

  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    "You must always face things head on. If you don't, you won't be able to be true to yourself."


    That was something a middle school teacher whose name I could no longer remember had told me. While certainly a good piece of advice, I couldn't help but feel like it'd come too late. You see, the me back then wasn't the same person I'd once been. Instead, I more resembled a perfectly smooth rock, polished by the flow of the river in which it sat. You could say that I never hesitated nor stumbled, or if you wanted to be mean about it for some reason, that I didn't have any connections to hold me in place. Swiftly, time continued to flow.


    That was the sort of person I'd ended up growing to be.


    There was no singular event, no impetus to which my change could be traced down to. I'd simply moved from elementary to middle school and found myself surrounded by people who pushed way past the limits of what human relations ought to be like. Even now, I still viewed what I had done as nothing more than a form of adaptation.


    Whereas good, virtuous thoughts were something anyone could easily recognize, the negative ones, those had a tendency to sneak into your mind. Given this, it was often difficult for the most innocent of people—that was to say, children—to have any sort of resistance towards them, causing their overall situation to slowly get worse and worse. Furthermore, given that it was they themselves who had caused that to happen in the first place, no one would be kind enough to feel sympathy for them, to offer them a helping hand. I could only imagine what a painful experience that might be. Thankfully, I never had to experience it myself.


    You see, it was quite early that I came to this conclusion and chose to close up my heart, thus avoiding being hurt.


    While doing so did make it impossible for negative thoughts to sneak in, it also meant that nothing was able to get out. I could feel myself slowly grow unable to display interest towards what was around me. And yet, I didn't mind; I found the lack of mental fatigue that usually came with having to deal with attachment more pleasant than anything. Thus, I became a part of the flow.


    That was neither a good nor a bad thing in my mind, but rather, how the world was. Its natural state.


    When the sun begins shining intensely, you start feeling warm, and as winter approaches, you start feeling cold.


    Things before me kept on changing. And yet, I didn't. I remained mostly the same as ever.


    This went to explain why I never really questioned myself, my being, who I was as a person.


    After all, why would I? I was going to stay like I was for the rest of my life anyway.


    That was what I thought.


    



    There was no reason for me to change. I was good the way I was. I really did think that.


    Whether I met someone, whether I failed, whether my dreams and hopes grew distant, none of that mattered.


    As there was no point to chasing after anything, I figured that I might as well cast down my eyes and wait, wait for the pain and regret to fade away, for me to return to my usual self. That was exactly what I did, simply stood still and allowed things to pass me by.


    And yet, all of that changed when I met Shimamura. No longer was I allowed to simply ignore what was happening around me.


    No longer could I stay the way I was. I had to change.


    All of the stability I'd managed to build up vanished in an instant.


    I didn't have a place to stay anymore, somewhere I could feel content. Instead, I was left to constantly move forward.


    The progress wasn't smooth, and rather than being carried by the flow, I had to travel down it one stroke at a time.


    All because I wanted to get closer to the beauty before me.


    That had gotten me where I was now; putting all of my thoughts and feelings into one place, I decided to go ahead and ask Shimamura to come hang out. Unfortunately, her reaction wasn't quite what I had hoped for...


    "Huh? Sorry, not possible."


    Swiftly, she pushed her hand out in front of her and shook it from side to side.


    It really did feel like I'd just been punched in the gut. I stared at her, confused, prompting Shimamura to explain herself:


    "Oh, no, it's because we're going over to my grandparents' house. You know, the Obon festival."


    That was a perfectly respectable reason, no doubt about it. Really, if you were to list out all the possible things she could've said in terms of how valid they were, this one would've been near the top. Easily. I was also able to sigh in relief; it wasn't the case that I had been personally rejected.


    So, visiting your parents during Obon, huh? While I did know that was a custom, being someone with very weak connections to their relatives, it wasn't something I'd personally had much experience with.


    "I see..."


    I really should've called her first before coming here. I knew that was the right way to handle these situations. And yet, I couldn't do so; I was far too scared of my phone to even touch it.


    The earlier exchange had sown a seed of hesitation somewhere deep in my core.


    Plus, I had to admit, there was a side to me which felt a little satisfied being able to see her face. It made me calm.


    "Yep. Also, we're leaving today, so."


    "Right... I guess that makes sense, given the timing and all..."


    With nothing worthwhile to add, I was left to simply nod along. Also—and this is totally unrelated to everything—the shirt Shimamura was wearing was covered in drawings representing eggs. They were all cracked, but instead of egg yolk, what poured out from inside them were animals of all sorts of different species. Where did they sell shirts like that? Not at Shimamura, I would assume.


    "How many nights are you staying?" I decided to go ahead and ask, all the while wiping my palms clean of sweat.


    "The planned length of the stay is three nights and four days."


    Why did she choose to make her voice sound like that of a tour guide on a bus? I had no idea. Whatever the case, it did seem fitting. The way she turned her palms outwards, too.


    "I see. Well then, in four days, do you mind if... if I come by again?" I asked her, my voice trembling. Shimamura nodded her head slightly.


    "Sure, that's fine."


    Having stated that, she then went on to glance at my face. My expression was apparently quite telling, as quickly, she added the following:


    "Don't worry, I'll call you once I get back."


    "I'll be waiting."


    I really did mean that. I would be thinking about it constantly. Heck, if it was up to me, I'd stay in her room and wait for her there, all so that I'd get to see her ever so slightly faster.


    My mind continued to race with thoughts of that sort. Meanwhile, Shimamura remained as she was, her gaze bouncing between my forehead and neck. It almost looked like she was observing me. Why? Was something wrong? I froze up completely, only for her to turn around and walk back inside. Seriously, what was going on? I didn't have to wait for long to find out, as a few moments later, she returned, this time holding something in her hands.


    A bottle of mineral water and an ice cream, to be precise.


    "Since you went out of your way to come here. Wait, that's not right... Calling it a consolation prize kinda has a bad ring to it, doesn't it?"


    Still holding up the two items, Shimamura tilted her head to the side.


    "A reward so that you come again? No, that's even worse... A reward since it's so hot outside? Now that one doesn't even make any sense..."


    Just like that, she begun dissecting her sentence, scrutinizing what she'd just said in far more detail than was necessary. This was something I'd noticed about her; though usually very loose and relaxed in her approach to life, she did have a real tendency to get hung up on the weirdest things. I was like that too in a lot of ways.


    "Well, not like it really matters. Here you go", Shimamura stated, putting an end to the whole thing. A smile then appeared on her face as she handed me the two rewards (Was that a good term? Not sure).


    Instantly, I could feel a surge of heat hit me around the eyes.


    This was hardly something which deserved such a dramatic reaction, and yet, I simply couldn't help myself.


    I had no lid to speak of. It was for this exact reason I found myself so drawn in by Shimamura. And not just some part of her, but rather, her entire being.


    The whole situation came as shock to me. I didn't know what to say. I was stuck, unable to move. Thankfully, as Shimamura apparently didn't find my behaviour odd—or at least not odd enough to ask questions—I was left with ample time to fix my expression first before accepting the water and ice cream. They were both just as cold as you might have expected, offering sweet comfort to my palms—once again covered in sweat.


    "Careful now. The ice cream is going to melt if you clutch it that hard."


    Huh? Really? Panicking, I hurried to loosen my grip, nearly dropping the frozen treat in the process.


    It was honestly a miracle that I managed to save it.


    "Thanks", I stated while holding the bottle and ice cream next to my face, prompting Shimamura to lightly shake her hand:


    "No, no. It's no big deal."


    Immediately after she'd said this her parents walked out from inside the building. Knowing my time had come, I hung my head, gave her a quick "goodbye", and turned away. I'd barely left the premises of their house when the realisation finally came to me.


    No longer could I as much as perceive the ongoing heat wave; those sensations had been taken over by the warmth I felt talking with Shimamura.


    And yet, there was some cold as well. I was mainly referring to her kindness, her consideration to my feelings which lingered on my hands.


    I went ahead and held up the plastic bottle.


    Something about staring through the clear liquid inside which brought my mind straight back to the second floor of the sports hall.


    That was where it had all begun. As if every single cell in my body had been replaced, a new me was born.


    I held no lingering attachments towards my past self.


    You might as well purge my mind clean of what I was like in the past. None of that mattered to me. Not one bit.


    All I cared about was the current me, the me of tomorrow getting closer to Shimamura.


    Removing the bottle's cap, I took a sip of the mineral water.


    I wasn't doing so to indulge in memories. Rather, my goal was to offer vitality for the new me.


    Slowly but steadily, the liquid filled my mouth.


    



    Looking after Adachi as she walked away, I found myself wondering, was celebrating Obon not a custom in her household? She certainly did have the aura of a city person about her. What did I mean by that? Well, to put it simply, it always felt to me like she would be right at home surrounded by bars of reinforced steel. You know, pale, cleanly, cold.


    Living without any contact to the land.


    Hmm... Steel bars... Those had a tendency to get pretty hot. And so did she. A pretty big stretch, I'll admit, but in a weird way, it kinda fit.


    "Get yourself ready. We're leaving in just a bit."


    "Yeah, yeah", I replied to Mom. I then returned to my room, only to find Yashiro busy eating a stick ice cream on my bed. Was it one of ours? Or was it something she'd brought with her? Whatever the case, she sure seemed to be enjoying it. I couldn't help but spend the next few moments staring at her. There was something very soothing about the sight, her hair even more dazzling than the ice cream. That calmness was very much temporary, however, as soon, another thought passed through my mind: What did she think she was doing on my bed? I quickly moved to grab the girl by the nape of her neck.


    Just one of my slender arms was more than capable of lifting her up. Her arms and legs desperately swinging in air, Yashiro turned her gaze towards me.


    "What is the matter, Shimamura?"


    "I thought we had a deal. No sweets in bed."


    "We did? I don't remember anything of the sort."


    "Oh, maybe it was my sister then. Well, whatever. That goes for you too starting from today."


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    I made sure to carry her outside my bed before releasing her. Now free, Yashiro instantly leaned against me, using my legs almost like the back of a chair. This left me unable to move, and as I sat down, she wasted to time no get between my legs. It was quite warm even inside, and yet, for some reason, having her right next to me didn't make me feel the slightest bit sultry. As I'd recently discovered, that was always the case with her. Why? I wasn't quite sure. If anything, I was left feeling slightly refreshed thanks to her blueish colour scheme.


    With a wide grin on her face, Yashiro took the ice cream she'd just been eating and held it out to me.


    "Would you like a bite?"


    "Sure."


    I decided to accept her offer. I was already anticipating it to be so based on the colour of its core, but taking a bite, I discovered that the ice cream was strawberry flavoured.


    "How sweet."


    "Isn't it?"


    For whatever reason, Yashiro sounded really proud of herself as she said that. Also, now that I thought about it, wasn't the one I gave to Adachi also strawberry?


    Adachi and Shimamura: Strawberry Flavour.


    "......"


    Wouldn't be all that different from how it was now, I didn't think.


    Anyway, putting that topic aside, I went ahead and gripped Yashiro's cheeks.


    "Hmm..."


    Her cheeks were ridiculously soft. Stretching them, I continued staring at the girl.


    In some sense, she really might have been the one person I got along with the easiest. Hanging out with her... felt like it came with no baggage, no strings attached? I could just do it whenever I wanted and things would naturally sort themselves out? For better or worse, our relationship was perfectly casual. Someone had once commented that she resembled me, and I had to wonder, was this where that similarity was found?


    While the girl did always have a wide, innocent grin on her face and acted quite sociably, I couldn't shake the feeling that was merely a front. Hmm, wait... That probably wasn't the best way to put it... In any case, the impression I got from her was that nothing she did was planned out, as if she was simply coming up with things on whim to see what would happen.


    Thinking about it some more, that might have been the essence of what having a carefree personality was all about.


    "Hohhu hoo."


    What was she trying to say? I couldn't tell. Even so, I had to say, her cheeks sure were stretchy. I couldn't feel any bones, no matter how deep I poked my fingers.


    All that was transmitted to me through her cheeks was the coldness of the ice cream she was enjoying.


    "Ah, Yachii. When did you get here?"


    "Hello, Shou."


    Just then, my sister returned, her face covered in sweat. Why was she sweaty? Likely because she'd just finished carrying her fish tank over to our neighbour's house. You see, the fish would hardly survive going without food for the few days our house was going to be vacant, and because of that, she'd asked the old woman living next door to take care of them while we were gone. She really liked animals, that girl.


    So much so that she's even taken this weird creature in, I thought to myself while pinching a strand of Yashiro's fluffy hair between my fingertips.


    The combination of its texture and the light it emitted made it seem like it could easily be used as material for making ornaments and other crafts.


    "Would you like a taste?" Yashiro asked, offering the ice cream to my sister as well. Just like me, she too took a bite of it.


    Enjoying the taste of strawberry, the girl then turned her eyes towards me.


    "Dad said to tell you that we're leaving right now."


    "Oh, right. Yeah, yeah. I'm coming."


    I quickly rolled Yashiro off my lap and picked up the bag I'd prepared earlier.


    Given that we were simply going to be visiting my grandparents, I hadn't really taken all that much stuff with me.


    Now, if this was a trip to the ocean like that one Hino had gone on, that'd be a completely different story. I would likely need a second bag, or maybe even a third.


    After making sure that the windows were locked up, I headed towards the front door along with my sister.


    My parents were already waiting for us outside.


    "Sure took your time."


    It was Mom who spoke, almost sounding like a stereotypical street punk for some reason. Why was she acting that way? I wasn't quite sure. Then again, I suppose it wasn't really out of the ordinary as far as she was concerned.


    Ignoring her, I put my shoes on and stepped outside myself.


    "Now then, time to go. Well, before that..."


    There was something which needed to be resolved first. Instantly, all of our eyes turned towards Yashiro, standing there while staring back at us. She didn't seem to find the situation one bit strange, instead choosing to focus on licking her ice cream.


    "Hey", I called out to her after an awkward moment of silence. Softly, the girl tottered over to me.


    "What is it?"


    "Well, it's not really anything, but..."


    There was something about Yashiro's appearance, the way she stared our family with round eyes that made it difficult for me to decide what to say. Her blue pupils brought to mind the image of a globe when she opened them like that.


    A globe which trembled gently.


    "Are you all leaving together?"


    "Yes, we are."


    It was my sister who spoke, going out of her way to imitate Yashiro's way of speaking. I also took the opportunity to nod my head.


    "Oh, I see now."


    Had she really not noticed before? That was the impression I was left with. I figured she must have figured that something was up since everyone was busy getting things ready around her, but I guess not.


    "Well, in that case, enjoy your journey. I will watch over your house while you are gone."


    Apparently she still didn't understand what was going on. It kinda annoyed me, if I'm being completely honest.


    Putting genuine force into it, I grabbed her and tossed her outside our house.


    "Why?"


    "Because, even if you are sometimes treated like it, you're not actually part of our family."


    Plus, we'd have to ask the old lady next door to check on her daily, almost like she was a pet.


    That being said, I couldn't really imagine her doing anything bad. She'd probably just sleep a bunch.


    "I'll buy you a souvenir. Just be a good girl while we're gone, okay?"


    "I'm always good!"


    To finish off, my sister gave her head a quick pat. It really did make her look older than she was when she did that. Also, I had to say, it was quite strange how much pride Yashiro appeared to be taking in her comment.


    A souvenir, huh? Was it really a good idea to promise something like that all willy-nilly?


