumi grabbed a strand of my hair between her fingers as she asked that. She then separated it into two parts, brown and black. They danced in the air like the antennas of a bug, and I too found myself chasing them with my eyes. Brown, and black. The current me, and the past me.


    "Shima, do you remember the nickname you used to call me by in elementary school?" Tarumi asked while leaning even further forward.


    I couldn't help but feel slightly startled, both by her questions and her face as she stared at me in the eyes.


    I tried reaching for the past, but all that did was make one of the many thorns covering it pierce my finger.


    "No, sorry. I must have forgotten."


    That was a lie. I did actually remember. I'd just decided to prioritize hiding my own embarrassment.


    It might have been for that reason that I wasn't able to pay full attention to the way I spoke, resulting in my answer sounding slightly insincere. For a moment, both Tarumi's mouth and eyes remained open, as if staggered by my reply. Aware of my mistake, I assumed a similar expression, albeit with my lips pursed tight. She let go of my hair and closed her eyes.


    With them still closed shut, she spoke:


    "You've changed quite a bit, Shima."


    "...I suppose."


    She was right. That might very well have been the single biggest problem here.


    And it wasn't that I'd only changed slightly. No, I saw the past me as practically a different person.


    I'd been so immensely cheerful back then, so sociable, so stupid, so free.


    In a lot of ways, my wild nature had resembled that of Yashiro.


    It had likely been that version of me that Tarumi had been expecting to meet.


    Honestly, I felt awkward, unsure what to do. In some sense, I'd turned into Adachi.


    I was forced to face the fact that in reality, the change I'd gone through hadn't been as elegant as I'd remembered it to be.


    Tarumi turned her back to me, and likewise, I moved to look at the scenery through the window. What felt like hours passed, and by the time I began wishing that the train would just make a U-turn and let me go home, we finally reached Nagoya. I was aware that this was a high-speed train and knew that the trip couldn't have taken more than twenty minutes, but at the same time, I couldn't help but feel that I'd just sat through three of my least favourite school classes back-to-back. Gravity had also done its thing to my joints, and as a result, my body now felt sluggish.


    It was as if invisible clouds of anxiety were weighing on my shoulders.


    We silently got off the train. A long line of people had formed outside it, and as we walked past, various smells assaulted my nose.


    It smelled unpleasant, but at the same time, slightly sweet. Strange, but not the strangest. That would have to wait till we passed the ticket gate.


    Looking up at a large, golden clock en route to the department store, Tarumi opened her mouth:


    "Do you remember that murder case that took place under this very same clock years back?"


    "Oh, that's a thing?"


    It was the first time in my life that I'd heard about that. Without thinking, I glanced up at the clock myself, and a couple of seconds later, turned my eyes back down. All the people standing around it—busy waiting for whoever it was that they were planning on meeting—gave the monument a certain aura of liveliness, an aura that made it impossible to imagine it in the same context as bloodstains, much less a corpse. It was kinda impressive how, in a way, the tragedy had been able to be written over.


    "Yep, it happened. It's pretty scary here in the big city."


    "You tell me", I nodded to my fellow rural girl before entering the department store. Right after the front door came a section where they sold hats and bags, which we walked past in order to reach the downwards-leading escalator. Tarumi hopped on first, and I followed closely after her. I wasn't sure why, but as I stood there, I felt kinda out of place.


    Much like the previous time I'd been here, the basement floor of the store was bustling with people. The lights were quite bright as well—perhaps even oddly so—further pushing the sense of discomfort I felt. We began walking without a goal, and soon after, found ourselves heading towards the section where they sold candy, almost as if lured by its sweet scent. Not a single word was exchanged between us on our way there. Instead of attempting to come up with a topic, we were stuck scanning the surrounding scenery with our eyes. Back in the day, we'd always had so much to talk about, but now, those same seeds of conversation were buried under the frozen winter ground, unable to sprout.


    I couldn't help but imagine that Tarumi felt disappointed, that this wasn't how it'd been meant to go. I found myself purposefully avoiding looking at her face.


    A different question filled my mind as we entered the sweets section: Which counter should I buy the chocolate from? In the end, I'd neglected to ask Adachi about her preferences, meaning that there wasn't much for me to base my decision on. After thinking about it for a while, I decided to simply pick which ever line was the longest. Longer the line, the better the chocolate, right? Logical, or too simplistic? Either way, I did just that. Tarumi followed after me, leading me to wonder what reason there was for her to stand in line if she wasn't going to buy anything. Honestly, I felt kinda bad for making her stick with me. No, wait... Was that a good thing to say? It made it sound like I was treating her more as a stranger than a friend. Although, I guess that was the point; we were strangers.


    The line kept hustling and bustling, and it was us who remained cold, as if holding winter in its place.


    After some time queueing, the chocolate had now been purchased. A pair of deep sighs left both of our mouths.


    My shoulders were stiff, and a part of my head felt heavy. The sensation was similar to that following a workout where you went out of your way to use muscles that you weren't normally used to moving, just instead of muscles, the fatigue was felt by parts of my brain lacking in terms of experience dealing with other people. Based on the impression I got off her, it seemed that this feeling was shared by Tarumi.


    It was a bit sad, how that appeared to be the only thing we could hold in common.


    Even as we walked back to the escalator and returned to the first floor, the only sound that could be heard was that of the paper bag rustling.


    It was just outside the station that my eyes came across an electric noticeboard meant for displaying advertisement.


    "..."


    The board was pitch-black and currently not displaying anything, and behind it, spread out the purple sky.


    Where should we go next? Should we drop by somewhere? Those were all questions that I shouldn't have had any problem asking.


    And yet, the words just wouldn't come out. I was stuck, unable to look anywhere but straight forward.


    Tarumi was waiting for me to speak. Most likely, she was waiting for the past me.


    That had probably been her one mistake all along.


    The words that the current me spoke were dull, only motivated by my desire to get away from the cold.


    "So, should we head back?"


    "Yeah..."


    Unbearable. That seemed like an appropriate way to describe this situation. I felt like I needed to get away.


    She'd likely been expecting more.


    Something probably should have happened.


    Yet, in reality, all that remained in between us was this oppressive atmosphere, one that, in a way, felt even a bit annoying.


    If I was forced to blame one of us for this, then I'd probably blame myself.


    Unsure as to how to reignite our old friendship, I was left shivering in the cold.


    In the end, we walked straight back to the ticket gates without dropping by somewhere first. To be perfectly honest, I hadn't been expecting this shopping trip to be over this quickly. I'd spent more time standing in line for the chocolate than facing Tarumi. Rest assured, not texting Mom that I wouldn't need dinner hadn't been motived by me anticipating that this would be the way things turned out, even if, when looking at the outcome, it turned out to have been the right choice.


    I glanced at Tarumi over my shoulder, and saw her scratching her head. Her eyes were also closed, making it seem like she was slightly tired.


    It felt surprisingly painful, to have your past friend be disappointed in you.


    "..."


    On my right, I saw the night, and on my left, the end of twilight, separating me from the train car.


    The train was filled with people on their way back home, and as it continued rocking me about, I went ahead and shone the lamp that was my thoughts beyond the dusk.


    What was it that people saw when they peered into the past?


    A once-happy world? The version of themselves that used to be pure and innocent? Wounds that they wished they could forget?


    Those were all things that I, too, could see.


    Yet, my past was bound by thorns. Trying to reach for it always resulted in my still-immature self getting stung by them.


    Likewise, any attempts at pulling it towards myself would end with my palms in shreds.


    There weren't any particularly bad memories lurking in my past or anything like that. No, it was the vast difference between the past me and the current me that I wished to avoid facing. Thinking about it along that line, it dawned on me just how conservative I was when it came to this topic. Or better put, it was surprising how much I liked myself. I didn't want the current me to change, and simultaneously, wished to forget all about the past me and how shamelessly she'd behaved.


    Puberty sure is the time of self-consciousness, huh? I thought, mocking myself in an attempt to fake being calm.


    While I was doing that, my phone rang. It was quite noisy inside the train car, but as I hadn't been talking myself, I'd been able to hear it. It was a text from Adachi. Hiding my phone from Tarumi, I went ahead and checked what she had to say.


    "Are you free tomorrow? If so, what would you say about going somewhere together?"


    There was something about the message that made it seem like it had been typed in a rush. I couldn't help but giggle a little when I imagined that, Adachi using her phone while all flustered. My laugh had apparently been more audible than I'd imagined, as near instantly, Tarumi turned to look at me.


    "What are you laughing about?"


    "Well, umm... Nothing", I mumbled, all the while hiding my mouth behind my hands. I didn't have it in me to tell her the truth.


    It felt that doing so would only further display the level of relationship that existed between us two at the present.


    As for Adachi's message, I went ahead and replied to it with a quick "Sure".


    Why? Because she was the connection that the current me held.


    The train eventually made its way back to our town. Tarumi got off first, and I followed soon after her. It was there that I noticed that we hadn't been walking side by side. Had it been Adachi, she would've insisted to walk next to me, mostly to allow her to hold my hand. The same had also been the case with Tarumi back in the day. And yet, right now, we were walking in a line, one after another.


    You could easily mistake us for strangers once we got in a crowd. Then again, I suppose that was what we were, strangers.


    We walked through the ticket gate, and there, Tarumi turned to look at me over her shoulder. I watched her raise her hand as she slowly disappeared into the stream of people, as if swallowed by it.


    "Well then... Bye."


    The way those few words came out of her mouth made it sound like she felt hesitant to say them.


    I remained where I was, staring at her back.


    Was I really okay with this? That question continued rocking me about, just like the train had done earlier.


    Something hadn't gone the way it had been meant to. At some point, I'd stumbled. I knew that I had.


    Correcting my mistakes would certainly lead to me feeling less regret.


    Although memories didn't age, I did. We did.


    "Hmm."


    There were things that had been left half-cooked.


    "Hmmm."


    There were things that hadn't been resolved.


    "Hmmmm."


    I knew what I was supposed to do here, but instead, I chose to groan.


    The warmth was welling up.


    "Hmmmmm!"


    Why do you always have to be so indecisive? I asked myself as I slapped my temple. And I really slapped it hard, so much so that for a second, the whole world before me appeared all wobbly. 


    It was there that I finally made certain what it was that I was meant to do.


    No matter how much and hard you stared at the uncertain, you wouldn't get a clear answer. That was the case here as well. And yet, there was also something new, something that experiencing sympathy had allowed me to see for the first time in my life. I chased after it.


    Rushing to do it before her back disappeared from sight, I grabbed the thorns with all my might and pulled them to me.


    Trying to ignore the pain as well as I could, I opened my mouth:


    "Taru!"


    What I felt was not the pain of the thorns piercing my skin, but instead, the warmth of my cheeks growing hot, the sensation of my heart pounding in my chest.


    Would my voice reach her? Would it reach the friend who I'd once loved?


    Step after step, she continued walking, growing ever more distant from me. She couldn't hear me. My voice didn't reach her.


    I took my dangly, strengthless arms, placed my hands by my mouth, and shouted with all my might:


    "Hey, Taru!!"


    That voice had come from the old me.


    I was unable to cast away the present. It wasn't that easy for people to change who they were.


    The past me had only surfaced temporarily. A second later, and she was already gone.


    Just like how she'd done it when we'd met at the meat store, Tarumi immediately sprang around.


    There was a look of shock on her face, and though I couldn't see my own, no doubt was I grinning broadly.


    "See you later."


    My voice naturally came out high, and also soft. It was just like back in the day when I'd naively believed that, believed that there would one day be a next time.


    It all came back to me.


    Those had been the last words I ever spoke to her in elementary school. Needless to say, I hadn't known that at the time. No, I'd genuinely thought that we'd be able to meet again in no time.


    It wasn't quite a promise, but rather, a wish. A wish that we'd one day be reunited. I wonder, did Tarumi still remember it?


    In either case, her reaction was exactly the same as back then.


    A wide grin.


    Smiling from ear to ear, the now-delinquent waved her arm at me.


    "Later."


    Just like in the past, we exchanged promises made on a whim.


    Would there be a next time? We didn't know.


    The true friendship between us had rusted, crumbled. There might not come another day that something would shine on top of its wreckage.


    And yet.


    I truly felt that her smile was pleasant to look at.


    So much so that my fingertips grew numb.


    



    And so, tomorrow, it at last came time for the 14th.


    That sure took a while.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Meat Shop: The Visitor - Part 5"


    



    



    Did Hino like my breasts?


    "Hmm."


    Why would I think that? Well, for one thing, she seemed to want to touch them at every opportunity. Or rather, slap them. She did sometimes put too much force into her slaps and it ended up hurting, and so I usually tried to prevent her from doing that, but still, really, what was up with it?


    "Hmmm."


    "The way you're groaning, it's almost like you were trying to trick me into believing that you're thinking about something", Hino spoke to me from across the table. She always sat opposite to me.


    Asking her straight would have been the simplest option. At the same time, I felt that I'd heard someone tell me that people who constantly asked questions grew up to be adults who couldn't think for themselves. No, wait. That might have been from a manga. Regardless of the source, I thought that it was an important lesson, which was why I was currently taking a break from eating snacks to think about it.


    Personally, I wasn't a fan of my breasts. I'd even go as far as to say that I hated them. All they did was attract unwanted attention.


    However, if Hino really did like them, then perhaps it would be necessary for me to readjust my valuation of them.


    "Hmmmm."


    "Why do you even bother? You're going to forget it in three seconds anyway."


    What a rude thing to say. Even I wasn't that stupid.


    I glanced at Hino. Her breasts were small. She was small in general, pretty much the exact opposite of me. That was kinda strange, considering how often we ate together. Maybe I should try asking her about it.


    No, wait, that wasn't important. I needed to focus on why she wanted to touch other people's breasts.


    In the end, perhaps she did like mine?


    "Hmmmmm!"


    "Hey, here comes chocolate. Say 'aaa'."


    "Aaa."


    As I looked up and opened my mouth wide, I'd mostly forgotten what it was that I'd been thinking about.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    How often was it okay for me to text Shimamura?


    I thought about it, pondered about it, agonized over it. While I was busy doing that, around two weeks passed. I went ahead and sent her the message.


    That seemed about right, I thought.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    Goodbyes were a daily occurrence, and I certainly felt that I was starting to grow used to them. And yet, there I was, lying wide awake. I hadn't been able to get any sleep that night.


    As I stared at the rays of morning light leaking in through the gaps in the curtain, my eyes growing narrow, a single sentence came to mind that described me perfectly:


    "I'm not making any progress."


    Just the simple act of shaking my head from side to side made it feel like someone was hitting my skull with a hammer. I was like a child, unable to fall asleep the night before a big trip. I could barely get my hands to move as I went to rub my sleepy eyes. There, in the darkness, with the only sound filling my ears being that of my own breath, the sensations of my body began fading away. Growing unconscious of my shoulders, forgetting the weight of my head, I exhaled.


    This happened a number of times, and surprisingly enough, helped lessen the sense of sluggishness weighing down on me. Then, once that was over, I grabbed the phone that had been lying next to my pillow. I checked the message from Shimamura one more time, the one that simply read "Sure", before rolling out of bed.


    I was even paler than normal, and to make myself presentable, I'd need to go heavy on the makeup. Oh, but not before changing clothes, grabbing a piece of bread or something for breakfast, and washing my face.


    I'd spent a lot of time agonizing over what to wear today, which thankfully meant that I could avoid arriving at some ridiculous choice like a China dress. That was a real life-saver.


    Then again, Shimamura's reception to it had been quite positive the last time around, meaning that if she was to ask me to wear it, I'd have no problem doing so.


    ...Or more accurately, I'd then have to do it. In general, I don't think I had it in me to refuse Shimamura's requests, regardless of their contents.


    I was in a pretty dangerous spot, wasn't I? No, that wasn't true... Or was it? Hmm... My head already felt like it was about to burst, and as these additional doubts continued pestering me—like adding even more pressure onto my brain—it was a shock that I was somehow able to stop myself from throwing up.


    The air in the hallway that I soon entered was quite similar in temperature to that in my room. The floor, however, felt extremely cold, as if I was standing on solid ice.


    With it being this cold...


    "Will it really be okay?"


    ...I couldn't help but grow slightly worried: Shimamura wasn't going to crawl under her kotatsu and start hibernating, was she?


    



    My worries might have been merely half-serious, but even so, as I watched her enter the classroom, they all flowed away like meltwater. It was only during winter that a single look at her caused me to feel like my chest was being filled with something warm. Had it been just us two in the classroom, I might have actually stood up and waved my hand in the air while greeting her. That was the kind of mood it put me in. I'd been so conscious of my lack of sleep earlier, and now, it no longer even registered in my mind.


    She truly was my sun... No. I'd figured that if I went ahead and used that expression a couple more times, it'd eventually stop being embarrassing, but it just wasn't happening.


    Right as I was about to get up and walk to her seat, Shimamura dropped by mine. I proceeded to assume a posture where my elbows were slightly raised off the table, as if asking: We're doing this already? Seeing my body stiffen up with fear caused her to smile, and she stated something to the effect "Don't worry, I brought it along" before turning around and leaving me.


    "..."