    I mean, our grandparents lived on the countryside. And I do mean actual countryside, the kind where you'd be hard-pressed to find a store, the kind that was increasingly rare these days.


    You barely saw any traffic lights there. Or people for that matter. Or cars.


    That left me with a question: What was there then?


    "......"


    A friend.


    A friend who I'd made ten years ago.


    Meeting him used to bring me endless joy. And yet, at some point, things had changed.


    These days, my heart was filled with an equal amount of misery and comfort.


    As if the bottom of my heart had been covered in rocks, I'd begun experiencing pain as well.


    "I'll be waiting for the souvenir."


    "Yeah, yeah. I'll be sure to bring you something."


    With Yashiro seeing us off, I got inside the car. What was even going on here? Honestly, I wasn't quite sure.


    I'd barely sat down when my phone rang with a text from Adachi. What might she have to say? I quickly opened the message, although let's just say, its contents didn't exactly answer my question.


    "What the heck is this?"


    It was a heart. That's all. No other text. Hmm... Did she perhaps mean to send something else?


    That might be a possibility, although it was hard for me to imagine what that something else might be that got converted into a heart by accident.


    A heart as red as a strawberry.


    Was she perhaps wishing me a safe journey? No, that didn't seem right either.


    "Hmm... Well, whatever."


    There was no need to think about it so hard. Instead, I decided to simply accept the message at its face value.


    I went ahead and sent her a heart back.


    With that done, it was time to lean back in my seat and let the car carry me away.


    Like a giant eyelid, the summer sun shining in through the window covered me in its glare.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    Should I attach a heart to the end of the message? I wasn't quite sure.


    I put it on to see what it would look like and... Whoa! It really stood out.


    Were I to send Shimamura something like this, it would no doubt catch her attention.


    I better delete it right away... Ah! Oh no! I accidentally sent just the heart!


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    The house of my grandparents (from my mother's side) was located upstream of a river. There were many of them in this region, and I felt like every time I glanced out through the window, my eyes happened to land on one. Also, as most of the days we spent here were sunny due to the season during which we usually visited, I'd often find myself temporarily blinded by the shimmer of light reflecting off the water's surface. Each year that passed, these same rivers appeared ever so slightly different, in part due of their own flow, but also because of that of time.


    Had I grown a little bit taller? Placing my hand on my head, that certainly was the impression I got.


    From the countryside characterised by dryness, we'd arrived to one where you could smell dirt everywhere around you.


    Though we were still technically within the same prefecture, the scenery surrounding us couldn't have been more different.


    The region was covered in rivers both big and small as mentioned earlier, and because of that, we were left to cross various bridges built here and there, forming almost a spiral of sorts when put together. Buildings and other structures became rarer and rarer as we proceeded forward, and soon, just as the valley scenery tinged with a shade of plainness began standing out, we crossed the final bridge and reached our destination: What stood before us now was my grandparents' house.


    If you were the sort of person who liked having a lot of parking space, then this was definitely the place for you. I really mean that; the plot of soil next to it was easily bigger than the house itself. The drainage left a lot to be desired, however, and in the indentation located at the very centre of the yard, there was a puddle of sizeable size likely left there by yesterday's rain. No sooner had I gotten out from the car than the song of cicadas filled my ears. There were no trees anywhere I could see, and yet, it still felt like the sound was coming from all four directions at once, almost like I was listening to a song in stereo.


    The thin layer of vegetation growing between the house and where we'd parked our car acted as a wall of sorts, and passing by it, what we found standing before us was the building's back wall. Why was the house set up in such a strange way? Who could tell. Whatever the reason, this meant that circling all the way around to the main entrance was far too bothersome for most visiting relatives—us included—making the handy backdoor the entryway of choice. We were still crossing the massive yard when something caught my eye. That something was an antiquated doghouse, its roof having grown dark from all the years it'd been in use. I went ahead and took a peek inside, but although there was a blanket there, its owner was nowhere to be seen. I quickly pulled my head away.


    You could really feel the warmth of the soil as you walked on it. You could also smell it. The smell brought to mind the image of something being burnt, scorched, and in a way, I couldn't help but feel like I'd returned home. My vision grew slightly wavy. Was the sun responsible for this, or was it perhaps something else? Again, I wasn't quite able to tell.


    "......"


    I'm sure they would have told us if he had passed away. I was sure of it. With that as my logic, I chose to believe that he was still alive.


    My mind filling with images of how weak he had been this time last year, I followed after my parents and entered the building.


    The drop in temperature as we stepped in was noticeable to say the least.


    "I'm home", Mom spoke, sounding quite cheerful and light-hearted in her tone. She didn't have to wait long for a reply:


    "Welcome, welcome. Your father is currently off visiting the neighbours, but I'm sure that he will be back in no time."


    My grandmother was the one who welcomed us in. But, it wasn't just her. There was someone else as well.


    That someone had been slouched down on the floor, but the instant he saw me, his head sprung up.


    "Gon!" I called out past Mom.


    Gon was an old dog. More than a couple of his teeth were missing, he was mostly blind in the left eye, and to top it all off, he had even started going deaf. And yet, here he was, wagging his tail as if in perfect health. I crouched down, and instantly, Gon leapt into my arms, almost as if giving me a hug. In response, I too patted his head and narrow back. This was how we always greeted each other. Given that our family only ever came here at this time of the year, it'd been pretty much exactly twelve months since we'd last done it.


    It felt so nice pressing my cheek against his prickly fur.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    "Hmph. Why does he only love Sis?"


    It was my little sister who spoke, her cheeks puffed in a way which signalled discontent. She did take a lot of pride in her ability to deal with animals, and I could only assume that was what was going on here.


    "Comes with the years."


    From the time he had been taken in as a puppy to now, Gon and I had always been friends.


    It was crazy to think how long ago that was. Nearly ten whole years. I'd been such a small child back then.


    "He was just lying there till you came along, Hougetsu. I bet he recognized you by the smell", my grandmother laughed. She was pretty much the same way as I remember her to be. Slightly older, sure, but not in a way that was particularly noticeable. You could even say that she was the exact opposite of Gon in that aspect.


    I remembered him leaping onto me to greet me when I was younger. There were even times when he got too excited and wet the floor. While he no longer acted that way, there was no doubt in my mind that it was simply a case of the years catching up to him. We were just as good of friends as we'd ever been. That was what I told myself.


    My grandparents did use to own a second dog as well, but unfortunately, that one passed away two years ago. I was planning on visiting his grave later on. Still, I wonder, would the same thing happen again? Would I once more begin doubting myself as I stood there, in front of his gravestone? There was one thing in particular that I was simply unable to recall, no matter how hard I tried.


    "Oh my. Hougetsu, you let your hair go back to normal?"


    "Ouch!"


    Without as much as a warning, my grandmother went ahead and pulled on my hair. It was just a few strands she was gripping, sure, but it still hurt a lot.


    "She finally quit being a delinquent", stated my sister. A delinquent? Just because I dyed my hair? Seriously, what generation was this kid part of.


    "How unfortunate. I thought it looked prettier that way."


    "Huh? You did? Really?"


    From the day I got it dyed till just now, not a single soul had ever complimented my hair. Well, I mean, the person who dyed it had, but that hardly counted for anything. It was her job.


    "Hehe. Of course."


    A grin appeared on the woman's face following her statement of approval.


    Was it alright for me to trust her? Hmm... It did sound an awful lot like she was pulling my leg.


    "Oh, he's back already? Sorry, sorry. I got myself lost there."


    Just then, my grandfather walked in through the front door. He was accompanied by another, equally old man. This one smelled like dirt, though, to a level where simply standing close to him made me cough. His skin was also pretty dark. Was it burnt by the sun, or was it that way naturally? I couldn't really tell. Whatever the case, it made his white beard stand out quite a bit. Combined with his turban and overall baggy clothes, the image that immediately came to my mind was that of a person living in the middle of a desert. I had to admire the man for even being able to walk dressed that warmly in this temperature. Also, worth mentioning, my little sister had hidden herself behind me at some point. Whereas I remembered this person and recognized him to be our grandparents' next door neighbour, I guess she didn't.


    "Ah, Old Man Iwaya."


    There was something distinctively childish about Mom's reaction. Based on the gleeful look which appeared on his face, I could only assume that the man thought the same.


    "If it isn't Yoshika", he greeted her in the same tone you would use when greeting a child.


    Huh. I had to say, Mom's name had a pretty weird ring to it coming from his mouth.


    "Hmm? What are you staring at?"


    Her reaction towards me on the other hand was far sharper.


    "Nothing. Just thinking about how odd that sounds."


    "Cheeky cheeky, Hougetsu."


    Before I knew it, the woman had grabbed my ears from behind and pinched them. This immediately prompted Gon to start barking. It was almost as if he was trying to intimidate her. I found myself quite startled too, in part because the sound was simply so loud but also because its source was right next to my ear. However, that wasn't all.


    I soon noticed something else.


    "Hehehe."


    Gon had chosen to take my side, mine. This realisation filled me with joy in its purest form, and before I knew it, an audible giggle had escaped my mouth.


    "Hmmm", Mom mumbled to herself in a way which hinted at something deeper before letting go of my ears. What that something might be, I didn't have the faintest clue; my goal was to simply ignore her in the hope that would put an end to this pointless exchange. Sadly, things didn't end up going quite so nicely, and soon, Mom took the initiative herself and stated the following:


    "Say."


    "What?"


    "What if I started calling you Hougechu from now on?"


    How on earth was this connected to anything we'd been talking about previously?


    "Houge... chu."


    "Shut up."


    Seriously, what went on in the head of this woman?


    Enough about that. I shifted my attention away from her, only to notice that my grandfather and the man with him were nowhere to be seen. Huh? Why? I was sure that they'd been here just a second ago. After a few more moments spent looking around, my grandmother came to the rescue and offered an explanation.


    "Oh, him? He went to play mahjong with his friends."


    You could tell by her voice that she was astounded, shocked even. So, that's what it was, huh? My grandfather had never been one for prolonged greetings, and by the look of it, it seemed that he still wasn't. I couldn't help but laugh a little. As I did, I noticed Gon's tail waggling in front of me. The fur covering it appeared quite worn out and somewhat patchy in places. Similarly, the speed at which he moved was nothing compared to how he had been in his prime.


    "Gon..."


    Once more I recited his name while patting his back. Doing so, I could feel some sort of moisture running through the depths of my chest. It was almost as if my heart itself was sweating.


    As much as I enjoyed playing with Gon, I knew that it was about time I started unpacking my luggage. With that in mind, I distanced myself from him and began making my way towards the room that had been allocated to me and my sister—currently walking up the narrow stairs closely behind me. The house didn't really have much of a second floor to speak of. There was this room, and, well, that was pretty much it. Also, worth mentioning, I was told this was the same room Mom had used back when she still lived here. As for the room itself, it was quite small, around the size where trying to fit in anything resembling a large bed would be a serious headache. Not only that, there was random junk lying everywhere. The place was completely out of order—just like Mom had left it.


    A pile of old issues of Shounen Jump could be seen inside the closet standing opposite to the bed.


    Fun fact about said closet: A picture representing the night sky of a faraway city had been painted across the folding screen which acted as its door. There was nothing more relaxing than staring at it while lying in bed after the lights had been turned off. You could see palm trees and what appeared to be an ocean beach, leading me to assume that the city pictured wasn't meant to be in Japan. If nothing else, neither of those two things were part of my daily milieu.


    "The bed hasn't gotten any bigger since the last time, I see."


    As mentioned earlier, there was nowhere near enough space for a second bed here, meaning that I had to share the one the room did have with my sister. This allowed me to get a good sense of just how much more cramped it felt each passing year.


    Hmm... I suppose it was really her who was growing, not me. And if it was the other way around, well, we had far bigger problems on our hands then. I went ahead and gripped my stomach through my clothes just to make sure.


    "There'd be more room if you lost some weight, Sis."


    "Ahaha."


    Make no mistake, the girl's fearless comment earned her a hefty punishment.


    Leaving her to roll on the floor, I exited the room and returned downstairs. I decided to look for Gon for no particular reason, and a few moments later, I'd already found him slouched down in the shadows cast at the corner of the living room, away from the burning sun. While his eyes were closed initially, the second I crouched next to him, they sprang open. I quickly shook my hand as if telling him it was nothing. The message was apparently conveyed to him as soon enough, his eyelids fell back down.


    Paying no attention to the cicadas which had entered the room at some point, I remained like I was, quiet, in perfect tranquillity.


    It was only when I was with Gon that time appeared to lose all of its colour and turn almost monochrome.


    Staring at Gon, the impression I got was that the joy he'd felt reuniting with me had been such that it'd drained him of all of his strength and left him completely exhausted.


    So, that's how it was, huh? He'd been happy?


    His feelings were likely similar to how I felt.


    I went ahead and sat down next to the old dog. Quiet, barely breathing, I shared the air with him.


    My grandparents used to own a second dog as well, and while barks could be heard echoing throughout the house back then, these days, with only Gon around, it was mostly silent. The other dog had died around two years ago. He was even older than Gon was right now, and if I'm being completely honest, the fact that he'd lived as long as he had was a miracle in and of itself. If I had to rate our relationship, I'd say that we got along relatively well, although at the same time, it was a far cry from how I was with Gon. I supposed the timing played a big role there; whereas Gon had been but a puppy the first time I met him, the other dog, he was already a full-grown adult.


    I wonder, had I cried when I heard that he'd died?


    That was the one thing I couldn't recall for whatever reason.


    I'd probably felt horrible. My chest had likely hurt. And yet, the memory just wouldn't come to me.


    I could remember it having been a warm summer day. Assuming I had cried, that would have caused my sweat and tears to blend together, forming a mixture where it was impossible to tell one apart from the other.


    "......"


    Looking at Gon now, it was clear just how weak he was.


    I remembered last year being worried that there wouldn't be a next one.


    Those worries had obviously proven themselves to be unfounded, but what about now? Would the trend continue?


    When the day came that Gon died, would I cry?


    Simply asking myself that caused my chest to become clogged with something dark. I could barely breathe.


    



    If I had to describe the sensation, I'd say that it was kinda similar to holding in your hands a lottery ticket which hadn't won.


    I knew for a fact that whatever I did, wherever I went, there was absolutely zero percent chance that I would run across Shimamura for the next two days. It was hard to put into words why, but something about that rubbed me the wrong way. It was as if the town had all of a sudden lost everything that made it interesting to me. I had no motivation to leave the house, none whatsoever.


    Never before had I realised just how slowly time really moved. I sat slouched over my desk, occasionally changing from one position to another. Three days? More like an eternity. Eternity without her, to be precise; when Shimamura was around, those same three days felt shorter than the time it took me to blink. Sitting there, my soul slowly being eaten away at by the tedium, I was forced to come face to face with the fact that the current me truly had nothing else going for her. I was empty. And yet, I didn't mind. That was, as long as Shimamura was with me. Should I call her? Or perhaps text her? Or maybe it would be better if I did neither of those things? Nervously, my hand moved back and forth as I gauged my options.


    I knew things were just going to get awkward if I kept bothering her all the time. I also didn't have anything in particular to talk about; having topics of conversation available to you required you to do more than lie in bed all day. I could go outside, sure, but I was so utterly dependant on Shimamura to actually do anything that I'd probably just end up walking around in the most suspicious way possible. Really? I would? Whatever, let's just move on.