    She wasn't going to hand me the chocolate somewhere with this many people to witness it. Of course not. I knew that, and yet, there was still some part of me that felt like I'd just been made to wait. It was almost like I was her dog or something. No, that was taking it way too far. Still, if I was her dog, then I'd get hugged by her, I'd get to roll up onto her lap... Honestly, it didn't feel like being her dog would be all that bad. No, no. No, no, no. No. I dug my nails into my forehead, forcing myself to reconsider what I'd just thought.


    Until this point, I'd still had doubts, but now, I was convinced of it; the me that existed these days was a complete idiot.


    The class then began, and when I turned around to look over my shoulder a little while later, my eyes met with Shimamura's.


    I wonder, was this how it felt during Parents' Day when you made eye contact with your mother sitting behind you? We stared at each other for a while, after which I turned by head back. My pencil ran across the open page of my notebook, filling it with lots and lots of tiny circles.


    The fact that our eyes had met meant that Shimamura, too, had been looking at me.


    Of course she had; I was seated between her and the blackboard. At the same time, this also meant that she could stare at me all she wanted without anyone thinking much of it. Perhaps that was exactly what was happening here, maybe she was using the seating arrangement to her advantage in order to hide her true motives from others. Weird fantasies like these often filled my head during class, and honestly, if they were to somehow leave the privacy of my mind and become public knowledge, I could very well imagine killing myself over it. Thankfully, seeing how there was a half-smile on Shimamura's face and she wasn't drawing back in disgust, my secret appeared to be safe for now. If she did find out, and her reaction were to be something like tapping my shoulder and saying "That's adolescence for you" in an attempt to comfort me... my head might literally explode.


    Thoughts like those made it completely impossible for me to focus on the lesson at hand. I took a look, and saw that class was proceeding much in the same way as usual. A single word was enough to describe it: "Dull".


    There was no way you could've told that it was Valentine's day based solely on my classmates, as none of them appeared festive in any way. Perhaps it simply wasn't an event that other people were as excited about as I was. Really, it might have been that, between all of my rejoicing and worrying, I was the single person most into it.


    Or maybe Valentine's Day would only start for them once school was over. That seemed plausible. It was the case for me as well, which meant that if I continued being as nervous as I was currently, there was no way I would make it until the end. For now, I should simply relax my shoulders and keep my eyes on the objective.


    We'd go to Nagoya, I'd buy the chocolate, and we'd exchange them. Those three steps formed my plan.


    I turned my eyes towards my hands in an attempt to focus on copying stuff down into my notebook, only to see that...


    "Ah."


    ...there was now a circle of darkness right in the centre of the page, so deep that it would undoubtedly leave a mark even when erased.


    I stared directly at the gaping, dark maw, thought about it, and went ahead and added some flower petals around it.


    And so, the sinister flower made of darkness came to bloom by my hands.


    



    I couldn't tell you what happened during the afternoon classes. I simply didn't have any recollection of them. I'd crossed a limit, and my conscious mind had ended up fading away.


    Naturally, that came with a massive headache. I'd fallen asleep at some point as well, but only partly so, meaning that instead of relieving me of exhaustion, it'd only made me feel more tired. The day hadn't even truly begun yet, and my weak heart was already crying for bed. Likewise, my eyelids also felt heavy. They let off a satisfying sound as I pinched them and pulled them tight.


    Convinced that hearing that sound had given me the energy I needed, I got up and left my seat.


    I made a conscious effort to be the first person to go and talk to Shimamura. I stood there in front of her, and with a bundle of textbooks in her hand, she turned her eyes up towards me. As she did, a smile appeared on her face.


    "We're going out, right?"


    "Yep."


    Had I been born with a dog's tail, no doubt would I be wagging it from side to side right now.


    "Anywhere you'd like to go to?"


    "Well, I was thinking we could go to Nagoya. Oh, or is that too far away?"


    "Nagoya", Shimamura mumbled back as she stared at me with her eyes wide. Yeah, that might have been too distant of a place to suggest without any warning. I got ready to explain my reasoning, but before I could, Shimamura burst into laughter. "Ahahaha. Haha", she laughed. While seeing her so delighted would normally have made me happy, right now, it only caused me to grow distressed. Why? Because I had no idea what was meant to be funny here.


    "I see. So, that's how you had it planned, huh?"


    "Umm... What do you mean?"


    "It's nothing. Sure, let's go. I was actually planning to suggest that we go there myself."


    After tossing the books into her bag, Shimamura leapt up. Wait, what? She'd had a destination in mind?


    There was something about her behaviour and attitude that was way different compared to how she acted normally. I couldn't help but be slightly taken aback by it, which, in turn, earned a look from her.


    "By the way, what did you want to go to Nagoya for?"


    "To buy chocolate. I, err, haven't bought it yet. I guess I thought it would be... more fresh if I got it the same day, and..."


    "Ahahaha. Really now? Well, that's good", Shimamura once again laughed, cutting my explanation short. What was going on here? Was I not the only one in a festive mood? Something definitely felt off, but I wasn't quite able to place my finger on what it was.


    Still, even if the number of mysteries floating around was vast, she did seem enthusiastic, and that alone allowed me to feel relieved.


    Speaking of which... Chocolate. Chocolate was supposed to be the main thing here. And I was still yet to receive mine.


    I gave Shimamura a couple of questioning glances, and right away she understood what I meant.


    "Oh, chocolate?"


    Yes, I nodded. Though I tried to act as nonchalant as possible, I still ended up nodding three times in total. She gave her bag a light tap before opening her mouth:


    "That's going to stay a secret until you buy yours. It's not much of an exchange if I give you mine first, right?"


    Once again, I was being made to wait. Her argument was solid, however, and I decided not to complain.


    I'd joked about it earlier, but maybe I really was her dog after all. I scratched my nose as that thought filled my mind, followed closely by feelings of shame.


    We'd made our way to the bicycle parking area when Shimamura once again spoke.


    "You're fine with not wearing the China dress today?" she said, clearly teasing me. My face immediately twisted into a pout.


    If she wanted to see me wear it, I'd be more than willing to go and change. I decided to reply with as much. However...


    "If... you said that you... wanted to, then..."


    ...my words ended up coming out as a mumbled mess. Even the clumps of rice in the chao fan served at our restaurant were more crumbly, and that was saying something.


    "Oh, I don't think that's a good idea. We'd end up getting there really late", Shimamura quickly stated, urging that we head straight to the station. Was she perhaps worried that I'd taken her joke seriously?


    I hadn't. Nor had I been serious with my own comment. Of course not. I rushed to hop onto my bike before I could make an even bigger fool of myself.


    Immediately after, Shimamura got on behind me. Was that really okay? We were still on school premises. Well, whatever. I decided to simply ignore it and took off.


    From now on, the only thing I would carry on the back of my bike would be Shimamura.


    Silently, I wished to myself for that to hold true.


    



    "Ah, we'll make it to the train if we hurry", Shimamura suggested a couple of seconds following our arrival at the station, and we broke into a run. How did she know when the train was leaving? That, I wasn't sure of. Whatever the case, I didn't have much time to think about it as my feet were already moving at full speed.


    We ran as fast as we could, stopped to ride the escalator to the second floor, and once there, began running again. Even if it could be boiled down to the simple act of moving my legs, there was still something fun about following Shimamura's instructions.


    At least, that was how it felt to me.


    We made our way through the ticket gate to the platform. A train--a regular one, not high-speed—stood parked on our right side, and we hopped on.


    The train car we entered was packed full of people, even if not quite to the extent of what you might find in a high-speed train. In a similar manner, most of the seats had been taken, with only a single corner one remaining free.


    "Just one seat left, huh?" I stated, to which Shimamura responded with a grin. Had I said something funny? She was all smiles today, and I wasn't sure why.


    "You wanna sit, Adachi?"


    "I'll let you."


    "No, I think you should. You were sleeping during class, after all."


    It felt really embarrassing having her point that out. Yet another reason for me to dislike the seating order.


    "Alright then", I stated timidly before sitting down right on the edge of the seat, as if drawing in my butt. Shimamura watched me do so, waited for a single second, and then let out an audible giggle. Again, I had no idea what she was laughing at. Something about the way she was acting today didn't feel right. Was she perhaps in a particularly good mood? Because... she was with me? Because we were going out together? Or maybe it was something else entirely? Scratching my cheek, I continued coming up with different explanations. One stuck out to me in particular, and I decided to go ahead and ask her.


    "Hey, umm..."


    "Yes?"


    "Am I, maybe, making a weird face?"


    Perhaps there was something strange about my expression, and she was laughing at that? Shimamura's eyes immediately grew wide. In response, my own began spinning around as I realised that I'd either been wrong or stepped over the line, a reaction to which she responded by giggling even louder. Really, what was up with her today?


    Though I couldn't understand why she was doing so, seeing her enjoy herself did help me relax, so I guess it wasn't all bad.


    "I think the train should take a bit over twenty minutes to get there."


    "Yeah, I think so too."


    I didn't actually know, but decided to nod along anyway. Her hand gripping the railing, Shimamura stared at me.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "Gosh, it's going to be so boring while we wait. Don't you agree, Adachi?"


    It almost felt like she was asking me to do something about the situation, a request that went far beyond reasonable.


    What made it even more unreasonable was that it was usually Shimamura herself who worked things like these out.


    "Well, in that case, why don't we, err, play word chain or something?"


    My childish proposal had barely left my mouth when I already found myself regretting it. I had no time to retract the suggestion, however, as she instantly agreed. Wait, what? She doesn't mind? While I was busy gathering my thoughts, Shimamura began the game with the word "apple".


    "E... Elk", I muttered in response.


    "Oh, wow. A tough one right off the bat, huh? Hmm, let's see, let's see... Ketchup."


    "Prefix."


    "Geez, Adachi. You sure won't let me catch a break."


    The somewhat dispassionate game of word chain continued much in the same manner. The train stopped at various stations, and though people did come in and out, giving us plenty of opportunities to move somewhere with an empty seat for the both of us, we simply remained in place. Personally, I wished to maintain the situation the way it was, and it might have been that Shimamura shared my sentiment.


    After who knows how many rounds, the turn bounced back to me with the letter "L".


    Hmm, a word that started with an "L".


    "L—"


    Love.


    "Lov—ange."


    My tangled tongue ended up creating a sound unlike anything I could imagine coming out of my mouth under normal circumstances.


    "Huh? Come again?"


    "Lasagne..."


    "Oh, I see. Did you bite your tongue or something?"


    My lie might have been terrible, but Shimamura bought it regardless.


    I could taste blood in my mouth as I silently thanked lasagne for existing.


    Meanwhile, we'd at last reached Nagoya. Being on board a train with her made it feel like we were on a trip together, and honestly, I wouldn't have minded at all if the vehicle had taken a bit more time to get there.


    "Yeah..."


    How I wished that I could go out with her more often. And not just to the local places, but to somewhere way out there.


    It was dreams like those that illuminated the world before me.


    The lights of my dreams might have been bright, but they were no match for those of the department store's basement floor which we soon arrived at.


    No matter where you looked, there were people everywhere. Not even at our school could you find crowds this big. There was something surreal about it. As previously mentioned, the lights were cranked to the max, and whenever I looked up, I could feel the rays shooting straight through my lips and all the way to the roots of my teeth.


    "Oh, there's a line over there. Will that place do?" Shimamura suggested in somewhat light-hearted tone as we entered the sweets section. There was indeed a long line at the location she was pointing at, acting as a clear sign of the shop's popularity. Incidentally, all of the customers appeared to be girls seemingly close to us in age.


    "If I were to stand in line, then I'd make you wait."


    I planned to continue my statement with a suggestion that we go somewhere else, but before I could, Shimamura replied with a simple "uh-huh". Her tone made it sound like she didn't mind at all.


    I watched as she pulled out her phone, checked something, and mumbled "not yet" to herself before turning towards me.


    "So, how are we going to kill time? We already did word chain."


    She must have been in a really good mood today to not find this bothersome the way she usually did most things.


    That certainly did make me happy, but at the same time, I couldn't help but grow suspicious. Not in an anxious way, though.


    "Maybe we could... have a thumb wrestling match", I proposed. My real goal, of course, was to get to hold her hand. Without much hesitation, Shimamura agreed to the suggestion—once again so childish that even an elementary schooler would have turned it down—causing a warm wave of strong emotions to sweep over my heart.


    It felt like she truly was my big sister.


    We went ahead and had a thumb wrestling match for real, and around twenty or so minutes later, I was at last able to buy the chocolate. The box I ended up purchasing was a very typical assorted mix of different types of chocolates, the kind that was on sale at all times of the year. That was to say, nothing about it evoked the feeling of Valentine's. No heart-shaped pieces or anything like that were included. With the box in hand, Shimamura and I walked all the way to the very corner of the basement floor.


    It was there, between the elevator and the chairs next to it, that we were able to get an ever so slight amount of peace from the crowd. 


    We turned to face each other, and once again, Shimamura met me with a laugh.


    Laughing was easily her defining feature today. Although she likely had no idea, it was actually quite tough on me.


    After all, it took a lot of effort to stop my mouth from twisting into an awkward-looking smile whenever one of those giggles hit my ears.


    "Now, time for the big reveal. Well, not that it's much of a reveal, I guess."


    With that introduction, Shimamura pulled out a package from her bag. I could tell just by looking at it that it was from the same store we'd just been to.


    "I came here yesterday and bought it."


    "Oh, I... I see."


    If she knew that it would lead to this, to us exchanging the exact same gifts back and forth, then why had she recommended that store?


    One explanation that came to mind was that she'd thought that the chocolate looked so delicious that she wanted to try it out herself. Was that really what'd happened?


    "Anyway, let's exchange them now. Here, congratulations."


    Congratulations? Something about her choice of word seemed a little strange, but not necessarily in a bad way.


    And so, we ended up exchanging identical boxes of chocolate. The act might have seemed trivial on the surface—like replacing a playing card with one of the same number—but underneath that, it actually came packed full of meaning. Shimamura and I, we'd just exchanged chocolates. That fact in and of itself was extremely important. Plus, I had a hunch, just a hunch, that the important things that the day that was today held weren't going to end here.


    "Make sure to eat it before it goes bad instead of using it as decoration, okay?"


    Though this comment was likely a mere joke as far as Shimamura was concerned, for me, it was enough to cause me to shudder with fear. Had she seen through me? Putting the box on my shelf, that was something that I might have actually done.


    "Oh, in that case, I'll eat it right now", I stated quickly before moving my hand, not wanting her to notice the turmoil raging inside me.


    "Wow, that's quick", Shimamura commented as I undid the wrappings and pulled out the box. She hadn't been kidding, and what I discovered inside really was the same kind of assorted mix of chocolates I'd gotten her.


    I picked out one at random and tossed it into my mouth. The chocolate shell was sweet, but once I bit through it, something fruity and slightly sour hit my tongue.


    In conclusion, not as sweet as it could have been, but definitely enough to satisfy me.


    "Yep, that was good."


    My comment, lacking in interest, prompted Shimamura to take a good look at me from below.


    "Is that what you really, truly think?"


    "Yeah... Yeah, it is."


    "Hmph."


    Bringing her face even closer, she peered at me deeply. She appeared extremely doubtful for some reason. Still, if it meant our faces being this close to one another, then... did I even mind her being suspicious of me? Strange thoughts like those filled my head, and as I tried making sense of them, Shimamura went and pinched the corners of my mouth. Huh? What? My eyes wide open, I stared at her, all the while she continued lightly poking my cheeks.


    Although the piece of chocolate had long since travelled down my throat, its sweetness still lingered within my mouth.


    "Alright. It looks like you do think that."


    Apparently convinced, she drew her face back. Hmm... Was there any way I could make her suspicious of me again?


    "Wanna try it too, Shimamura?"


    As a random thought, I took out one of the chocolates, this one coated white, and held it up to her.


    "Well, I guess I could take one."


    Shimamura moved to grab the sweet, but I quickly pulled it out of the way of her fingers, and instead, brought it close to her face myself before stating: "Say 'Aaa'".


    "..."


    "..."


    I really wished that she would have reacted in some way. My hands were so warm that I thought the chocolate would soon melt if this kept going on.


    "Oh, alright then."


    Despite seeming a little confused, Shimamura did eventually bite into the round, sugary orb. 


    "Hmm, yummy", she commented after chewing thoroughly, all the while running her hand across the surface of her own box. It seemed that going through it later on was something that she was now greatly looking forward to. If you thought about it that way, then yes, an exchange where both parties gave the same thing did make sense.


    Having decided that I would also save the leftovers for later, I gently put away both the box and the wrappings. I needed to spend time facing her, not the sweets.


    We walked up the nearby stairs, as if escaping the stream of people, and returned to the first floor. Once there, Shimamura pulled out her phone. She appeared to check the time, after which she mumbled to herself:


    "Should be soon."


    "What should?" I reacted. My question went ignored, and she instead stated:


    "Let's get there first. Follow me for a bit, okay?"


    Having said that, Shimamura began walking. What was going on? I wasn't sure. Regardless, I hurried to keep pace with her.