    I pulled myself up from the desk and shifted my attention towards the calendar hanging on the wall. I was hardly going to forget which day Shimamura was returning on as that was pretty much the only thing on my mind, and yet, each time my eyes came across the red circle drawn around it, I found my chest squeezing tight. I'd start shaking as if someone had plucked the tightened string which was my emotions, leaving me unable to sit still. Round and round, I circled my room... round and round.


    I wanted to be with Shimamura so bad.


    Not a single day had passed since she left, and yet, I was already dying to see her again.


    After a few dozen circles around the room, I hopped onto my bed and buried my face into the pillows.


    Doing so caused the world around me to grow perfectly dark, and for the briefest moment, I found myself wanting to remain like this until Shimamura came back.


    I closed my eyes, my sole goal being to endure the situation I had been placed in.


    I knew that the next time I opened them, I'd find something wonderful before me.


    That was the only reason I was doing so. There was nothing about the darkness, the black void which I liked. Not anymore.


    Speaking of, I wonder, what was Shimamura's favourite colour? That seemed like such a basic question, and yet, as I now realised, I had no idea how to answer it. There were still so many things that I didn't know about her, so many gaps between us. At the same time, I also wanted to fill those gaps. I wanted to learn more about her. Having now found the topic of conversation which I'd been looking for, I went ahead and reached for my phone.


    "I was curious, what is your favourite colour?"


    That was the message I typed out. A bit overly polite, you say? I completely agree. I just wish I would've come to that conclusion before hitting the send button, not after.


    I waited for a few moments, my body swinging from left to right with my hands gripping my phone tight between my legs, until at last, a reply arrived.


    "Blue, I think? Maybe white?"


    "Really now? Huh."


    I'd honestly been expecting her to reply with something to the effect of "I don't really have one", and as such, her giving me a real answer came as bit of a shock.


    The image of her dyed hair appeared in my mind. Looking back to it now, that truly had been something else.


    I seriously wish I would've taken a photo or something.


    That wasn't to say that I didn't like how she currently looked. I certainly did. Heck, I might even go ahead and take a photo with her once she got back.


    Anyway, I could think about that later. I had far more important things to be focusing on right now.


    Blue and white, huh? Hmm... I opened my drawer and checked my clothes, only to find that I owned barely anything blue. As for white ones, well, I had even fewer of those. I went ahead and added some items onto my mental shopping list. Still, I had to wonder, would me choosing my clothes in accordance to what she liked run the risk of us sharing a colour palette when we met? Would we... match? No, no. That wasn't what mattered here. More importantly, would it be super obvious what I was doing? I mean, I had just asked her what her favourite colours were. Would she find that off-putting? Would she think that I was weird? Blue and white were colours that I liked as well, and as such, it kinda felt like... I don't know. I hadn't even purchased anything yet, and here I was, losing my mind over it. I couldn't help but get the impression that with every day that passed, my condition kept growing worse and worse.


    It'd probably be okay for me to ignore the whole colour thing when it came to choosing what underwear to put on, huh? I just mean, was I really going to wind up in a situation where I'd have to show them to her? Probably not. Wait, no... Definitely not. Those thoughts instantly caused my mind to grow blurry, and before I knew it, I'd subconsciously slammed my forehead against the drawer. Well, not really "slammed"; it was more like I'd pressed it against the wooden wall and rubbed it really hard.


    After the pain passed and I managed to calm down, I reached into the corner of the drawer and pulled out the swimsuit which lay folded there. It was the same one I'd worn when I visited the swimming pool with Shimamura. That'd been the very first time I'd ever used it, and in the same vein, also the last. Hmm, a swimsuit... Should I buy another one of those?


    Seriously, what was I supposed to do? I didn't get the impression that Shimamura and I would be going swimming anytime soon, and yet, for some reason...


    I turned my eyes towards the bottom half of the calendar.


    We'd almost reached the midway point of summer break. By the time autumn rolled around, I would no longer have any use for a swimsuit. The same was true of winter. No, they were only useful during summer. To that point, I honestly couldn't begin to imagine the series of events which would need to take place in order for us to end up visiting the swimming pool again. It was for that reason exactly why I felt it to be so important to have one ready at all times.


    On the bright side, money wasn't really an issue for me.


    The part time job I'd originally started to kill time made sure of that. While my salary wasn't anything to brag about, I'd still managed to save up a sizeable sum over time. The problem came with trying to spend it; hobbies, things that I wanted to buy, I didn't have any of those. But, maybe that wasn't a bad thing.


    As I'd recently learned, saving money for moments like these was far better than wasting it.


    It was a very precious sensation, I felt, knowing that you'd spend your money right.


    Speaking of work, it eventually came time for me to go there. I left the house without as much as bothering to change my clothes. The song of cicadas greeted me the second I walked outside, and in a way, even it sounded slightly more relaxed than normal. Summer truly had hit its peak and was now starting to wrap up. 


    The first half of summer had been embodied by intense sunlight. I felt that in my body as well as in my soul.


    As for the second half, I wonder, what was it going to hold?


    I continued pedalling forwards, and with droplets of sweat dripping down my face, I eventually reached the Chinese restaurant where I worked. Worth noting, the establishment had actually changed its name at some point. It'd honestly been a pretty forced transition. I mean, sure, a new yet shabby-looking sign had been installed on top of the previous one, but other than that, not much had changed; the staff, the interior, even the types of food on offer, those were the same as ever. Was there rhyme or reason to any of this? I really didn't have the faintest clue. It might be some feng shui thing for all I knew. Whatever the case, I couldn't help but get a bad feeling about it; the kinds of stores which had to resort to these sorts of superficial marketing tricks didn't tend to stick around for long.


    I entered the restaurant through the back door like I always did and changed my clothes in the dressing room (which also doubled as an office for some odd reason).


    It was only when I put on my usual China dress that the realisation hit me: This thing was blue.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    There was a real possibility that the praise the dress had received from Shimamura was at least in part due to its colour.


    Doing my best to hold the annoying slit which ran up the hem closed, I entered the restaurant side, and immediately, the store manager tottered over to me in her usual penguin-esque walk.


    Behind her stood a girl who I'd never seen before.


    "Say hello to our new employee. She'll be working here for summer break."


    Like me, the girl was also young, and I could only assume it was for that reason she too had been made to wear a China dress. Its embroidered flower pattern was quite similar to mine, although that was where the similarities ended: Whereas my dress was blue, hers was bright red. To further build up the contrast between us, nothing about her behaviour suggested that she was embarrassed to stand there.


    China dresses were definitely not a piece of clothing the average person would've had the opportunity to try out, and yet, for some reason, it almost looked like she was used to wearing one.


    Also, I should mention, the girl's legs were really long. A bit too long even, I would say.


    "I look forward to working with you. I hope you can show me around."


    "Oh, umm... Right."


    This was the first time in my life that I'd worked with someone who appeared to be even remotely my age. There'd been one lady who came pretty close, being just slightly older than me, but even she had ended up quitting at some point. Or not; for all I knew, she could've just been moved to work at another establishment.


    The Taiwanese-run Chinese restaurants in this town were all connected to one another in some way, and as such, it was not at all uncommon for employees to be shuffled around when the need came.


    Not that it really mattered from the worker's point of view. And yet, I had to wonder, why was it that we'd hired someone new? As far as I knew, we weren't getting anywhere near enough customers to warrant that. Was the restaurant perhaps starting to go under? The fact that they'd felt it necessary to create a whole new sign to attract customers definitely made it seem so. Then again, there was hardly a reason for me to be worrying about such things; even if the place did go bankrupt, I'd just quit this job and be done with it.


    I had already saved enough money to spend on Shimamura. Spend with Shimamura? No, that didn't sound right either. Regardless.


    "Hey, sorry", a voice called out to me. I quickly turned around, only to find the new girl—my junior, I suppose, even if it hardly felt that way—standing there. "What", I asked using my eyes, prompting her to smile at me brightly. It was quite difficult to tell when I was the one wearing it, but looking at her now, I was made aware just how eye-catching the lustre of the China dress truly was.


    "Are you younger than me? It's just, nothing about you gives me the impression that you've worked here for a long time."


    What a bold assumption to make. It seemed that the girl had already come to a conclusion and was only asking me to confirm her suspicions.


    I gave her no answer. And yet, she remained where she was.


    "Hmm..." I could hear the girl—most likely older than me—mumble to herself while tilting her head with her hand pressed against her chin. If I'm being completely honest, this whole situation made me feel quite uncomfortable.


    "I remember seeing you before somewhere."


    Hmm? Could it be? It kinda felt like if were I to speak out my suspicions here, that might give life to a whole different story.


    That something might happen if I just focused on the person before me.


    "Well, I don't remember seeing you."


    I chose not to do so in the end. Why? Because I simply had no need for it.


    Rejecting her, I turned around and walked away from the girl. As much as having a sociable personality was a good thing, I really felt like what she was doing here crossed into the territory of acting over-familiar.


    Shimamura too had tendency to approach me in a very casual manner, and yet, when she did so, I found it almost pleasant. It was nothing at all like what was happening here.


    So then, what exactly was the difference between the two of them? I simply didn't know. I kept thinking about it the whole time while serving customers, and yet, I still wasn't able to reach a solid conclusion.


    There was only one thing I knew for certain: I was utterly incapable of thinking about Shimamura without losing my focus. My imagination quickly began jumping all over the place, and before I knew it, the situation had gotten completely out of hand. Likewise, my usually tight expression started to soften, and despite my best efforts to keep myself in check, doing so only caused further thoughts of Shimamura to flood my mind. I suppose you could call this a vicious cycle. However, personally, I didn't mind it at all.


    The restaurant's air conditioner was no match for the burning-hot feelings running through me. I went ahead and reached for them, in the process experiencing the truth—the real reason for why I felt this way.


    It was quite difficult to put it in concrete terms.


    I couldn't help but feel like were I to actually say my feelings out loud, they would simply dry up and crumble away, like dust.


    Whatever the case, I now understood that it had to be her. Shimamura was the one.


    



    Whenever we visited my grandparents, we always had the same type of food for dinner. This time was no exception.


    What was it? Meat cutlets. Both pork and chicken. A whole load of them had been prepared, and I could only assume that was due to us being here; no way did they eat this much on the regular. Besides the cutlets, there was also some local miso on offer to act as sauce. I could almost feel myself shrink in terms of height as I glared at both them. It was like I was returning to my childhood.


    Of course, that was merely an illusion; when I actually sat down and glanced at my grandmother sitting opposite of me, I noticed that even she was quite a bit shorter than I was.


    "Thank you for the food", I stated with my hands pressed together. Sitting next to me, my sister did the same. It was only polite to do so. And yet, Mom seemed to disagree; by the time I pulled my hands apart, she'd already begun eating. A wide grin formed on the woman's face as she proceeded to munch down the cutlets covered in miso. In particular, her smile was aimed towards my grandmother.


    It was there that it hit me: This used to be where Mom lived. This was her house growing up.


    The place where she'd spent her childhood.


    "The best thing about coming here to visit is that I don't have to cook."


    Great delight could be heard in the woman's voice as she stated that, promptly earning herself a sigh of disapproval coming from my grandmother.


    "If you keep that up, there won't be any left for the children to eat."


    "Oh, no. It's fine."


    There was clearly far more food on offer here than a party of our size could reasonably consume. If anything, we'd probably end up having to save the leftovers and then eat them for lunch tomorrow. That was something that always tended to happen when we visited.


    "Exactly", my grandfather nodded. He was also dining with us. Dad felt it necessary to participate too, choosing to gently shake his head from side to side. He was typically a very light eater, that man. Speaking of light eaters—or the opposite, really—had Yashiro been here, she would likely have had no trouble whatsoever munching down every last cutlet on the table. Though her small size might trick you into thinking otherwise, let me tell you, that girl was a real glutton. I wonder, was she doing okay? She hadn't sneaked into our house or anything like that, had she? I honestly wouldn't even be surprised; she was very much like a pet in that sense. For more reasons than one, I could never rest easy when I had to take my eyes off her.


    Pouring some miso onto my cutlet, I shifted my attention towards Gon, now slouched down in a corner over at the kitchen.


    He was currently pecking at a thin slice of dry bread my grandmother had given him. In terms of size, the slice was closer to what you would've expected to be fed to a small bird rather than a grown dog. Adding to this, Gon's mouth moved quite slowly, almost reluctantly, leaving me with the impression that he was all but forcing himself to eat.


    Back in the day, giving him any sort of snack would cause him to endlessly pester you for more, but now, that was no longer the case.


    Speaking of which, the expression on his face when he used to do that—or rather, his behaviour—it kinda resembled Adachi.


    Not to say that Adachi was annoying or clingy or anything like that. She really wasn't. And yet... And yet, what she'd done the other day, that seriously had gone a step too far. I had not the slightest clue what it was she'd tried to convey; the way she jumped from one point to the next with no apparent rhyme or reason made it impossible for me to follow along. By the time she finished, I kinda wanted to ask her to rewind to the beginning and start over, but as doing so hardly felt appropriate in the moment, I instead ended the call, still unsure what exactly I'd just witnessed.


    The fact that she'd been crying the whole time certainly didn't make trying to interpret her words any easier.


    I mean, seriously; her sentences had soon begun melting together, and by the end of it, all I could hear on the other side of the call was the sound of her sobbing uncontrollably. The only parts even remotely intelligible came when she said my name.


    It was similar to how I imagined it would feel like if someone were to pour over-cooked porridge down my ears.


    At the same time, looking back to it now, I couldn't help but wonder if I'd perhaps done something wrong.


    Maybe it would've been for the best had I acted more brave and asked her to repeat herself.


    "Hmm..."


    What was the right thing to do here? I continued thinking about it while munching down on the last bits of breading left in my mouth. I could bring the topic up again, I suppose, but that just seemed like such a massive pain. Should I act like nothing had happened then? Hmm, that might be the safest option. I wouldn't really be solving the problem as much as pushing it aside, sweeping it under the rug, and while that would definitely ease the burden on me at the moment, I just couldn't help but feel like it'd one day come back to bite me in the butt.


    It was kinda similar to neglecting your studies, only to find yourself having to work twice as hard later on.


    Summer break was ending, and soon, I would start my second school term for the year.


    Adachi would too, most likely.


    "Watch out, Sis. You're creating an ocean of miso."


    "Huh?"


    Prompted by the girl's comment, I turned my eyes towards my plate, only to find the thing covered in miso just like she'd said, with a cutlet I'd not yet finished swimming in the middle of it all.


    "Oh no!"


    Panicking, I reached for the poor cutlet, rescuing it as quickly as I could. Unfortunately, I was too late; by the time I managed to pick it up, its delicious breading had already grown completely soggy.


    "Hehe", Mom laughed. It almost sounded like she was taunting me. Quite the disgraceful thing to do for someone of her age, I had to say.


    I went ahead and flicked my chopsticks at the woman, flinging a few droplets of miso her way in the process.


    "I definitely don't want to grow up to be like you."


    "Like you could even if you wanted to. Hehe."


    Seriously, what was going on here? I was far too confused to even get mad.


    "Speaking of. Mother, is your knee doing better? I remember you complaining about it a while back."


    The area around her mouth covered in miso, Mom went ahead and changed the subject. What exactly did she mean by "speaking of"? Was this somehow related to what we'd been talking about earlier? I couldn't tell; this was all news to me. Quickly, everyone's eyes turned towards my grandmother.


    "Hmm, yes, it healed", the old woman stated bluntly, continuing to chew on her chicken cutlet.


    "Really? So, you're all good now?"


    "As good as you can be at this age."


    Another blunt comment. It almost sounded like she was trying to dodge the question, to avoid answering it.


    There was something about those words of hers that really made me think. Before I knew it, I'd instinctively shifted my attention towards Gon.


    He was still lying there in the corner of the kitchen, his muddy eyes staring into space.


    By no means was his condition one I would describe as being good. I mean, at least he wasn't in pain, but that was really the best thing I could say about him.


    Bound by his disabilities, I wonder, what was it that Gon wanted from this world?


    Peace of mind? Freedom?


    Or perhaps something more forward-facing?


    "Hmm... So salty."


    It probably came as a surprise to no one, but the miso-soaked cutlet I was eating really packed a punch. I'd even go as far as to say that it was slightly too flavoured for my taste.


    To make matters worse, there was still a literal mountain's worth of the stuff left on my plate.


    "Eat it all, hey hey~. Leave no leftovers, hey hey~. Once you're done, lick your plate clean, hey~!"


    "....."


    Reap what you sow and all that, yes, but in that moment, I too found myself wanting to be set free.


    



    I had my phone and my swimsuit, both neatly lined up. Hmm... Looking at it again, this truly was quite the bizarre situation I found myself in.


    My eyes jumped between the two objects. I'd bought the swimsuit on my way back from work with the intention of showing it to Shimamura, and while it had seemed like a great idea back then, I now had to wonder, was it? Or was it just stupid? Definitely. It was definitely stupid. Alright, good; I managed to stop myself in time before messing up. You could say that I was acting quite level-headed today compared to how I was usually. And yet, despite all of that, I was still just as curious to hear what she thought of the swimsuit as I'd been in the store.


    How nice would it be to once more go with her somewhere I could use it.


    Hmm... Should I ask her? Thinking that, I leaned over to my phone. I mean, sure, we'd visited the pool earlier, but that was hardly a reason why we couldn't go. I had so many other places in mind too, so many places that I wanted to visit with her.


    Like, a summer festival, for example. I'd definitely like to attend one of those. 


    Back when I was still a child, I'd been taken by my parents to visit one. I still remembered the sky and all the different colours which had filled it. So many thoughts had passed through my mind while I was there. And yet, I'd been utterly incapable of expressing any of them.


    I had a feeling that this time, things would be different. I'd be able to enjoy myself without holding back.


    The specifics of the destination didn't really matter; the fact that Shimamura was with me was more than enough to make going anywhere meaningful, valuable. I truly believed so.


    It was for that reason I decided to push back my fears and call her.


    All that cowering in fear was going to result in was me losing my chance.


    The memory of that night was still fresh in my mind. The only thing I'd been able to do back then was watch as she walked away from me, and even now, simply thinking about it made me feel like I might break into tears.


    Summer festival. Shimamura had been there, laughing and smiling, and next to her, there'd stood another girl. The impression I was left with was that the two were close. Very close.


    Just who was she? I really wanted to know. And yet, I was also scared. Scared to hear those words coming from Shimamura's mouth. I didn't want her to tell me about the other girls she was friends with, how close she was to them. Were that to ever happen, there was a real chance that my ears might straight-up catch fire. The flames of jealousy would consume my body. That was all to say, I had not the slightest bit of confidence in my ability to remain still, to keep my emotions in check. I'd already blown up on her once, and while she met me with patience back then, I couldn't be sure that she'd be as kind were I to do it again. She might very well abandon me for all I knew. And if there was one thing I didn't want to happen no matter what, it was that.


    I had to keep myself under control. I knew that. And yet, whenever I thought about Shimamura, whenever we met, a flood of emotion instantly rushed over me. A violent storm began raging in the very centre of my heart, one which grew more fierce with each second that passed. Allowing myself to get too excited was certainly not something I should be doing, but neither was distancing myself from her. The right path forward lay somewhere in between. You needed to be able to balance between the two extremes, which in turn required experience. Experience which I lacked.


    Looking at myself from an objective point of view, it was clear that I was still very much a child.


    Case in point, my calendar: Only a single one of its many dates had been circled.


    Three more days remained.


    That was where Shimamura was right now, far away, beyond the calendar. I wonder what she was up to.


    "......"


    I wanted to hear her voice. I wanted to have a connection to her, even if it was over the phone.


    After all, it was only when we were talking that I could be sure that she was thinking about me.


    I went ahead and picked up the device. I was scared, yes, but those feelings were far outweighed by the passion burning within me.


    Not wanting to surprise her or anything like that, I decided to text her first to make sure it was okay.


    "May I call you?"


    That was the message I ended up going with. Having sent it, all I could do now was sit there and wait.


    Hmm... I wonder, why was it that I'd felt it necessary to sound so overly polite?


    



    "So, yeah. I'm currently at my grandparents' house. If you think where we live is in the middle of nowhere, then oh boy, you should really check this place out."


    "Right, right. I guess that is something you do during Obon."


    The sun had at last set, and with it, the bright day had switched over to a night filled with the song of cicadas. I was currently making my way through the darkness, all the while talking with Tarumi on the phone. She'd asked me if I wanted to hang out tomorrow, but as I was stuck here, far away, I had no choice but to decline her invitation. My words had apparently brought her mind to the past as what she stated next was the following:


    "I kinda remember you bringing me something as a souvenir way back."


    "Really? I don't remember that at all."


    "Hmm, maybe I'm just imagining it then. It's not like our prefecture has any special goods or stuff it's known for."


    "Sure it does. Persimmons, for example. Ayu fish too. Oh, and can't forget about mashed sweet potatoes."


    Though I had lived here my entire life, all the things I'd just listed were the sort people from other prefectures would think about when describing ours. Meanwhile, I arrived at the doghouse and crouched down.


    My grandparents' house was hardly what I'd describe as being large, and because of that, I'd decided it would be for the best if I had the call outside. Wouldn't want to bother anyone babbling to myself.


    "Maybe. I do still think this is a really boring town with nothing of interest around. Speaking of... Shima, have you ever thought about moving to live in an actual city?"


    "A city? Hmm..."


    "Yeah. Like, entering a university in Tokyo. Or if not Tokyo, then at least Nagoya."


    The intensity at which those words came out of her mouth gave me the impression that was very much something Tarumi herself wanted to do. Leaving the town... Hmm... Honestly, I might not be against that. Though I obviously couldn't say for sure, based on what I heard, it was quite nice living in a large city. If nothing else, the old lady from next door was always talking about how neither of her children had looked back after moving to Tokyo.


    They saw it as being attractive, and most likely, Tarumi did too.


    "I haven't given it much thought. I'm not even sure if I want to go to university yet."


    That was the answer I gave her, earning myself quite the shocked reaction.


    "Huh? Really? You're going to find yourself a job and start working once you pass high school?"


    She was practically yelling into my ear. Was it really that surprising? I suppose so. Regardless, I really didn't have the sort of motivation in me that going to university and actually putting effort into studying required. Well, in that case, don't go. That was what I imagined Mom would say to me were I to ask her for advice.


    "Yep, I'll find a job. I honestly like it here."


    What about the bakery nearby? Would that do? I definitely liked eating baked goods. Plus, I even knew a few adults who worked there. Wait... Were those really the deciding factors? Probably not. And yet, I wasn't able to come up with any jobs that I would actually like doing. I had no outlook on the matter.


    Even now, the world around me was perfectly dark. I tried peering inside the doghouse, but I couldn't see anything.


    Nothing lived there.


    "......"


    "Hmm... Sure, I guess."


    Tarumi's voice circled around me, as if checking my surroundings. Like a wild animal observing something it wasn't familiar with.


    I wonder, were she here in person, how would I come across to her?


    I went ahead and changed the subject so that I didn't have to find out.


    "By the way, did you call me to ask for a souvenir?"


    "Huh? No, nothing like that. No. I didn't. Well... If I could get something, then sure, that would be nice."


    Tarumi finished her sentence with a small laugh. Hmm, did I have anything I could give her? Thinking about that, I decided to stick my hand into the doghouse. There, in the darkness, my fingers came across a blanket. I gripped the thing and pulled it outside.


    The blanket was not stiff or rough, but instead, extremely soft.


    Bringing it close to my face, I was able to tell that this was the same blue-green blanket I remembered from years back. I'd personally bought it for the doghouse, and unlike that place in all of its filth, the warm piece of fabric was quite clean. Care had been put into making sure that it was washed regularly. It was washed, and then placed here.


    In the doghouse which was no longer used.


    The realisation hit me, and for the next few moments, I found myself at a loss for words.


    Unconsciously, I began treading through the darkness in search for my grandmother.


    "Shima? Are you there?"


    "Yeah, umm, sorry. It's nothing. I'll buy you a souvenir if I happen to find something."


    I was now talking way faster than I had been just moments earlier.


    "It's fine, it's fine. Really, the only souvenir I want is... is to be able to see you."


    Speaking of talking fast, Tarumi sure was holding her own.


    "See me?"


    "Yeah. Like... That'd be enough. That's all I want. Wait, no, what I mean is... Sorry. I don't know what I'm saying."


    Her words merged together to form something between a long-winded monologue and a sincere apology. Letting them flow past me, I gently returned the blanket where I'd picked it up from.


    I suppose this was the essence of sentimentalism.


    Something slightly painful, as if a wave of cold air had entered your chest, leaving you to feel hollow inside.


    "Well then, I think it's about time I take my leave. I feel like I might lose it soon if I keep going", Tarumi stated cheerfully. What was she talking about? I wasn't quite sure. Whatever the case, it was difficult for me to imagine that it was anything positive.


    "Umm, sure. Whatever you say. Anyway, bye."


    "Yep. Can't wait to see you back here, Shima!"


    "Yeah, yeah."


    With those soft words, I ended the call.


    Then, approximately ten seconds later...


    "May I call you?"


    ...a text message arrived from Adachi. I was quite the celebrity, wasn't I? Just joking, in case that wasn't obvious.


    Adachi always did this—ask for permission—before calling me. On one hand, I had to wonder if it wouldn't be easier for everyone if she just skipped the act and called me straight, but on the other, it did make her seem quite humble. That was one aspect of her I certainly didn't dislike. Why? Because it showed off well what type of person she was.


    "You may", I texted her back, only for my phone to instantly start ringing. I couldn't help but smile a little.


    An image came to my mind of Adachi patiently sitting on top of her bed, waiting for me to reply.


    "Yes, I'm here."


    "Hello."


    It kinda felt to me like our greetings would've made more sense if reversed.


    "Shimamura?"


    "Yeees", I repeated, stretching the word out for some reason. An insect I didn't quite recognize based on sound alone could be heard singing in the background.


    "Umm... Have you been doing well?"


    "Have I? Sure. Stretched out my speaking muscles just earlier talking to a friend."


    I didn't think much about saying that in the moment, but in retrospect, maybe I should have. There was a possibility that Adachi might get grumpy again. Hmm... She really was impossible to deal with, wasn't she? There was certainly a part of me that felt that way.


    Knowing full well that I shouldn't be talking about others given my own situation and all, the impression I got from Adachi was that dealing with others really wasn't her thing. Despite this, she was trying her absolute hardest to get closer to me, and though a part of me did wonder why exactly that was, I couldn't help but feel like asking her directly would once again lead us down a path I would rather not travel.


    Then again, it might be that holding those things in, allowing them to pile up and fester was precisely what had caused the earlier incident to happen in the first place.


    Human relationships were something which required both time and effort.


    This was even more true when you were dealing with someone so complicated.


    "Gulp."


    I could hear the sound of Adachi swallowing coming through the phone. Was she drinking something? Or was she perhaps simply sucking in extra air?


    Whatever the case, I really did get the impression that this was tough on her.


    "So... Shimamura, what is it like over there?"


    Sounding a little stiff, Adachi went ahead and changed the subject. While I would still be hard-pressed to call this natural, she was definitely improving.


    "What is it like? Sorry, what do you mean?"


    "Like... Are you feeling nostalgic? Does the air feel good in your lungs? I haven't experienced anything like that myself, so I wouldn't know..."


    "Oh, I get it now. Hmm, yeah, I guess you could say that it's pretty nostalgic."


    That was a lie.


    It also opened up a whole bunch of different questions, but instead of answering any of them, what I did was change the subject myself.


    "What about you, Adachi? What have you been up to today?"


    "Me? Umm, I went to work."


    "Really now? Well done, well done."


    "Also, I bought a swimsuit on my way back home."


    "A swimsuit? Don't you already own one of those?"


    An image came to my mind of how she'd been dressed during our earlier pool trip. She really had been on the offensive that day.


    "I do. But, err, I figured it wouldn't hurt to own a second one."


    "I see. Are you planning on visiting the ocean or something?"


    She was hardly the age where I imagined she'd go with her family. Well, not that it really mattered, I suppose.


    "No, I... Umm... I am, yeah. With you."


    "Huh? With me? This is the first time I'm hearing about this."


    "Oh, sorry. I meant it more like, it'd be nice if we could, so, err, would you like to?!"


    There was something about this invitation of hers that felt a bit threatening, almost as if her words were biting on my ears. I found myself growing slightly dizzy.


    Her voice also sounded a little shrill. Then again, I guess that's how she always was.


    "I don't think it's really a question of whether I want it or not. The ocean's nowhere near us."


    "Well, in that case... let's make it a river!"


    "Go swimming in a river? Isn't that dangerous?"


    I remember being warned countless times not to do that unless I wanted to slip on a rock and end up with my whole head covered in blood.


    "If a river won't do, then... what about a lake?"


    What was she planning on suggesting next if I said no here? A swamp?


    Whatever the reason, there appeared to be something about water she was fixated on. Did she want to unveil her new swimsuit? If so, then would a spa bath do? Was it really that straight-forward? Hmm... Honestly, I found it kinda fun.


    "Hey, could you send me a quick pic of it?"


    "...Huh? Of what?"


    "Your swimsuit", I demanded, mostly to tease her. Adachi sounded quite doubtful, and while she did mumble something to the effect of "why", her voice eventually grew distant.


    It seemed that she was going to take a picture for me after all. Considering how strangely upfront she was about this stuff, I guess it only made sense for her to want to show off.


    I too pulled the device away from my ear and shifted my focus on the screen. I didn't have to wait for long, as a few moments later, a message with a picture attached arrived.


    The photo showed her swimsuit laid out on her bed. It was blue—my favourite colour.


    Hmm. While correct in the literal sense, this wasn't quite what I'd been after.


    "What I meant is, I'd like to see you wearing it."


    "Huh? But, why? For what reason?"


    "One more please."


    Ignoring all of Adachi's questions, I demanded a second photo. Why did I do that? Simple; I found it fun teasing her and seeing how she would react when all flustered. It was hard to tell with no mirror at hand, but I wouldn't be surprised to find that a slight grin had started forming on my face. After a few moments spent waiting in a slightly mean fashion, I could hear Adachi's faint breath grow distant.


    It seemed like she was going to take a picture, again.


    An emotion I'd almost be willing to describe as excitement filled me as I waited for her. The photo eventually arrived, and let's just say, it was everything I'd been hoping for.


    "Hah!"


    The swimsuit itself was fine and all, but what really caught my attention was the look on Adachi's face. It was like she was trying her absolute hardest to smile, but was too embarrassed to fully commit to it. Her mouth was all tensed up, her eyes were forced open in a really strange way, her hair was glued to her forehead with sweat. What topped it all off was the super strange pose she'd chosen to assume. Her left hand was stretched out as if taking a selfie, and while that by itself would've been perfectly normal, combined with the way the rest of her body bent slightly backwards, it made it look like she was one of those super heroes you saw on TV about to transform.