    Shimamura led me outside the station. The evening wind greeted us as we passed by an area decorated with all sorts of mysterious, silver statues, through which we reached a small shrubbery—or rather, a poor excuse of one. An object was installed in the middle of it, and as Shimamura saw it, she simply stated: "There". This appeared to be what she'd been looking for. I stopped walking and focused my eyes.


    What stood before us was an electric noticeboard meant for displaying advertisements. There wasn't currently anything showing on it, and likewise, the area around it was quite dark as well.


    And yet, despite that, there were plenty of people besides us there—mostly male-female couples and so forth—all of whom appeared to have their attention turned towards the display. Is there something here? I asked with my eyes, to which Shimamura replied with a smile.


    "Once the clock turns six... Ah, it started. Look", she said, pointing at the noticeboard. I did as told and took a look.


    The display had been completely blank so far, but now, messages began appearing on it. Messages like "I love you, ***" and "Love kiss kiss", the kinds that caused me to grow embarrassed just looking at them. Lines of text faded away as new ones appeared, just like on a screen in a train that showed news, and I could hear people around me excitedly pointing out to their partner whenever theirs came up. It seemed that this was something special done for Valentine's Day specifically.


    In the flow of messages, a certain one caught my eyes.


    



    "Let's keep going, now and in the future! Hougetsu Shimamura"


    



    At first, I was left drawing a blank. Who exactly was this "Hougetsu"? Did I know anyone with that name? That question came to be answered as I read a bit further.


    "Ah."


    It was Shimamura. A second wave of bewilderment hit me soon after: That was her given name?


    "Huh? Shimamura, why?"


    My eyes bounced between her and the display. Shimamura simply smiled back. It was a childish, cheerful smile, the kind not often seen on her face.


    "There's this fortune telling program that comes on during the night. They had a campaign where you could get your message here, and I decided to participate."


    As soon as the words "fortune telling program" came out of her mouth, I understood what she was talking about. It was the same show I'd watched.


    Shimamura had watched it too? And daily at that? How surprising.


    Did that mean that this had been the prize that collecting all of the secret letters earned you?


    "I didn't think I'd get to see the message myself, though, so I ended up keeping it safe."


    Having said this, Shimamura turned her eyes back towards the display. I did so as well, but the message was already gone, replaced by someone else's. "Sure is a rush", she joked laughingly.


    As I stared at the message currently displayed, my mind wandered back to the previous one. To Shimamura's message.


    Let's keep going, now and in the future. Keep going... with me?


    "When you... When you say 'let's keep going'... how exactly do you mean it?"


    "Huh? How do I mean it? Well, umm... You want a concrete example or something?"


    Having somehow been able to make out what I'd mumbled, Shimamura began pondering. I could feel myself straying even further off course as I stared at her.


    "Like, let's keep moving in the direction we're heading? Let's stay friends? Something like that, I guess."


    It sounded like she was struggling to find an answer that would satisfy my persistent inquires. There, at her wit's end, Shimamura lifted her arms high in the air while gleefully shouting "wheee". She then lowered them as quickly as she had raised them.


    "Like that?" she asked, her head tilted slightly to the side.


    "Oh, yeah... Like that."


    I went and raised my arms as well. What had I imagined she was going to say to make me feel this dispirited at her answer?


    Shimamura waited for my arms to fall, like withering plants, before opening her mouth.


    "Still, I think it was the perfect message to view with you, Adachi."


    "Huh?"


    "What I mean is, I was thinking about you when I sent it. That's why it ended up like that."


    She twisted her face into an exaggerated smile, almost as if attempting to hide her embarrassment.


    That expression was the final blow. The definitive strike that knocked me out.


    "Ah..."


    The water level in my heart began rising. Something then rushed out, as if unable to stand it.


    A tidal wave of happiness rushed over me.


    Emotion strong enough to cause the tip of my tongue to tingle embraced me.


    Shimamura wished to stay friends with me. That was something that she wanted.


    Ten thousand different thoughts flooded my mind.


    I could feel my consciousness fading away. The scenery, my feet, everything and anything, they all turned fragmentary.


    By the time I realised what was happening, my arms had been wrapped tight around Shimamura's body.


    I stopped breathing. My eyes didn't blink, and I couldn't hear a sound. All parts of my body, my limbs and my organs, ceased functioning simultaneously, as if the distinctions between them had faded away and they had all melted together as one, motionless lump. The arms wrapped around her back couldn't feel a thing either, and the world before me appeared increasingly blurry by the second.


    And yet, I knew the following for a fact.


    Shimamura was there in my arms. I was there in hers.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "Adachi?" Shimamura asked softly as the buzzing in my ears continued tearing my mind apart.


    A surge of emotion rushed over me. It felt like my eyeballs were evaporating within my skull. Mere moments later, it became too much for me to endure, and I found myself furiously smacking Shimamura's back. Each smack caused my ears—packed with blood—to shake.


    "Ghhyah!" she grunted, visibly choking, before pulling herself away from me. With that, I too regained feeling in my limbs.


    I felt pale, as if all blood had been sucked out of me, but at the same time, feverishly hot.


    "What's gotten into you all of a sudden?" Shimamura asked, coughing once more in the middle of her words. Feelings of both embarrassment and guilt filled me, and I could feel my tongue trembling. I wanted to apologize, but the words just weren't coming out. My throat became stuck, and like her, I too began coughing.


    "Sorry."


    I put every last drop of strength I had into my neck, and that alone was what I managed to squeeze out, that single word.


    The muscles there were already starting to ache. Soon enough, that pain had extended all the way to my spine.


    "No, it's just... you really startled me" she stated, scratching her head in a manner that made it apparent that she was paying a lot of attention to the stares coming from the people around us. Right. Randomly hugging someone in a place this conspicuous, especially since we were both girls, it was, err... strange.


    I knew that, of course I did. And yet, it didn't matter. My body had simply acted on its own accord.


    "Umm, so yeah. Hugging me without a word is hereby banned."


    Shimamura's tone as well as her choice of words almost made it sound like she was chastising a child.


    I nodded multiple times in response. Wait a second... Flipping her words around, did she mean that I could do it as long as I said something first?


    "It's okay?"


    "Huh?"


    "As I long as I get permission first, then... it's, err... okay?"


    I crossed my arms, like the pincers of a stag beetle. Shimamura watched me do so, thought for a while, and then repeated herself from earlier: "Huh?" After this, she continued:


    "You really want to hug me?"


    I hesitated for a few moments before nodding slightly. I could see Shimamura looking around awkwardly.


    "Why?"


    Why indeed. I'd been thrust forward by my impulses, meaning that even I myself wasn't able to offer a precise explanation.


    I wanted her. That, in its core, was the reason. Of course, there was no way that I could ever say that to her directly.


    "Because... you're warm."


    That was what came to mind as I watched her shiver in the cold wind.


    A puzzled look appeared on Shimamura's face as her mouth opened half-way.


    What was I supposed to do here? I wanted to say something, to fix the situation, but I knew that attempting to do so would only lead me deeper into the bog of excuses. It always did. In that case, if backing down wasn't an option, I'd have no choice but to follow the answer I'd given, to embark with it to the vast plains that awaited in front of me.


    "Let's warm ourselves up!" I stated boldly, despite being in a state where I was sure steam might start shooting out from my ears any second.


    The truth was, I was plenty warm already. With no word of exaggeration, it felt like someone had slapped a hot-water bottle across my face.


    It wasn't actually my goal to warm up. Rather, I wanted to warm her up. I had excess amounts of heat, whereas she was lacking in it. That seemed to me like a good enough reason to squeeze our bodies together.


    Letting momentum carry me, I spread my arms open. Shimamura's lips curled in an uneven fashion as she watched me do so. She then gave the packet of chocolate she'd received a quick glance before putting it into her bag. After tapping the bag twice, she shook her head lightly.


    "Hmm... Well, sure. Why not", she eventually replied with a wry smile on her face, sticking to a choice of words very common for her.


    The screen from earlier still stood behind her. I could see message after message run across it, all moving at a speed far too fast for me to read any of them.


    That was likely an illusion, one visible only to me.


    "Alright. Come here."


    With those words, Shimamura opened her arms wide. She was waiting for me, and in a way, that caused me to experience a certain bit of reluctance.


    I simply wasn't able to muster the courage necessary to run into her embrace.


    Instead, I folded my arms and slowly tottered towards her as she stood there before me in the shape of the letter "T". I'd only made it halfway when I saw her starting to shudder from the cold. Oh no, was I going too slow? I instantly panicked, leaned forward, and almost toppled over.


    This led me to fall straight into her arms.


    Thud.


    "Ouch!"


    A sharp scream left Shimamura's mouth as my forehead bonked into her collarbone. Naturally, the impact affected me as well, and when combined with the fact that I'd already been shaking as it was, the world around me momentarily turned into a blurry mess as my eyeballs were left spinning around in their sockets.