    While the photo was obviously a still picture, even now it seemed to me like her body was shaking.


    "Ahaha. Thanks."


    An audible thud could be heard in the background as I thanked her. And not just one, but many. It almost sounded like she was smacking her pillow.


    "Pretty flashy, I have to say."


    This comment was likewise followed by a series of smacks. I found it quite amusing imagining her doing that while still in her swimsuit.


    "Where exactly do you want to go wearing this?"


    The ocean? A river? A swamp? Various mean suggestions ran through my mind, only for Adachi to nervously state the following:


    "...A spa bath."


    So, exactly what I'd had in mind then, huh? I couldn't help but smile a little.


    "Hmm, sure. Let's visit one once I get back home."


    Was it weird for two high school girls to visit a spa together? There were likely people out there who would say that it was, yes.


    And yet, on some level, it might have been that very weirdness which acted as the driving force for our relationship.


    I certainly got that impression from time to time.


    We spent the next few moments talking about all sort of trivial stuff. It was quite the rare thing to happen; most of the time, both of us would simply fall silent after the main topic was dealt with.


    Then, a little while later, as my throat began to grow hoarse and the sound of insects transitioned to that of birds, I decided it would be a good time to stop.


    "Well then. Sweet dreams, Adachi."


    My voice ended up coming out way softer than I had meant it to. It was to the point where even I found it a little shocking.


    "Right. You too. Good night."


    Adachi's voice on the other hand sounded quite stiff and formal. Why was that the case? I had no idea. Regardless, I then ended the call before letting out a long sigh.


    So, that's how it was, huh? She'd gone out and bought herself a swimsuit? It really felt to me that Adachi was slowly changing as a person.


    I'd thought about her on various occasions throughout the day, but not once had it crossed my mind that could be what she was up to.


    Time passed and she continued to change, there on the other side of the calendar.


    Countless people were born every single day whether I was there to witness it or not. Those people grew older, met others and formed relationships with them, and then eventually died. The same was true for the smaller things as well; in any given instant, you could find a car travelling down the road at some distant country, a can of cola being purchased from a vending machine, a creature of the sea letting out a quiet breath.


    Be born anew and live satisfied.


    Grow old and dusty and be left behind.


    Never had I given that stuff much thought.


    I'd been so clueless, so naive as a child. Not much had changed since those days.


    I went ahead and placed my arms on top of my bent knees, using them to cover my face. I then turned my ears towards the faint sound of breathing that could be heard next to me.


    What I saw there was the image of me from the past, standing by the doghouse. I tried and I tried, but I was simply incapable of overlaying myself with her. The past and the present didn't mix.


    It was likely for this reason that my tears didn't come out no matter how long I waited for them.


    A sound played, prompting me to lift my head. For a moment, the world before me appeared blurry, distorted, mostly due to the fact that I'd just been pressing down on my eyes.


    That, and the night had grown darker as well.


    Adachi had sent me a text. Like the one before, this too consisted of just a single heart.


    "This has already become a habit for her?"


    After a bit of time spent wondering how to reply, I decided to send her a heart back.


    Aah, my heart, it's fading away.


    Just joking. But seriously though, I had to make sure to not go any further or I might not be able to keep myself in check.


    The image that came to mind was that of the ocean of miso which I had accidentally poured on my plate during dinner. Were my heart to become like that, all muddy and mushy, I bet it'd be anything but pleasant.


    Assuming it was experiencing new things which made you grow stronger as a person, the fact that I'd never been in such a situation myself might mean that I was actually far weaker than I thought.


    It was as if at some point, my body and mind had grown separated without me noticing.


    Still holding the phone, I allowed my hand to drop.


    There, staring at the empty doghouse, I immersed myself in the darkness of the countryside.


    The sound of cars in the distance brought to my mind the image of the city's night sky painted across the folding screen.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Nagafuji: The Rogue Visitor"


    



    



    Wanting to shock Hino since it'd been a while since I last did so, I'd decided to visit her house without booking an appointment first. Wait... Shock her? Startle her? Hmm, those pretty much meant the same thing, right? Yeah, let's go with that. What truly mattered was being able to make her jump a little.


    I could feel the mood in the air change completely as I entered the bamboo thicket leading to her house. The majority of the sunlight was absorbed by their leaves, causing the wind which blew through them to be not scorching hot, but instead nice and cool. The way it softly touched my skin was pleasant to say the least.


    It almost felt like I was swimming in the air as I walked along the stone-paved pathway.


    Sadly, that was only temporary, and I soon reached the end of the bamboo thicket. What now spread before me was the giant yard—so large and green I wouldn't be surprised to find turtles or maybe even cranes roaming around—as well as the mansion itself. Or really, a palace. Even from a distance, I could smell that its walls were built of high-quality wood. Whereas I saw the building as being absolutely massive, Hino apparently didn't. I could only assume that her being so tiny was the reason why.


    My eyes came across an intercom installed by the front door, and wasting no time, I went ahead and pushed it.


    "Yes?"


    The voice which greeted me belonged to Hino's older brother. Koutarou, was it? Something like that.


    "Hello!"


    "Oh... You're Akira's friend from school. Your name is... What was it again?"


    It appeared that he remembered me as well.


    "I am the Meat Girl."


    That wasn't actually my name. Regardless, I felt like it was too late to try and correct it now.


    "Just a second."


    I could hear his voice grow slightly distant as he turned his head towards the hallway.


    "Akira! A friend of yours is at the door."


    "Say what now?"


    This voice belonged to Hino. The impression I got from it was that she wasn't exactly in a good mood.


    "A friend. F—R—I—E—N—D."


    "That's me!" I decided to shout out, as if jumping in the mix. Why? No idea.


    "And who might this friend be?"


    "Me, of course."


    "What did you come here for?"


    "To hang out."


    No sooner had the words left my mouth than Hino rushed out through the door. Unfortunately, she wasn't wearing Japanese clothes today.


    What a bummer. She looked great in a yukata.


    "Dammit with you... Don't tell me that you forgot."


    Her eyes filled with a mix of both shock and amazement, Hino continued staring at me, all the while scratching her cheek. Of course I hadn't forgotten. I never forgot anything.


    "Nope. I made sure no one was following me."


    "Really now? Well, good job."


    "Hahaha!"


    It really did make me happy being praised by Hino. If I had to guess, I'd say that no one else out there could make me feel the same way.


    "Umm... That wasn't a compliment, you know."


    "Wait, what?"


    As we were talking, I could see Hino's mother running through the hallway behind her. The woman wore a kimono at all times, even during family visits at school, making her very easy to recognize. I also got the impression that Hino found that slightly embarrassing.


    "Sure seems busy around here."


    Two large carrying cases had been placed near the shoe rack. Wait, scratch that; the maid just brought in a third one. I shifted my attention from them to Hino, prompting the girl to state the following:


    "That'd be because we're leaving on a trip for Hawaii today."


    "You are? Really?"


    Hawaii, huh? Considering how tanned she was already, there was a real possibility that she might come back fully roasted.


    "Yes. I told you about this a week ago."


    "Don't remember, sorry."


    "Hmm, yeah, I figured you wouldn't."


    Come on now. Even she forgot stuff from time to time. Mostly things that were inconvenient to her.


    "How many days are you staying there?"


    "Six. We also talked about that."


    "Don't remember, sor—."


    "Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Anyway, there you have it. I can't hang out with you."


    "Hmm."


    It was way too hot here to think about anything. With that in mind, I decided to step in for a second. There, in the entrance, I sat down.


    "Every single year, you and your family travel overseas, huh?"


    "I guess so."


    That was a custom they'd followed ever since I got to know her in grade school. Ah, those were the days.


    She'd done it last year as well, and even then I'd wondered, how did she spend her time away? What sort of stuff did she do?


    As I sat there, Hino turned around to look at me. I met her with a smile before making the following suggestion:


    "How about I take care of the house while you're gone?"


    "Leave."


    And just like that, I was chased away. Hmph. I get it, she was busy and all, but seriously, there was no reason to act rude.


    At the same time, I did feel a bit embarrassed having bothered her when she really didn't have time for it. Accepting my defeat, I decided to do as told and walk away.


    I found myself instinctively imitating a cicada as I travelled down the stone path. I wonder, were there cicadas living in these bamboo trees as well? I turned my gaze upwards, and just then...


    "Hey, Nagafuji."


    ...Hino called out to me, now running in my direction. The way the shadows cast by the trees went with her tanned skin really reinforced the idea of it currently being summer. 


    "Here", she said before tossing a plastic bottle filled with green tea towards me. I caught it, and instantly, the cool temperature of the liquid inside was transmitted into my fingertips. "I'll call you once I get back. So, yeah, come over right away. Wait, no. Scratch that. I'll come over."


    That last bit was said while she already had her back turned towards me. So, whose house was it in the end?


    Well, as long as Hino was there, I didn't really care.


    "Sure thing. Leave it to Nagafuji."


    "Why do you sound so proud saying that?"


    You could hear her laughing between her long breaths.


    "I'll look forward to my souvenir."


    "Yeah, yeah. I'll make sure to buy you candy or something."


    With that, Hino once again began running towards her house, for good this time. I saw her off the whole distance, and there in the doorway, she turned around and waved me goodbye one last time. I too waved back at her. The only difference was that my hand formed a much greater arc. This apparently wasn't to Hino's liking as immediately after she saw me do so, her lips puckered up. She then waved at me again, going at it in a much more grandiose manner this time. I responded by going even bigger, but sadly, she completely ignored me. Hmph.


    Anyway, I then ran off. There was a problem, however. A big problem.


    "This isn't good..."


    I was just making my way through the bamboo grove when I realised that I had nowhere to go. Should I just be a good girl and head back home? But what then? What would I do there? As much as I enjoyed laying on the floor in front of the fan, could I really do that for six days straight? My head might honestly explode.


    "Oh?"


    Just then, my eyes came across a certain blue individual, her head bouncing from side to side as she made her way forward on the opposite side of the street. I immediately recognized her to be the girl who occasionally visited our store. The way she walked was quite strange, and in a lot of ways, resembled the way I did. Having noticed me back, the girl's eyes were now fixed on me.


    "......"


    "......"


    "Uoooh!"


    "Oooooh!"


    I broke into a sprint, and so did she. Then, a few seconds later, our bodies slammed against one another.


    Unlike what you might have expected based on her height, the girl did not fall on her backside, but instead, took the impact without as much as batting an eyelash. It appeared that she was in quite good shape—at least as far as the lower half of her body was concerned.


    "You are the person who runs the croquette store."


    "Hmm, yeah, something like that."


    "Now that Shou and Shimamura have left, I no longer have a place to go."


    "Funny. I'm pretty bored myself with Hino going on a vacation with her family."


    Two people who shared a fate. She could understand me, and I could understand her. With no words, we embraced each other.


    After a few moments spent crying, we eventually let go. Damn, it sure was getting hot in here. And I don't mean to say that the girl was particularly warm. Rather, I was starting to grow sweaty from all the running around I'd done.


    "So, you have nothing to do, huh?"


    "No."


    As for the girl—now grinning as brightly as a person possibly could—no droplets of sweat could be seen anywhere on her body. No, her hair was perfectly dry, perfectly soft.


    Her hair was so mysteriously blue it appeared both artificial as well as far beyond what humans were able to construct all at the same time.


    "Well, in that case, why don't you come over to our place?"


    "Alright. I shall accept your invitation."


    She didn't give the proposal much thought and instead agreed to it right away. It went without saying, but myself, I'd obviously spent a long time thinking about it first. Obviously.


    The plan I had in mind was to bring her over and make her run the counter in my place. Given the similarities between her appearance and that of our store's mascot, I'd go as far as to say that she was all but made for the role.


    "Wanna drink?" I asked her while popping the bottle open. Immediately, she took it off my hands, almost as if she'd been dying of thirst.


    You could practically see the liquid pass through her pale white throat as she gulped it down.


    Anyway, that's what happened on my way back home.


    "I found us a good shop assistant today."


    Those were the words I said to my mother standing at the storefront as I introduced the blue-haired girl to her.


    "Ah, if it isn't the errand girl", the woman greeted her. Made sense; she was a regular customer here.


    "Good day."


    Yes, yes. How polite. She could definitely be made to interact with the customers.


    "Listen up, Blue Girl. All you need to do is say stuff life 'it's cheap' and 'it's good' and clap your hands a bunch."


    "Okay?"


    "It's super simple."


    "And yet, you somehow manage to mess it up", Dad commented from the back of the store. I decided to pretend like I didn't hear him. Instead, I gave the girl's back a slight push.


    "Go get them."


    Standing by the display case filled with meat, I watched as she slammed her petite hands together.


    "Welcome, welcome."


    "Yeah, that's the way. I like your enthusiasm."


    "It's cheap, it's cheap."


    She just kept on clapping. Just above her head hung a picture of our mascot character Hino had drawn. The more I stared at her, the more closely I felt the two resembled one another. Also, now that I thought about it, the picture really didn't have anything to do with meat, did it?


    "Weren't you saying that you'd be staying over at a friend's place?" Mom asked me. I gave the bag I was carrying a quick shake before answering:


    "Turns out, Hino's going to Hawaii with her family."


    What a disappointment, seriously.


    Not having her around left my summer break feeling partial. Was that the right usage of the word? Who knows.


    Being a child of the modern era, I never really went out of my way to look that kind of stuff up.


    Still clapping her hands, the girl shifted her attention up toward me—her supervisor of sorts.


    "You and Hino are really close, Nagafuji."


    "Hmm, I guess so", I mumbled in response, drawing closer to the display case. When had I told her my name? Or Hino's for that matter.


    "Myself, I'm close with Shou and Shimamura."


    The girl looked extremely proud of herself as she said that. Even here away from the sun, her hair continued to glow.


    It appeared that the only reason she'd brought the topic up in the first place was to boast.


    "Hmm..."


    While I wasn't sure who this Shou person was meant to be, I did know Shimamura. So, she was friends with her? How curious.


    The impression I always got from Shimamura was that, despite appearing quite sociable, once you pulled back that layer, you realised that she was actually quite indifferent to other people. I mean, sure, she tolerated me and Hino, but I would never go as far as to say that she loved or even liked us.


    "Just so you know, I'm Hino's best friend."


    I felt like I should just make that part clear.


    "Hmm..."


    On second thought, saying it like that kinda made it sound like being Hino's best friend was the single most noteworthy thing about me, my strong point if you would.


    In that case, maybe it wouldn't be a bad thing if I wound up working as a maid over at her house in the future.


    Would she be willing to hire me just because she knew me? Hmm, maybe not. I kinda got the feeling that she'd be more opposed to it, not less.


    There were times when I didn't quite understand what went on in Hino's head, and this was most definitely one of them.


    Anyway, the girl ended up working for us till sunset. Her bright blue hair was extremely effective when it came to attracting customers; it happened more than once that a group of old ladies would walk by, stop in their tracks as they saw her, and then come visit the store. See? I told you I had an eye for these things. Beyond that, I also made sure to teach her the proper way to greet friends.


    It eventually came time to close shop and have dinner. The girl joined us as well, and after taking a quick bath, she went on her merry way. Where was she heading? I didn't know. I wasn't even sure where she lived. The one thing I did know was that for some time following her leave, particles similar in colour to her hair could be seen floating around the store.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    I sat there in the centre of my room, still wearing my swimsuit. I tried opening my mouth, but all that did was cause lines of cold sweat to drip down my back.


    Holding my head in my hands, there were two things that I felt in my mind: shame and regret.


    What was she going to do with a picture of me wearing a swimsuit? What was she going to do with it!?


    Not just that, look at the face I'd made. It was horrible. Simply horrible!


    Well, in that case, what sort of face should I have made? That was the question. Unfortunately, I didn't know how to answer it.


    Slowly, I continued rubbing my forehead against the floor.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    To tell you the truth, the first time Mom had told me we were going to be visiting my grandparents, I really didn't want to go. Why? Well, for one, I'd never had a chance to build a connection with them before that. Plus, with no friends to play with and with no manga to read, I figured that the three days we were going to spend there would be the most boring ones of my entire life. I just hated the idea, straight up. And yet, all of my attempts at signalling discontent were simply ignored, and unable to stand up against my parents, I was left with no choice but to head with them to my grandparent's house located deep in the countryside.


    Of course, as we now know, I ended up changing my mind on the matter relatively quickly.


    In time shorter than the blink of an eye, the countryside scenery which I'd thought to be so boring painted me in its vibrancy.


    I extended my hand, and with no delay, he jumped at me, as if pulled in by some invisible force. From the very first moment we met, I showed no wariness towards him, and neither did he towards me. It was like all we'd ever wanted was a friend to mess around with. I was of course talking about Gon, the new puppy my grandparents had just taken in. We quickly grew close, so close in fact that we'd often be caught licking each other's cheeks and noses. Now, to be fair to my past self, it was mostly he who did the licking. Mostly.


    Looking at the situation from Gon's point of view, it was likely the case that amid all the adults around, he saw me as being suitably weak. The same was also true for me: compared to the much larger dog my grandparents also owned, I figured that hugging Gon would be a lot easier. Not only was he still small enough for me to fit my arms around him, his fur was also extremely soft. All in all, I ended up taking quite the liking to him.


    Wherever I went, Gon always followed after me. Now, that wasn't necessarily a good thing, like, for example, when I tried taking a bath. There was also the fact that he'd crawl into bed with me, forcing me to be extremely careful so that I didn't accidentally roll over and crush him. I ended up sleeping in a really weird position where my back was practically glued against the wall, causing me for the first time in my life to wake up with a strained neck. Oh, but I don't want to make it sound negative or anything like that; there were some issues, sure, but despite all of them, I still loved the time I spent with Gon. He was my number one friend there in the countryside.


    In a mere three days, I'd grown completely attached to him, and when it eventually came time for us to leave, I didn't want to go. I didn't want to leave Gon behind. To this day, I still remember the tantrum I'd thrown. I'd yelled, I'd cried. Honestly, thinking about it now, that might have been the very first time I ever cried like that while clinging onto something, not wanting to let go. It was also the last.


    Not quite sure how to handle the situation, my parents had suggested that we could get a dog of our own. That wasn't it. That wasn't what I wanted.


    I wanted Gon.


    The one person who immediately understood what was going on was my grandmother. I distinctly remembered the way she'd given my head a light tap. I could also recall the words she'd silently spoken to me.


    "Don't cry."


    That single sentence so packed full of weight was what finally made me stop crying. Once I'd calmed down, the old woman placed her hand on top of my head, patted it, and stated the following:


    "There's always next year."


    Standing there, my hair slightly ruffled, it all came back to me. I remembered the way I'd been whining and whining about not wanting to go back home before we'd left.


    I felt so bad. I didn't deserve all this kindness. Soon enough, a second set of tears began rolling down my cheeks.


    They tasted a lot different compared to the ones before.


    The mix of tears and saliva made it almost impossible for me to speak properly. And yet, I pushed past it to promise to my grandparents that I would definitely come visit them again. The last thing I did before getting into the car was give Gon a hug, all the while sniffling uncontrollably.


    Gon looked so happy as he brought his face close to mine.


    Sitting there, feeling his warmth, I'd found myself wanting to stay like that forever.


    I never wanted to forget him.


    Months would pass, years, but I still felt the same.


    Even in my dreams I thought about it.


    



    So, yeah. I'd had a dream about the past. It honestly happened pretty often with me.


    "......"


    While being a child did give you a certain bit of leeway, the manner in which I'd cried, it had seriously been way over the line. To this day, whenever I thought about how the scene must have looked from an outside perspective, I found it difficult to resist the temptation to avert my eyes—to think about something else. An emotion similar to both guilt and embarrassment would fill my chest, and in no time, my cheeks would grow red.


    With my back, nose, and cheeks alike covered in sweat, I slowly opened my eyes and forced myself awake. Considering the state of my mind, doing so was easier said than done; I found it impossible to focus on any one thing, almost as if weights of some sort had been attached directly to my brain. Trying to endure the slight headache I was experiencing as well, I shifted my attention towards the window and saw that behind the curtains, the sky was starting to brighten up. It appeared that I had woken up just in time to witness the sunrise.


    As mentioned earlier, I shared the bed with my sister. She was sleeping curled up in a ball, and in a way, kinda resembled a cicada. Putting utmost care into making sure that I didn't pull the blanket off her, I slowly got up, walked to the door on tiptoes, and exited the room. I then took the stairs leading down to the first floor. It was honestly quite rare what was happening here; I'd gotten up super early in the morning, and yet, had no real desire to go back to bed. Instead, it was a different sort of thought which clouded my mind. I found myself wanting to breathe in the outdoors air, all to clear my mind from it.


    "Itchy..."


    I went ahead and scratched the area near my elbow. The events of last night had left me practically covered in mosquito bites. I'd experienced the same so many times over the years I'd come here, and yet, the bugs were still just as merciless as ever. I suppose that only made sense; insects were hardly in a position where they could afford to miss the chance of getting easy prey.


    No sounds could be heard anywhere as I entered the first floor. It appeared that everyone else was still sleeping. I slipped past the bedrooms and entered the living room, only to find Gon lying on his side next to the television. It being summer made it really warm even inside the house, and yet here he was, wrapped in a blanket while not moving at all. Worried, I crouched down next to him and checked if he was breathing. Thankfully, he was. I also glanced at his face and saw that his expression was quite soft, almost as if every last muscle of his had simultaneously grown loose.


    I wanted to believe that he was having pleasant dreams, that for a short moment, he was able to forget how old and heavy his body had grown.


    Staring at him, I found myself instinctively opening my mouth. It was as if I was trying to say something. And yet, nothing came out.


    How was I supposed to put into words the things I wanted to express? I didn't know. The answer escaped me.


    My feelings ran in circles while the rest of my mind lagged behind. Something about that reminded me of Adachi.


    Ultimately, I ended up distancing myself from him in silence. The words simply didn't come to me. As if running away, I headed towards the back door. There, I put on my sandals and hopped outside. I didn't lock the door, but since I was only going for a quick walk to the front of the house, I figured that would be fine. I mean, thieves too were probably still sleeping at this time of the day. Almost as if to prove my point, a yawn escaped my mouth immediately after I'd had that thought.


    I tried to listen, but I couldn't hear any cicadas around. The only sound which echoed through the air was that of my feet monotonously thudding against the dry soil. The sky might have been growing brighter by the minute, but there were still some bits of dimness left to be dispelled. Similarly, bits of the sun's warmth from yesterday still lingered around, causing me to hesitate to call the air cool. This matched the ashen scenery which spread before me perfectly.


    I was quite familiar with this whole scenario. The time during summer break was different enough from the norm where I'd often find myself having some trouble sleeping, leading me to get up at a time when everyone else was still in bed. The first time it'd happened, I hated it. I didn't want to have to find something to entertain myself. Reluctantly, I'd left the house, only to spot a certain someone chasing after me. That someone was Gon. Sensing my presence, he'd come out to run around the yard with me.


    That was back when my sister had still slept in a crib.


    The exact details of the scenery were mostly lost to time, but the sensation of him rubbing his face against my cheek, that I remembered like it had happened yesterday. 


    I'd been so happy. That was all I'd felt, pure bliss. Same with Gon; neither of us had cared what came next. We'd been living in that one single instant of time. Every year, I'd always see Gon, and every time we had to part ways, I'd always cry. That was the cycle we lived in. And yet, despite all of that, I somehow took it for granted that we were able to play together.


    Fast forward to the present, those same thoughts were now smothering me.


    I felt relieved that Gon was still alive. Of course I did. However, at the same time, I couldn't help but also find the whole situation quite tough on my heart.


    Saying that I liked him was an understatement. Saying that I loved him was closer, but that too failed to capture some of the nuance of it. What should I say to him then? Comment on how healthy I thought he looked? No, that didn't really feel right. Likewise, I also wanted to think it was far too early for me to be thanking him for everything he'd given me. So then, what was it? What was it that I wanted to convey to Gon? How did I see myself being freed from the lump of melancholy stuck inside my chest and throat?


    Despite my best efforts, no answer appeared to me. I was left ruffling my messy bed hair to no avail.


    There was certainly something there.


    Something which made it impossible for me to fully relax.


    And yet, I—


    "Oh my. It's quite early to be going out for a walk."


    All of a sudden, a voice called out to me, bringing me back to my senses. I could say the same to him; besides the people who delivered newspapers, I couldn't think of anyone who worked this early in the morning. Moreover, I had to imagine that most of the ones who did wouldn't just wander onto the property of someone else and greet them.


    This old man I was talking with lived next door to my grandparents. Iwaya, I think his name was. Just like yesterday, he was once again wearing a turban, and when combined with the large bag he was carrying on his back as well his dark, shrivelled skin, I was left with the impression that he wasn't originally from around here. All in all, nothing about his appearance made me think of a countryside neighbour.


    "Good morning", I went ahead and greeted him, all the while slowly drawing myself back.


    "Morning", the man replied. He wasn't moving in the slightest. "I guess it makes sense to go for a walk early in the morning. If nothing else, there's fewer people around."


    "Hmm, yeah, I suppose."


    That hardly made a difference, I felt; there were never any people around here.


    "Anyway, you're... Oh, you're their grandchild, right?"


    "That I am. Shimamura. Shimamura Hougetsu."


    "Hougetsu, huh? Somehow, I get the feeling that you're not quite as into literature as that name would suggest."


    The man followed this statement of his with a hearty laugh. Something about his face as he did that brought to my mind the older girl I used to play with way back in the day. Coincidentally, the time her family spent in the countryside had perfectly overlapped with our schedule, leaving her with ample time to spend messing about with both me and Gon. Based on her age, I could only assume that she'd been this man's granddaughter.


    Putting all that aside, there was something that intrigued me. I went ahead and shifted my attention towards the man's hands.


    As I did, he immediately thrust the item he was holding forward. It was like he'd been expecting this to happen.


    "This thing caught your eye, huh?"


    "Umm, yeah."


    I mean, of course it did. It was hardly the sort of thing you'd normally bring outside with you.


    What the man had in his hand was a teacup of extremely plain make.


    Whereas I replied to him in the most nonchalant way possible, the man himself appeared to be quite excited. With a look of glee in his eyes, he lifted the cup and held it high.


    "I actually got this from my granddaughter. She made it for me."


    "Huh?"


    "She's training to be a potter, that girl. I once complained about not having enough cups, and just like that, she made me one. My own personal teacup."


    "I see."


    It all made sense now; the reason why he'd gone outside with a teacup in hand was so that he could show it off to someone, to brag a little. I guess that made him not a full-blown weirdo. No, he was just bordering on being one. Somehow, I got the impression that he was the sort of person who often had both his relatives as well as bystanders worrying about him.


    "So, what do you think? Can't you just feel the intelligence hidden beneath the plain form?"


    "Sorry, but I don't really know anything when it comes to this stuff. I'm pretty uncultured in that way."


    Hehe.


    "Fret not. My granddaughter's skills are such that even those with no eye for aesthetics can see how deep they go!"


    "Huh?"


    All of a sudden, the man's tone changed. While I wouldn't go as far as to say that he sounded angry or anything like that, he definitely wasn't laughing anymore.


    "As such, here. Have this fishing rod."


    "As such? That doesn't make any sense..."


    The people of this area (according to Mom) had really bizarre ways of stringing conversations together. For a second, I thought he might have been joking, but no, the man really did hand me the fishing rod he had with him. What was I going to do with this thing? I wasn't quite sure. And yet, I took it anyway. The rod was simple in its make and painted black. I wasn't sure where, but I distinctly remembered seeing one just like it before. As far as price went, honestly, I think I'd put it somewhere in the 300 yen range. 


    "Go ahead, let your mind return to your childhood and indulge in the simple pleasures."


    "But why fishing?"


    The last time I'd gone fishing was with Hino last year.


    "Well, this thing is actually your grandfather's. I borrowed it from him. Once you're done using it, give it back to him, will ya?."


    "Oh, I see. Sure."


    "There's nothing like casting a line when you need to think about stuff."


    It was almost as if the man had peered right into my soul. I instinctively lifted my head, only to catch him humming to himself.


    That was what I assumed he was doing, at least; though I could see his mouth moving, with most of it hidden behind his bushy moustache, I was for the most part left to simply assume.


    "Trying to tackle things head-on and just think them through without something else to keep your body occupied will often leave you feeling mighty tired."


    "Understood."


    In other words, cross your arms and focus fully on the matter at hand, and five minutes later, you'll find yourself having rolled into bed.


    "Hmm?"


    All of a sudden, the old man craned his neck. It was as if he was looking past me.


    A second passed and I heard something bang against the door. This was enough to get me to turn my head as well.


    I was able to tell based on the faint silhouette that it was not a human who'd made the sound. No, he was far too short for that. I was of course talking about Gon; Gon had opened the door and was now approaching me. His speed was such that I'd hesitate to say he was walking, but at the same time, he most certainly wasn't running either. His eyes half-closed as if he was having trouble staying awake, the old dog looked up at me.


    "Gon..."


    Had I woken him up when I left the house? If so, then I wish I hadn't. That wasn't a nice thing to do.


    Him chasing after me, it was just like a scene from the past. The one big difference was that this time, he didn't jump into my arms. Not one bit of the liveliness he used to be brimming with could be seen in his muddy eyes. Likewise, my shadow had grown much in terms of area it covered over the years and was now large enough to swallow the dog whole.


    A sharp wave of pain shot through my face, almost as if a blood vessel in my nose had burst open. It was to the point where I honestly felt like if I didn't push on it, blood would start gushing out. Was I bleeding already? I could feel bits of liquid of some sort drip down the skin surrounding my nose, so maybe.


    Of course, the most probable answer was that it was simply sweat.


    So many different thoughts appeared in my mind as I stared at Gon. And yet, like usual, I was unable to put any of them into words; it really felt like the sort of situation where no matter how long and hard I thought about it, I'd forever remain unable to express myself. It was for that reason that rather than doing so, what I did was lean forward and pat his head.


    "Good morning, Gon."


    What ought to come first was a greeting. As if replying to me, Gon let out a slight bark.


    Hmm... Having done this, I was no longer in any position to laugh at Adachi, was I?


    "Ah, Gon. Still kicking? You sure are a tough one. Well, so am I."


    The old man went ahead and extended his hand towards Gon. It was like he was offering him a handshake. As for Gon, he remained motionless by my feet, hardly reacting as the man gripped his front paw. After giving it a quick shake, he let go.


    "Then again, I was already a grandpa when he was first brought here."


    This comment of his was followed by another hearty laugh. After he was done laughing, the man gave Gon one last nod.


    An old dog and an even older man. With the two of them staring at each other, it felt like for a moment, time itself had come to a stop.


    This went far beyond your typical morning greeting. Some more time passed, and at last, the man turned around.


    What appeared before me was his back, his vigorous back.