    The sound of my ears buzzing grew louder and louder, enveloping me like a layer of cloth. I could still feel her collarbone against my forehead.


    "Does... Does being friends mean that... we can do stuff like this too...?"


    I proceeded to press my face against her, prompting Shimamura to let out a faint, soft sigh, a sigh which gently shook my hair. She then gave my back a couple of pats.


    "Sadly, you're so skinny that I don't think this is going to get me any warmer."


    Every single one of my muscles had been tense with nervousness, but now, I could feel them relaxing as I further entrusted my body to Shimamura's arms. Likewise, I continued rubbing my forehead against her collarbone.


    "Ouch", I could hear her once more grumble above me.


    It might have seemed weird from outside. People might have been laughing at us.


    And yet, thanks to where I was, I could only see Shimamura, and nothing else. I loved it for that.


    This was what I'd wanted for so long.


    As I sank deeper and deeper into a state of trance, as if melting into a sea of warmth, a worry crossed my mind: Maybe this was all a dream after all.


    I forced my numb arms to move, wanting to make sure that this was actually happening.


    Slowly, I wrapped them around Shimamura's back.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yashiro: The Visitor - Part 5"


    



    



    "I have come to receive chocolate."


    "Huh?"


    A head covered in blue hair suddenly popped out from my flank. Based on the shade, I could tell that it was Yachii.


    I often ran into her on my way back from school, but today was different. How, you ask? Well, right now, I was just outside of our house.


    Had she been waiting for me?


    "I have come to receive chocolate", Yachii repeated while spinning her arms around. I decided to give mine a quick spin as well, all the while not really sure what was going on. 


    I'd gotten her some, sure, but I'd ended up eating those on a whim. They'd been really sweet. And delicious. No regrets.


    "Valentine's Day is over already."


    "Yes, but our promise isn't", she said back, countering my statement with a grin on her face.


    Wow, that was actually pretty cool what she did there, rebuking me like that. On a base level, she was still begging me for chocolate, but I guess there were ways of doing it that made you look less like a child.


    Hmm...


    "Wait for a second, okay?"


    "Waiting!" Yachii exclaimed while straightening out her back. Leaving her there, I broke into a run and rushed inside the house. Sis's shoes were nowhere to be seen. I tossed my backpack into my room, after which I returned outside carrying my wallet.


    Yachii was now bouncing up and down like a rabbit.


    "Calm down."


    Deciding to imitate Sis, I tried placing my hand on top of her head. The keyword there being "tried".


    I was unable to reach it. All I accomplished was make my sides hurt.


    It wasn't that Yachii was big, but rather, I was small. Even when standing on my toes, her head was simply outside of my reach. What if I started hopping too? Hop, hop, hop. Jumping in place alongside her, I somehow managed to get my hand to touch her head.


    A problem arose, however; with my feet no longer touching the ground, it was impossible for me to push her downwards.


    Ultimately, we ended up hopping together until we were both exhausted.


    With my cheeks flushed from all the moving around I'd done, I turned towards Yachii and spoke:


    "Let's go buy it now."


    "Oh, that sounds wonderful."


    I didn't think we were quite on the same wavelength here, but regardless, Yachii seemed delighted.


    The way in which she spoke was sometimes quite strange. It almost sounded like she wasn't used to it. Did that mean that she was a foreigner after all?


    "Off we go to the neighbourhood supermarket."


    That was where we headed. Before, I'd found it pretty weird walking with her by my side, but these days, it felt completely normal.


    "This is your own fault for not coming by on the 14th like you were meant to. Make sure to do that next year, and I'll have the chocolate ready for you."


    "Next year? Hmm..." Yachii muttered. She appeared to be thinking hard about something. "I was planning on leaving straight away once I'd found my brethren."


    "Your... brethren?"


    "You wouldn't happen to know where they are?"


    Obviously unable to answer that question, I was left tilting my head. What did she mean by her "brethren"?


    "I did get an approximation of their coordinates before setting off, but even so, looking for them is quite difficult as Earth's surface is too flat for me to tell one place apart from another now that I'm actually down here. Hmm, yes, it's a tough situation."


    Half of what Yachii had said just now sounded like complete nonsense to me, but from the remaining half, I was able to gather that come tomorrow, she might not be here anymore. Even now, her presence felt—in many ways—faint, as if she could at any moment melt into the cloud of particles of light that surrounded her and disappear.


    Looking at her, I instinctively spoke the following:


    "I don't really get the details, but it should be fine making a promise, right? If you find that you can no longer keep it, all you need to do is say so."


    The fact that I didn't know much—or let's be honest, anything—about Yachii's circumstances didn't particularly factor into my decision.


    After all, between being unable to keep promises and being unable to make them in the first place, I personally found the latter to be much sadder.


    It was for this reason that I felt that we should do it while we still could.


    Yachii smiled, and as she did, blue particles—the same colour as her hair—shot out from her body.


    "Alright. Let's do it then."


    They drifted through the air, some even reaching me.


    We then hooked our pinky fingers and swore.


    How come she knew about pinky promises, but not about Valentine's Day?


    What a weirdo...


    And so, in clear terms and not vague.


    We promised to each other that we'd forever stay friends.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    Let's keep going, now and in the future.


    The "now" means that we're already friends and have been like that for a while, meaning that Shimamura thinks that way, meaning that we are going to stay that way, meaning that everything has gone well so far, meaning that... Hehe. Hehehe. Rolled into a ball under my sheets, I continued giggling to myself. There, in the darkness, my arms moved as I thought back to how it had felt touching Shimamura's back.


    Until now, I'd never managed to feel anything when I'd hugged her in a dream, but going forward, that would no longer be the case. I was sure of it.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    Did there exist a god in this world?


    Was there anyone out there who heard my silent prayers?


    I had no idea what I was meant to pray to. And yet, I still did it as it was the only thing I could do.


    The week preceding Valentine's Day had been the first and final time I'd watched the fortune telling show. On a whim, I'd thought about once again tuning in tonight, only to discover that the program had been cancelled at the end of March. One less piece of external help for me to rely on. I turned the TV off, returned to bed, and by instinct, sat on my heels with my back straight.


    Each day since the beginning of April, I had spent long periods of time praying to some entity out there. I'd sit on top of my bed, distress and anxiety filling my stomach like clouds of smog, randomly taking glances at the clock above me as time continued to advance. Sometimes, I'd lose focus and my back would start curving, causing my forehead to end up against the mattress, with me in a state where I could almost start groaning out loud.


    Today was different, however. I was meant to be so restless, so hectic. And yet, the hands of the clock simply wouldn't rotate.


    It was the night of the 5th of April. In other words, the end of spring break. Starting from tomorrow, I would be attending school as a second-year student.


    An advancement in grades of course meant a change of classes. That was to say, there was a chance Shimamura and I would no longer be spending our days in the same classroom.


    Words couldn't describe how big of a deal that would be. We'd lose one of the few things that made us special. From the perspective of me, someone whose deepest wish was to become special to her, it was the same as complete and total separation.


    Pick any two school friends, and the chances were, they were in the same class. It was a simple fact.


    Sure, there were exceptions, like people connected through a club for an example, but in general, it held true.


    The sense of closeness that sharing a classroom with someone offered was very important, I felt. While the number of steps it took to reach the other person, as well as the literal walls between you were, of course, a big factor—perhaps even the biggest for all I knew—the significance of the resulting mental distance couldn't be understated either. The further away you got from someone, the weaker the relationship between you grew. Doubly so for me, considering that I couldn't even get along with my family, and I lived in the same building as them.


    It was precisely because I knew all of this that I chose to fuss over it.


    "..."


    What would happen? What would happen if we were placed in different classes?


    Knowing Shimamura, I could say with confidence that she would not go out of her way to see me. Likewise, I wouldn't have it in me to be the first one to act, even if I knew that realistically, she wasn't going to turn me down. I simply didn't think that she had any real need for me. At times, I found myself wondering if she had need for anyone. In any case, I could easily imagine our relationship growing even more one-sided than it already was. I would hit the impasse I was heading towards even sooner than at current rate.


    My prayers regarding the change in seating order following winter break had gone unheard. Please, please let me sit close to her, I'd prayed countless times, only for it to result in nothing. Don't get me wrong, I'd never truly expected asking a deity to actually work. It was more that when I'd looked around and thought about what else I could do, nothing had come to mind. I was neither a teacher nor a god, just a girl.


    A girl who could only pray to the void as she waited for the time to come.


    All this sitting with my back straightened out was starting to hurt, and by instinct, I slouched forward. My forehead eventually came in contact with the mattress, and there, as if prostrating, I closed my eyes. All I could feel in the darkness was the fabric rubbing against my skin.


    "..."


    My mind wandered back to last year's entrance ceremony.


    



    I couldn't remember why I had chosen to apply for this high school in particular, which I recognized meant that I hadn't had a reason for doing so in the first place. I'd simply accepted the path laid down for me by my test scores, studied just enough to pass the test, and then, a month after graduating middle school, became a high schooler like everyone else. Likewise, all I could remember of the day of the opening ceremony was that the air outside had been slightly warm, as well as that checking the list near the school building's entrance that told which class I had been placed in had been a massive pain due to the flock of people gathered around it.


    Being someone who hated navigating through crowds, I'd kept my distance and waited patiently for there to be less people. That ended up taking quite a long time, however, and as I stood there, my legs growing cold due to the wind passing between them, I half-jokingly thought about just turning around and going home. We didn't have any classes on the first day, plus I couldn't imagine the principal's speech containing anything that I hadn't already heard during the entrance ceremony in middle school. All in all, there wasn't any reason for me to be here.


    I hadn't been the only one maintaining their distance from the flood of first-year students. There had been another girl as well, standing by idly. We were relatively close to one another, and by chance, our eyes happened to meet.


    Looking back to it now, I could recognize that the person had been Shimamura.


    Of course, the me back then hadn't held any interest towards her, and I'd averted my eyes almost immediately.


    I'd even gone as far as to silently wish that she wouldn't look my way.


    Truly, what a waste that had been. If only I had cared even a little bit back then, I likely would have gotten to become friends with her way sooner. And yet, I'd chosen to side step away from her. Dammit...


    The me back then had been a really cold person, not at all like the current me. By the time I checked which class I was in, I was already sick of it. My feet were meant to carry me inside, but as I thought about the entrance ceremony that awaited me, how I'd have to spend even more time constrained, I almost found them changing path and heading towards the bicycle parking area instead.


    That didn't end up happening, however, and I eventually made my way to the classroom like I was supposed to. Even there, I sat by myself without talking to anyone. That lasted until the teacher showed up and ordered us to line up in the hallway. Much to my disdain, the lines were formed alphabetically based on the syllables of our last names, and as mine began with an "A", I was placed in the lead of the girls' line. Back in middle school, I'd happened to have two people named Akada and Aihara in my class, meaning that I never needed to go first, but this time, I wasn't quite so lucky. The fact that I didn't have what it took didn't matter.


    I was told by the teacher to move briskly, to keep the line together. All things that I'd rather not do.


    I decided to instead lie that I needed to use the bathroom and run away. Once I was gone, I never returned.


    Thinking about it now, I feel that the frustration I felt having been made to wait for so long to check which class I was in played a large part in my decision.


    Going against both the wind as well as the flow of people, I walked straight outside to the bicycle parking area, and after making sure that there were no teachers present guiding around new students, pulled out the keys to my bike. I then unlocked it, hopped on, and left school. No one stopped me to question what I was doing.


    It was only after a while that I realised I'd left my bag in the classroom. I decided not go back for it, however. There was no real need to, as I was going there tomorrow anyway.


    The headwind from earlier had flipped into a tailwind and was now pushing me along, and thanks in part to it, I had no trouble making the pedals spin.


    I simply wasn't comfortable with having people around me speak to me. If I had to give a reason why, I'd say that my family's indifference and lack of contact with me was likely a big one. Neither of my parents ever meddled in my affairs. They wouldn't even ask me what I was going to do after high school. Oh, but don't get me wrong. The fault wasn't entirely with them. No, I was well aware that I, too, was to be blamed for the relationship between us turning out the way it had. My logic was that, if I didn't interact with them, they wouldn't start bearing a grudge towards me. They wouldn't think anything about me.


    When people told me to do things and I didn't, it wasn't that I was rebelling against them. Rather, I didn't know how to properly comply. I hated that feeling of being lost, of being unsure what to do, which was why I often chose to run away like I had done just now. Of course, running away was no solution to bewilderment. If anything, it just made it worse.


    Was there something inside my restless chest that I was unable to wash away? I took a deep breath, but it was no use.


    On my way back home, I decided to drop by a nearby park. There wouldn't be anything for me to do at home anyway, and on top of that, I had to admit, I did feel a little guilty skipping school. Combined, those two were enough of a reason for me to choose to kill some time there.


    The area I lived in was one where nothing ever happened. As such, no police patrol routes crossed through it, which meant that an officer wasn't going to walk up to me and guide me home or anything like that. With that worry off my mind, I parked my bike near the entrance, chose the bench that was the least dirty, and sat down.


    There was no one else in the desolate park besides me. That made perfect sense, considering what time it was. With my hands pressed against the bench, I extended my feet and took a look around, scanning both the park as well as the road beyond it with my eyes. For as long as I could remember, the park had been here. What I couldn't remember, however, was me ever playing here.


    What had I done when I'd been little? And where?


    Those sorts of questions, where to go, what to do, were things that I'd never had good answers for. I just... didn't want to do anything in particular. My parents had once brought me to a zoo when I had been a child, and thinking back to it, I felt like that was where it had all begun.


    In the zoo's store, there had been a stuffed animal that had caught my eye. I'd stared at it, and though I would have liked to have it, I simply wasn't able to bring myself to ask my parents to buy it for me. Why? Because I had been scared of them, scared of the way they'd begun walking faster and faster each time I failed to show a positive reaction when viewing an animal. Ultimately, we'd ended up leaving with me still being unable to say that I wanted the toy. I hadn't known it back then, obviously, but deliberately ignoring hope and choosing not to reach out for it would later become the way I lived my life.


    I went on to do it again and again, and eventually, I couldn't even remember how you were meant to go about asking people for things. Simultaneously, my interest towards others began to decline.


    Even the way I viewed myself grew hazy.


    Thinking about it now, I felt that it was better to ignore those sorts of things.


    After all, doing so would likely result in things coming to an end while nothing had yet to begun.


    It'd been the very next day that everyone in my class started treating me like a delinquent.


    I could remember there being a part of me that had loved that. I thought that I'd found where I belonged, a place where no one would talk to me.


    



    I could hear small birds and crows singing outside of my window as I opened my eyes.


    Turning my head towards the direction of the sounds, I saw rays of light leaking in through the gaps between the closed curtains. It seemed that, at some point, I'd fallen asleep. Strange, I thought to myself. I soon realised something even stranger: It was the morning.


    It genuinely felt like I had closed my eyes, and then, a second later, opened them back up with the time in between having been erased.


    If there was such a thing as a wrong way to sleep, then this was certainly it.


    I found my body pretty much exactly how I had left it, slouched forward with my head resting on top of the bed. The only difference was the pain now radiating from both my hips and my neck.


    Still, it sure was something, to be able to sleep through the night in such a pose. I was quite the tidy sleeper, wasn't I? No, wait... A "tidy" sleeper? Was I sure I didn't mean "untidy"? Regardless.


    Having spent hours pressed against the mattress, my forehead now felt unsteady, as if there was still something heavy on top of it. Likewise, my body creaked as I forced it up, and my brain refused to turn itself back on. Unable to support myself, I ended up collapsing back onto the bed.


    I'd been genuinely worried that I wouldn't be able to get any sleep that night, and on one hand, I felt relieved over how easy it had been for me to fall asleep. On the other hand, though, I felt anxious: I'd ended up wasting the entire morning sleeping. Well, I say that, but it wasn't like there was really anything I could do. The results had already been laid out at school, with no way for me to influence them.


    I had spent the whole night with my hands pressed together, so if praying actually was something that worked, then I suppose there was that.


    "School..."


    I needed to go there. All desire to sleep quickly vanished from my mind, and soon enough, the dimmed world before me cleared out.


    It was as if the part of my brain that was anxious over school was telling me that this was no time to be feeling sleepy.


    I hopped out of bed, and while standing stock still in the centre of my room, went ahead and peered into the past. Well, not really "past", but rather, a year ago.


    "...I know it's hard to judge these things by yourself, but really, it feels like I've changed massively. Like, way too much."


    Comparing the old me—how cool and indifferent I had been—to how I was nowadays, she genuinely felt like a whole different person. Honestly, I was kinda shocked.


    Those days, I'd wished that Shimamura wouldn't look my way, whereas now, I was constantly screaming inside my head for her to do the opposite.


    "..."


    Forced to face that fact, I quickly grew embarrassed.


    What was the cause behind this change? Like I didn't know. It was Shimamura, the answer was always Shimamura. It had all begun when I'd met her. I wonder, did she ever feel cheated, like I was tricking her somehow by acting so different to how I'd first been?