    He was so old, yet so full of energy at the same time.


    For some reason, I found myself calling him to a halt.


    "Hey, umm."


    "What?"


    The man's kind tone gave me just the confidence I needed to be able to ask him the following:


    "Is it tough growing old?"


    His answer wasn't going to affect anything. Things were going to continue the same way as they always had. And yet, despite all of that, I just couldn't help but ask.


    Mumbling to himself, the man shook his head slightly. His turban shook as well.


    "I see. So, your questions too have a hint of philosophy to them, huh? I guess that only makes sense, given your name and all."


    "What's that even supposed to mean..."


    I hadn't meant to grumble that out loud. No, it was simply my instinctual reaction to the situation; if I had to call anything here philosophical, it would be his needlessly obtuse answer.


    "It's not tough for me, no. Why? Well, I got this teacup from my granddaughter, that's why. Haha. Does that answer your question?"


    You could see the man's eyes sparkle as he stated that.


    "Hmm, I guess."


    It really didn't. Apparently, I'd picked the wrong person to ask.


    "That's the sort of question you ought to ask one whose answer you want to hear directly."


    Having said this, the man gave Gon a quick glance before getting up in a grandiose manner and tossing his bag onto his shoulder.


    "Now then, it's time I get going. I have a treasure to find."


    "A treasure?"


    "Indeed. There's some at the bottom of the ocean I'd like to look for as well, but the situation with that one is such that—"


    Mumbling to himself in a tone tinged with regret, the man turned around and walked away. What on earth was he going on about? I had not the faintest of clues.


    His turban bounced from side to side matching the movements of his head. Each time it did that, I would get a glance of the morning sun behind it.


    I took the fishing rod and cast it towards the light.


    A completely worthless thought passed my mind as I did so: If it was possible to rewind time by catching the sun, then how would I use that power?


    "Just ask him, huh? If only it was that easy..."


    I knew Gon wasn't going to give me the answer I wanted. And yet, as a joke, I went ahead and asked him anyway.


    No reply could be heard. Not even a bark. Instead, he simply squinted his eyes.


    



    "Are you sure you will be alright, Hougetsu? Should I come with you?"


    No sooner had I told my family that I was going out fishing than my grandmother asked me that. It appeared that the old woman was quite worried about my safety. I suppose it only made sense; it wasn't that long ago that she had hit her head and been left with the entire right side of her face covered in blood.


    "I'll be fine. I mean, your knee still hasn't recovered fully, has it, Grandma?"


    "Hiyah!"


    This sudden scream of hers was accompanied by her kicking the air. Her leg rose way higher than I would've expected.


    While certainly a sight to be seen, what hampered the situation a bit was the way the woman practically fell onto her knees immediately afterwards.


    "Are you okay?"


    "Yes, yes. It's nothing serious, just a little foot cramp."


    "Right... Like mother, like daughter."


    It was clear to see where Mom had picked up much of her personality traits.


    "Alright, I'm all good now. So then, what do you want to do about lunch?"


    "Hmm, I doubt I'm going to stay for long enough for that to be an issue."


    Glancing at the clock, I saw that less than an hour had passed since I'd had breakfast. What that meant was that there were around three more hours left till lunch.


    "At least take some food with you. Just a second, I'll make you an onigiri."


    "Thanks."


    Practically running, my grandmother disappeared into the kitchen, only to return a few moments later with some food and a bottle of water in hand. She'd stuffed the onigiri with some leftover meat cutlets from yesterday.


    "I'll put these in your bag. They should be enough for you to last till lunch, I think."


    "It's fine, it's fine. I'll be sure to look for shade", I repeated while taking the bag from her hands. As I did, I noticed something moving in the corner of my eye. I shifted my attention, and what I found there was a pair of clouded pupils staring at me.


    "Gon."


    Slowly, the dog drew next to me and rubbed the tip of his nose against my leg. It kinda tickled.


    "What is it?" I asked him while stroking the fur on his back. Doing that, I noticed that my grandmother had begun to smile at some point.


    "Gon's saying that he'll go with you", she stated. Was that really a good idea? I was about to say something, but ultimately, ended up swallowing my words. "He wants to run behind you like he always does."


    "Right..."


    There was something about the way she said those words that bothered me. Always. What did that mean? When did it start, when did it end?


    I couldn't help but worry a little whether Gon would be able to walk such a long distance. I mean, yes, we used to walk far greater distances back when we were both younger, but at the same time, I also remembered him never getting exhausted which he most certainly did these days.


    With my legs having grown so much longer, I wonder, would it this time be him who'd be left trying to catch up with me?


    While I was busy thinking about that sort of stuff, my grandmother took the opportunity to break off a few pieces of bread and toss them into a bag.


    "Here's some food for Gon."


    "Oh, thanks."


    "You can eat a couple too if you get hungry, Hougetsu."


    "Umm... Sure."


    "Haha. Just joking."


    A hearty laugh left her mouth. After a slight pause, I too laughed, only for...


    "I'm not senile."


    ...my grandmother to speak that reminder with a dead-serious look on her face. The corners of her eyes appeared bloodshot, and honestly, it was kinda scary looking at her.


    Next, I headed to the hallway, and there, I ran into my little sister. She'd just finished brushing her teeth. Small droplets of water could be seen around her mouth.


    I wasn't sure why, but she never wiped her face afterwards.


    "Where are you going, Sis?"


    "Take a guess", I stated while pointing at the fishing rod standing against the wall. The girl quickly turned to look behind her.


    "Oh, the river? I'll come with you."


    "No you won't. It's way too dangerous for you."


    I gave her the palm, putting an end to her plans. She could grumble and complain all she wanted, but the fact remained that there was simply no way I could ever bring her along to play by the river. There were few things as deeply engraved into my mind as the notion that I had to keep my sister safe. You could practically call in an instinct.


    "Really? Even though Gon's going with you?"


    "What are you talking about? Gon's way older than you are."


    He was closer to my age if anything. My age...


    An ounce of resentment towards how the world worked passed my mind as I thought about that. It simply wasn't fair.


    "There, there. Granny will play with you."


    Having appeared from somewhere, my grandmother placed her hand on the girl's shoulder, almost as if comforting her. Judging by the way her puffed cheeks caved in, it seemed to work.


    "You will?" she asked, her head tilted slightly to the side.


    "Of course. Now then, off we go to play some Bomberman."


    A faint sliver of glee could be heard in the old woman's voice. Could it be the case that she simply wanted to have some fun herself? Hmm, that honestly might be it.


    I too remembered playing the game in question with the weird girl from next door. Wait a minute, next door... Was she the one who'd made that teacup? Now that I thought about it, she had definitely been quite skilled with her hands. Origami in particular was something she excelled in. There was this one time I remembered especially well when she'd taken an advert that came with the mail and folded it into a ship.


    "Ah, Hougetsu. Don't forget to wear a hat."


    The last thing my grandmother did before walking off with my sister was grab a baseball cap off the shelf next to the shoe rack and place it on my head. The hat itself was blue, with a few paint stains covering its exterior. It kinda smelled like it had been burned by the sun.


    "Also, a parasol. You'll need a parasol."


    From the back of that same shelf, the woman pulled out a black parasol and handed it to me as well. Its surface was decorated with lace, overall giving me the impression that this was something a proper lady would use. Was it my grandmother's, perhaps? Whatever the case, I took the parasol from her and placed it on my shoulder alongside my bag and the fishing rod. Things were getting kinda heavy, I had to say.


    And yet, it wasn't the case that I could simply drop the ones that I didn't need.


    This was what happened when you let others get too helpful.


    "Take care out there."


    "I will. Now, as for you, be a good girl, okay? I'll play with you once I get back."


    That last part was aimed towards my sister.


    "Hmph. No need", the girl grumbled while turning her head the other way.


    "Oh."


    Why was it that she so adamantly refused to act true to her feelings? I wished that every once in a while, she'd be more like Yashiro and put on a big, wide grin. No, wait... Maybe that wouldn't be for the best after all.


    Having now stepped outside and closed the door behind me, I let out a long sigh.


    "How is she so kind?"


    Moreover, could I grow to be like her as well?


    I simply didn't get it; whenever people showed me kindness, my instinctual reaction was to look the other way—to avert my eyes.


    "Hmm... Let's go, Gon."


    With those words, the two of us began walking. We took a few steps, and there, I noticed that Gon already had his tongue stuck out. It appeared that the heat was getting to him. His shabby legs certainly didn't make walking any easier for him either. I extended the parasol, and immediately, he cuddled up against my leg, as if slipping into the shade which was created. There was no chance he could keep up with me were I to start running. At some point, our positions had been completely reversed.


    The song of the cicadas sounded a bit unusual today, almost as if a giant net had been spread in the air. It was so synchronized, so in-tune that I couldn't help but feel like were I to listen to this for long enough, my consciousness might fade away. I shook my head, driving the sound out.


    A bit further in, I came across Dad. He was currently busy washing our car with a hose. The yard here was a lot bigger than back home, which I guess made washing it easier. That was the conclusion I came to, at least. While he had his back turned to us initially, the car was now shiny enough where our reflections were clearly visibly on its surface, and as we approached him, he quickly turned around.


    All the while, the hose continued shooting out water. I was lucky to not get drenched.


    "You're heading out?"


    "Yep."


    His eyes gazed at Gon and then the fishing rod on my shoulder.


    "I'd love to eat carp for dinner. Been a while since I've last had it."


    "Now you're just being ridiculous."


    "Do you want me to drop you off?"


    Sounding almost proud of himself, the man pointed his chin towards the newly washed car. I quickly glanced at Gon, then at the sky.


    No clouds could be seen anywhere, greatly multiplying the intensity of the sunshine. I made sure that the parasol was blocking it for the both of us before gently shaking my head.


    "No, it's fine. We'll walk."


    "Oh. Well, be careful then."


    With those words, Dad turned around and got back to hosing the car. He seemed to be sweating quite a bit now that I looked at him, leaving me to wonder if it would've been better for him to simply spray some water on his body and get it over with. I mean, the end result was the same either way. The last thing I saw as I walked off was my grandfather showing up and asking Dad to wash their car as well.


    Crossing the same small bridge we'd crossed when coming here, I found myself travelling down a long, descending road. After a bit of walking, I took a turn towards the river, passed under a bridge built across it, and began making my way towards the mountain. Honestly, there was something kinda exciting about all this. It was almost like I was going down my very own secret path, one which no one else knew about. I was reminded of all those times back in the day when I'd gone outside with Gon without telling my parents first.


    To this day, I vividly remembered the way my grandmother had lost her footing and slipped as she came to pick me up. I hadn't thought much of it in the moment as she'd still smiled at me despite half of her face being covered in blood, but looking back to it now, maybe I should have. I mean, things definitely could've gone a lot, lot worse. It took me years to realize that I was to blame for the whole thing; sure, I hadn't pushed her or anything like that, but the fact of the matter was that none of it would've happened had I not decided to go play by the river. It was in that moment that I learned what it meant to feel guilt. To this day, a feeling best described as regret still lingered in the back of my mind.


    I was... how to put it... an unkind person. Uncaring. It was likely for that reason I felt such strong opposition towards the idea of ever being indebted to someone else. After all, if I was, I'd have to pay attention to their needs.


    I'd have to act kind.


    There was something off about that, about forced kindness. The whole premise behind it was all wrong. Piling up those sorts of mistakes would eventually lead you to a position from which there was no running away from, and let me tell you, that was not a recipe for a happy life. Sure, making sure that there were no hitches in your relationships was a key step when it came to improving your well-being, but if the method through which you did that was in itself flawed, then that was... that was... bad? While I understood the concept on an emotional level, actually trying to put it into words, that turned out to be quite difficult. It gave me a good sense of how little of my brain I actually used on a daily basis.


    "I feel like the more I think about this stuff, the less I get it."


    The world before me began to spin, almost as if I'd started getting dizzy from the heat. I quickly stopped walking, pressed my hand against my face, and waited for the sensation to pass. Glancing at him, I saw that Gon too had sat down. He was waiting for me. Or maybe not; it kinda looked like he might simply be catching a break. I crouched down next to him, and while patting his head, decided to stay like this for a bit more time. The summer sky was shining brightly above us, but thanks to the parasol my grandmother had given me, I found the situation surprisingly bearable.


    "......"


    I stared down at Gon, his eyelids heavy, looking like he might fall asleep any second now.


    What if.


    What would happen if I were to leave him here and just run off?


    That was something I found crossing my mind. I doubt he had the stamina needed to keep up with me anymore, nor the willpower for that matter. Would he slowly stumble his way back home and then bite me once he got there? Or would he not even be able to make it back and instead collapse by the roadside, dry up, and slowly wither away? Simply the thought of that happening made me feel horrible.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    A drop of my sweat—one whose true nature I wasn't quite able to grasp—fell on Gon's head, prompting him to twist his body and change his position. It was as if he was fleeing in case more were going to follow.


    "Come on, don't hate me for that. Hmm... Do you hate me?"


    A dry laugh escaped my mouth; even here his movements were sluggish.


    Humming to myself, I remained like that for some more time.


    "Alright, break time is over."


    With that proclamation, I sprang up. As for a reply, well, I didn't get one.


    Was this really the sort of person I was? I didn't know. No clear answer came to me.


    Seriously, what a pain. All of it.


    We made our way forward along the river. Soon, all the buildings around us vanished, and as they did, the ground we walked on too transformed from hardened soil into a collection of tiny pebbles. It was as if nature was reclaiming the scenery from civilization, as if a new path forward was opening. The stench of dirt faded away, giving room for the smell of water.


    No longer could I hear any cars around. Instead, what echoed in my ears were the songs of cicadas mixed with the sounds of the river. Simply having that sound gush over my body made me feel like all the sweat I'd built up coming here was being washed away.


    The leaves and branches that extended over the road formed almost a roof of sorts, sprinkling sunlight painted green on Gon and me as we walked under them. The ground beneath our feet was made of rocks of various sizes, causing each step we took to place our eyes on a slightly different level, completely altering the scenery in the progress. As for the air, it was so green that each time I breathed it in, I was left feeling like there was a plant of some kind inside me that was starting to bud.


    There was a large rock nearby positioned such that half of it protruded over the river. I sat down on it, took out my fishing rod, and cast the line into the water. Allowing myself to relax, I gradually shifted into a position where I was leaning slightly forwards. The rock was quite warm having spent the entire day absorbing the sun's heat, and even through my clothes, I could feel my legs starting to grow warm.


    The wind felt so good that I couldn't help but take off my hat and let my hair flow free. This left my neck fully exposed, and quickly, a wave of cold more reminiscent of winter than summer as it currently was passed through my body. The intensity of it was to the point where I found myself shaking a little.


    Glancing at Gon, I saw that he had crawled under the shade of the parasol where he now remained, lying flat against the rock with his eyes closed. He was completely still, so still in fact that I couldn't help but worry a little, and soon, it got to the point where I just had to reach out to him and give his back a quick scratch. Though faint, I did feel him breathing, instantly filling me with relief. This prompted Gon to open his right eye. Had I disrupted him? That was certainly a possibility. I gave him one more pat before pulling my hand away, and as I did that, Gon once again closed his eyes. Based on what my grandmother had told me, he spent most of his time sleeping these days.


    I wonder, was he constantly dreaming?


    Was everything that had happened so far, the entire journey leading here a mere fragment in the ocean of dreams and reality?