    Sometimes I did things, sometimes things happened to me. The key point was that I was stuck in the flow, carried by it wherever it went.


    That was how I'd lived for years. Surprisingly enough, I hadn't hated it. It wasn't bad at all, living without a starting point and seeing where life took you.


    The current me, however, was far too bumpy, and each time I attempted to do something, a part of me got caught.


    A piece of candy, covered in tiny, blunt spikes. That was the image I associated with myself. I wonder, was that because I saw meeting Shimamura as something sweet?


    "Hmm..."


    The past, or the present. Which one was the true me?


    Just joking. Answering that question didn't require any thought; they were both me.


    There only existed a single version of me, the one sitting here right now. She'd grown from my past self, and thus, the two were fundamentally connected.


    Never once had I attempted to deny this process through which my transformation had taken place.


    Why would I? After all, I quite liked the way I was right now.


    



    It was the perfect weather for biking. The sky was clear, the sun shone brightly, and the slight, refreshing gushes of wind made sure that it never got too hot. And yet, despite all of that, I found the pedals of the bike extremely heavy to turn. It might have been April already, but it truly felt like I had still yet to wake up from my winter hibernation.


    I was riding my bike for the first time since the graduation ceremony last month. Thinking back to it, it was kinda shocking how little I had ended up leaving the house during spring break. I hadn't met Shimamura, either. I wonder, would I get to see her today?


    If I did, what sort of face would I greet her with?


    My stomach began hurting as I approached school. Likewise, I could feel the backs of my thighs growing numb and starting to tingle. I was nervous. Way too nervous. What I'd felt when going to check my exam results paled in comparison.


    Was it really that big of a deal? Was I justified in feeling like my hands gripping the handlebar were going to slip off any second now?


    To both of these questions that had spontaneously come to be inside my head I answered with a "yes". As far as I was concerned, the outcome would be decisive.


    "Hnnh..."


    Being filled with determination was no reason for your stomach to hurt. Up until around half-way there, I had been scared of reaching school, but for the remaining half, my sentiment switched to one where I was hoping that I would just get there already. It seemed that I might not have had as much patience as I thought.


    By the time my hands were starting to grow horribly sweaty, I at last found myself before the school's gate. Much like the previous year, a teacher stood by it, telling new students where to leave their bikes. I passed them by and parked my bike like usual. There were way more bikes than normal, which made finding an empty gap quite the ordeal.


    It was only when I'd hopped off and pulled out the key that I realised I had accidentally stopped at the parking space meant for first-year students. Starting from today, I was no longer one of those. For a second, I thought about moving the bike, but ultimately decided that there was something far more important for me to be doing. My fists clenched, I began walking.


    The sakura trees planted within the school premises shook in the wind, their blossoms scattered around by it. They'd already begun showing leaves, and as I walked under them, I could feel my eyes starting to spin and the world around me growing blurry. With each step, I got closer and closer to throwing up.


    I pushed forward nevertheless, and soon, a scene which I could remember seeing before spread out before me.


    The school's entrance, a massive flock of students gathered around it. Everything was the same as last year. Back then, I'd waited a while for most of the people to be gone before acting, but this time, that wouldn't be an option. Bracing myself, as if about to jump into a raging stream, I joined the crowd. I had neither the strength required nor was there room for me to clear a path for myself, which meant that my shoulders would need to be put to work. Using them, I pushed closer to the centre. Though it did hurt, and though my shoulders did feel like there were on the verge of being crushed by those of others, I eventually got far enough to see the list with all the classes written on it.


    First, I looked for my own name. The list was sorted alphabetically, and as mine began with an "A", finding it should take no time, right? My eyes jumped from left to right, and matching their rhythm, so did my heart. Even the muscles in my neck were throbbing, and I felt like I could barely breathe.


    Eventually, my eyes stopped moving, and my face grew pale. Not for the reason you might have thought, however.


    I was now looking at the very bottom of the list. It was like someone had attached a string to my eyelids and yanked them downwards.


    "It's not here."


    My name was nowhere to be found. Neither was Shimamura's. I stared at the list, my eyes wide open. What was going on here?


    I stood there dumbfounded. After a bit of thinking, though, I realised my mistake.


    This was the list for new students. Of course my name's not here, I thought to myself as I turned around.


    I'd already been feeling dizzy, but this, this was the final nail in the coffin.


    Was I truly a second-year student? I was once again forced face to face with that question, and there, all by myself, my cheeks began growing warm. Simply getting out of here was going to be a challenge. I bent my knees slightly and began shoving people out of the way, doing my best to stay out of their line of sight. I eventually made it outside of the crowd, but even there, the world before me still continued to spin. I felt nauseous.


    Trying to recover, I took a look around and saw a similar crowd gathered around the opposite building. That seemed to be the right place. How did I know that? Well, Hino and Nagafuji were there. Having not noticed me, the two headed inside. As they did, I could hear them exchange a few words.


    "Together once again. How many years does this make?"


    "Like, ten, I think?"


    I could judge based on their gleeful tone that they had been placed in the same class. That must have been nice. With envious eyes, I watched them disappear inside the building before once again plunging into the crowd myself.


    As you might have expected, the students here were taller than the first year ones had been, making it feel like I was being buried alive. That wasn't the only difference, though, as I soon realised; I'd need to get closer to the sign to see it than I had previously. Passing by people going the opposite way I pushed myself ever deeper, swimming down the ocean of people while every now and then eating an elbow strike. There was no flow to carry me, and instead, I needed to work hard for every bit of progress I made.


    I had been right in theory last time, and just glancing at the giant list of names attached to the wall—the one that actually contained what I was looking for—I immediately managed to pick out mine. Simple enough. I then began moving my eyes downwards from the top.


    This was it. This was what it all boiled down to.


    My eyes attempted to look away, but I forced them to point straight at the list. Then, slowly, I began turning my head.


    The clatter around me gradually faded away as the sound of my heart throbbing violently took its place. I could feel my blood, thick as jam, flowing beneath my skin. I'd reached peak tension, and the corners of my vision were starting to turn white.


    My skills were certainly not worthy of praise.


    By no means had I done enough to earn my wishes being granted.


    I knew that, no matter how hard I prayed, no one was going to bother listening to me.


    And yet, without hesitating, without looking away, my eyes drew closer and closer to the truth.


    Did there exist a god in this world?


    Was there anyone out there who heard my silent prayers?


    Standing on my toes, I begged.


    I wanted it.


    I wanted to see that name.


    



    It was the first day of school following a break, meaning there was nothing I could do to stop myself from being late. Nothing at all. Telling myself that, I passed through the school gate and headed towards the crowd of people. I came this close to mistaking the list of classes meant for first-year students for the one I was supposed to be looking at, but thankfully, I did eventually spot the right one and went to have a look.


    "Ooh?"


    A rare sight stopped me in my tracks.


    It was Adachi, her arms high in the air, jumping up and down as sakura petals danced around her.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Afterword


    



    



    I know it's late to be saying this, but this one is also a romantic comedy. Wait, no... All I write are romantic comedies.


    Jokes aside, I actually don't think I have done all that many works centred around the theme of love.


    Truly, there's nothing that beats love. Add in just a bit of courage, and you have yourself perfection.


    



    Lately, I've been wondering, would it be okay for me to skip writing afterwords completely?


    Hello. Hitoma Iruma here.


    This is not at all related to the actual book, but I wrote something resembling an essay that's going to be released in Dengeki no Kandume in April. Oh? What's this? I'm being put in the lead? How rare. Yes, I actually had no idea that was the case before they handed me a sample print. What a shame. Had I known earlier, I could have started the article with "first lol". Anyway, I felt like I needed to get that out there.


    That reminds me, many of the stores in my area have been going out of business lately. A tonkatsu place that had been there for as long as I can remember, a coffee shop, a Chinese restaurant... All those and others have closed down just this year. Sure, that might not be a big deal in the grand scheme of things, but still, it feels sad parting ways with them. Really gives you a sense of the flow of time. 


    Also, completely unrelated, but Argento Soma is a wonderful show.


    



    My mother—who loves imitating Funassyi—my father—who hates imitating Funassyi—thank you both.


    Oh, and also, the person who randomly gives me books they've read (an editor of sorts), I wonder if they're doing well? No idea.


    Thank you so much for purchasing this book. As for the sequel, there... will be one?


    



    



    Hitoma Iruma


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Hitoma Iruma


    "Iru-kuma, you're still doing Adachi?" "First, tell me, what's that thing?" "A bonus chocolate. I was gonna give it to you." "Chocolate, sure, but that's clearly a bonus for Otomodachi Robo. Stop bringing me this dangerous stuff."


    

      [image: ]

    


    



    Illustrator/Non


    I moved houses. I also got a fifth cat.
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