    "Ah. I forgot to bring a bucket for the fish", I noticed all of a sudden. Sadly, it was already far, far too late. Being way too much of a city girl to carry my potential catches back with bare hands, I was left with no choice but to say goodbye to the idea of eating fish for dinner. Then again, it was more than likely that I wasn't going to catch anything either way. I mean, heck, I wasn't using any bait for crying out loud. No way could you catch fish with this thing. You couldn't even catch Yashiro.


    I'd come here because fishing was supposedly the best activity to do while thinking things through, but now the question became, did I have anything to think about?


    "Hmm..."


    For one reason or another, my mind wandered to Adachi. Was it because I'd seen a bit of her in Gon's face? She too had a tendency to look equally dispirited whenever things didn't go her way.


    I felt it to be a good thing how easily read she was. There was something surprisingly important about that, being able to convey your feelings.


    Adachi was... how to put it... quite inexperienced when it came to dealing with others. As a result, I found hanging out with her to still be just as novel as it had been initially. Whereas I'd been worn out by constant human interactions, abraded by them, she, she was different. I'd even go as far as to say that we were opposites in that aspect. This explained why occasionally, I found myself wanting to treat her with affection, to tend to her.


    I'd suggested to her that maybe she should make friends with other people. To me, that felt like a perfectly normal piece of advice.


    And yet, to Adachi, it was as if she didn't understand what I was even talking about. I couldn't help but feel like there were loads of these things that were accepted as ordinary by others that she had no experience with.


    The likely explanation for that was that she'd spent her youth—the time during which your personality was formed—stuck inside her shell and was only now starting to cultivate her feelings, her emotions. It was kinda similar to how I'd fallen behind in my studies and had to play catch up later on, although in her case, doing so was going to be much, much more difficult. To make matters even worse, she'd elected to skip past all the simple interactions and jump straight into the deep end. In this situation she found herself in, where everyone around her had long since matured as far as their personalities were concerned, she could rely on me for help. Everything she got from me she accepted as fact. All in all, I could say with certainty that she had opened herself to me. That was what I felt as I sat there, embraced by the soft wind.


    I really meant that. Seriously, it was to the point where I wouldn't even be half-surprised were she to come out and say that she loved me.


    Just then, my phone rang. Was it Adachi? Was she calling in to complain, to appeal her case? I took the device out from my bag, glanced at the screen, and saw that...


    "Oh, I was wrong."


    ...it wasn't Adachi calling me, but instead, Tarumi. I was just about to answer when all of a sudden, my finger froze in place.


    I glanced at Gon. Our eyes met, and immediately, I could feel my throat start to squirm. It was as if I had something stuck in there.


    The song of cicadas faded away, giving room for my ringtone as it swallowed us both. With the weight of the sound pressing down on me, I could feel the back of my head starting to hurt.


    My phone continued ringing. As it did, I simply sat there and waited.


    I ultimately ended up not picking up the call.


    Once the ringing had stopped, I turned the device off and tossed it back into my bag.


    Why had I even brought my phone in the first place?


    There was something about the act of intentionally missing a call that made me extremely nervous. My mind was in disarray.


    And yet, despite that.


    It was very much possible that— No. This wasn't something I could dance around using ambiguous words. No, I had to face the situation head-on.


    This was almost certainly going to be the final chance Gon and I had to spend time together.


    As such. As such. I repeated myself many times over, almost as I was making up excuses.


    What was the right thing to call this? Sincerity? Faithfulness?


    "What do you think?"


    I went ahead and reached out to Gon for an opinion. He remained motionless, the expression on his face telling me that he had no idea.


    Back in the day, he would immediately leap up the moment our eyes met. So happy, having so much fun, the two of us would prance around.


    Yet now, neither one of us moved. Only the wind did, blowing softly against my face.


    I could feel my body starting to shiver.


    Slowly, I shifted my attention to the distant scenery.


    "I've grown so much. And so have you, Gon."


    Both my chest, throat, as well as eyes tightened up as I forced those words out.


    For a moment, I found myself unable to breathe.


    What was going on?


    Had something awakened inside me, prompting my body to cramp?


    Paying no attention to what was happening with me, the river continued its peaceful flow.


    The air, the water, they didn't care about us. For them, we were simply temporary.


    Incapable of anything special.


    Even something as simple as keeping Gon alive.


    Pile up as many layers of dreams as you wanted, the truth remained as it was, melted down by summer's heat.


    Even so, I wonder, what did the time we spent here leave us with?


    Did it shine a shimmer of light onto Gon's dreams? I could only hope so.


    Sitting there, my line cast, the cool river breeze cooling down my cheeks, I thought.


    I thought and I thought.


    



    Ultimately, I ended up returning home empty handed. Well, not that I had the means to carry my bounty back even if I had caught something.


    Along the way, I noticed that Gon's step had grown visibly heavy. Deciding that this was a good time for a break, I sat down with him and spread out my lunch box. I then took out the breadcrumbs my grandmother had prepared for Gon, and using my hands as a substitute for a plate, brought them close to his mouth. The way he ate them made him look like an oversized bird. Back in the day, he used to always be demanding treats from me, but now, what I saw as I stared at his mouth was a row of missing teeth. I couldn't help but feel a little sad looking at him.


    We took our time making our way back against the river's flow.


    Having now returned, the first person I saw was Dad. He was still busy with the whole car washing thing. However, unlike previously, my grandfather had now joined him. It appeared that the two had ultimately ended up washing his car together. Feeling that this was as good a time as any to give the fishing rod back to him, I went ahead and approached them.


    "Here you go, Grandpa."


    "Welcome back. Hmm? What's this?"


    Covered in sweat and with a sponge in hand, the old man tilted his head. Oh, right.


    "The old man next door told me to give this back to you."


    "Really? He borrowed this from me? I don't remember that at all. Well, then again, his memory is way better than mine."


    Thanking me, he took the rod off my hands. With that out of the way, I then turned towards Dad and showed my empty hands to him.


    "No carps. None."


    "That's too bad", the man lamented, all the while shaking his head lightly. Was he being serious? There were times like these where I simply couldn't tell.


    On my way towards the backdoor, I stopped for a second to take a glance at the doghouse. Whereas I was having trouble getting the thing out of my head, Gon appeared to be completely uninterested. This was where the dog my grandparents owned before Gon had slept. I wonder, what had been the relationship between the two? Did staring at the doghouse not fill him with feelings of loneliness? Or perhaps, had he already forgotten that the other dog had ever existed?


    Fatigue weighing down on my shoulders, I pushed the door leading inside the house open.


    The very first thing that hit my ears there was a high-pitched giggle.


    "Hehehe! Piece of cake!"


    The voice belonged to my grandmother, currently sitting in front of the living room TV with her shoulders rocking back and forth in a slightly uncomfortable manner. Next to her sat my sister. You could very easily tell what she thought of the situation by the way her cheeks were puffed. "No fair. I can't beat you at all", I could hear her comment. It appeared that the old woman was not one to give out undeserved victories.


    "I'm back."


    "Oh, Hougetsu. Welcome, welcome. Hehe."


    Her head was now turned towards me, and yet she just kept on laughing. There was something kinda creepy about the sight, her giggling with a controller in hand.


    While I was busy taking off my shoes, Gon walked inside past me, his head hung as if he was catching his breath. Likewise, his tail too was drooping low.


    "Good job. You worked hard", I thanked him as he slowly made his way towards the corner of the room before slouching down and wrapping his body in the blanket that was there. That blanket was one I'd bought him as a gift a while back, and it was nice to see that it was still being used.


    I crouched down next to him, only for my sister to come in from the side and smack my head. I was about to say something, but before I could, she dodged out of the way.


    Without as much as a comment, the girl placed herself on top of my legs.


    "What? Are you that starved for attention?"


    "Shut up."


    Why was she the one being angry here? Frowning in pain, I could hear my grandmother laughing.


    "Hahaha. Aren't you the popular one, Hougetsu."


    "Hmm, I guess I am."


    "No you're not", my sister stated for whatever reason. With her lying on my lap, I went ahead and stroked her hair, exposing her ear in the process. I then pulled on it.


    "Eek!"


    "Did you eat the lunch I packed you?"


    It was my grandmother who spoke, still pressing buttons on the controller she had in hand.


    "Yep, I did."


    "Was it enough? If you're hungry, I can warm up some cutlets for you."


    "Hmm..."


    I went ahead and squeezed my stomach through my clothes.


    "No, I think I'm good."


    "Sure. Do tell me if you get hungry though. I bought some dumplings as snacks."


    "Thanks."


    Having said that, I finally let go of my sister's ear. She tried to protest, ask me what the heck I was doing, but in response, I simply pushed her head down.


    My grandmother's voice, her actions, they were filled to the brim with affection and love towards her grandchildren. I took them in, and in my mind, associated them with kindness.


    Why was that? I simply wasn't able to tell.


    "Hey, Grandma."


    "What is it?"


    "How were you able to grow up to become so kind?"


    Just as I said that, an explosion took place on the screen.


    Shifting her attention away from the game, my grandmother turned her head around towards me.


    "Hougetsu?"


    "Oh, umm... It's just..."


    I found the situation a bit awkward now that she was staring back at me.


    As for the old woman, she didn't appear to think much of it. Instead, she simply answered my question.


    "It's simple, really. Once you part ways with someone, you never know if you'll be able to see them again. As such, I want to do as much as I can while I still have the chance."


    She wasn't putting up a front. She wasn't trying to act big. Rather, the way in which she spoke made it seem like what she was saying was the most natural thing in the world.


    I was left with a good sense of just how broad she was as a person based on this philosophy of hers.


    Cherish every encounter since you never know if it'll be your last. That seemed to be the gist of what she was saying. On a theoretical level, it was quite a simple concept to comprehend.


    Was that sort of sincerity what I should be showing Gon? Most likely.


    And yet, whether I'd be able to do that, whether I'd be able to be fully and honestly true to my feelings, that was a whole other thing altogether.


    Living my life to the fullest was sadly something that went beyond my capabilities.


    The world around me began to grow dark. I hung my head, and there he was. Gon with his eyes closed.


    "You don't need to concern yourself with such things, Hougetsu. You're already a very kind girl."


    I shifted my attention away from Gon and back towards my grandmother. No, that wasn't true.


    "I'm not."


    No matter how favourably you wanted to look at the situation, her comment simply didn't apply to me. I knew my personality, and if there was one thing I lacked it was kindness.


    Softness, elegance. All different names for the same thing.


    How did my grandmother find my reply? I didn't have to wait for long, as soon enough, she turned around and spoke the following words:


    "Hougetsu. What you are is fastidious."


    "Fastidious?"


    I wasn't quite sure how to react. No one had ever called me that before.


    "There is no need to live your life in such a conscientious way. It's okay to loosen up every now and then."


    "Huh?"


    Conscientious? What did she mean?


    "Well, you did get called a delinquent when you were still just fifteen, but I'm sure you understand what I mean."


    "Don't worry. I was a very good girl growing up."


    "What about now?"


    "Even better."


    The old woman drew close to me and patted my head. Except that she didn't; the way she moved her hand was better described as her tousling my hair.


    Everything around me grew blurry as my head continued rocking from side to side.


    "You're trying too hard to assure that your relationships with others are perfectly level. If there are ever any bumps, you find that to be unnatural. Really, you're so faithful, so sincere that if I didn't know better, I would never guess that you're my daughter's child."


    Putting the random disparaging of Mom aside, sincere? She was saying that I was sincere?


    I recalled how I had reacted to the phone call back at the river, and quickly, my mind collapsed into a state of confusion.


    "I don't understand."


    I was well aware of how my reply sounded. It was as if I'd returned to my childhood.


    Whereas I was clearly confused, my grandmother remained perfectly calm.


    "Give me your number, Hougetsu."


    "Huh?"


    "I'm talking about your phone number. I'll snap a few pictures of Gon and send them over to you."


    A soft grin appeared on the old woman's face, a face as round as the dumplings she'd bought.


    Her simply mentioning Gon's face caused me to instinctively glance his way.


    There should've been no way for her to glean this from the way I phrased my question, and yet, she had done it anyway.


    It was almost as if she saw right through me. I couldn't help but feel ashamed.


    Completely ignorant of the turmoil raging within my head, my sister went ahead and asked the following with great interest:


    "You have a phone, Granny?"


    "I do. A smartphone at that."


    Giggling to herself, she pulled the device from her pocket and held it out in front of her.


    "Wow. Must be nice."


    "Let's exchange phone numbers once your parents buy you one, alright?"


    "Yeah!" the girl nodded in response. She seemed to be all for it.


    "Same for you, Hougetsu. Let's exchange numbers later on."


    She followed this statement by giving me a thumbs up. Simply looking at her I could feel my shoulders relax as all tension left me.


    "Yeah. Let's do that."


    I was just the right amount of exhausted to forget about the fatigue the long walk had incurred on me.


    My grandmother put her phone back. She then picked up the controller and held it out to me.


    "Care to play with us, Hougetsu?"


    "Hmm? Sure. But, aren't there only two controllers?"


    "Don't worry about that. You see, I have a multitap."


    Cheerfully, the old woman pulled out a device used to connect multiple controllers at the same time from the shelf underneath the TV. Once she was done plugging everything in, my sister lifted herself up and grabbed the controller she'd left on the floor earlier.


    "You've really matured, huh?" I went ahead and praised her for hardly interrupting our conversation, earning myself a flash of her tongue. The girl had a tendency to oppose me at every opportunity, and in that aspect, she hadn't grown in the slightest. I was left to take my earlier comment back.


    In the next moment, the door leading to the bedroom opened. Out came Mom, rubbing her eyes and yawning in a really exaggerated manner. She walked over to us and sat down next to me.


    "Oh, you were sleeping?"


    "I was", Mom stated before turning her eyes away from me. As she did, I was given a good look at her messy, ruffled hair. She had a tendency to always get bed hair. I definitely remembered seeing her like this many times in the past.


    Now that I thought about it, the way she acted when she'd just woken up in general was quite similar to a certain someone I knew.


    "Oh, you're playing Bomberman? Alright. I'll join too."


    You could see the woman's eyes light up as she lifted her hand in the air, almost like formally announcing that she was participating. 


    "Wish you would've said so sooner. Now I have to mess with the cables a second time", my grandmother complained. Despite this, she did quickly prepare a fourth controller.


    I could feel my heart beating faster as I compared her and Gon side to side.


    The beat was intense, like I was hoping for things to change somehow. I found myself tapping my fingers against my knees as if chasing after that sound.


    A whirlpool of emotion raged inside me. And yet, that was the extent of it; no matter where I looked, those unpleasant things that usually gave me trouble were nowhere to be seen.


    I wanted to lean on my side and remain immersed in that feeling forever.


    



    The next two days passed by much in the same way.


    Our yearly visit to see my grandparents came to an end, and so, we left their house behind.


    Though we'd walked in using the back door, on our way out, we specifically made sure to use the front one as was custom to us.


    "Grandad, Grandma. See you next year."


    "You could visit monthly too if you wanted", my grandmother stated, earning an agreeing nod from my grandfather standing next to her.


    "Pay me allowance and I might consider it."


    Whether Mom was serious or not, that didn't really matter as everyone simply laughed her comment off.


    I then turned towards a certain friend of mine, of who my grandmother had brought outside to see us off.


    "Gon", I called out his name. He lifted his head in response, and there, I wrapped my arms around him, burying my face into his soft fur.


    His warmth was something I remembered distinctly. All in all, it just felt so real.


    "Gon..."


    My voice began to shiver slightly, and the rest of my sentence refused to come out.


    I wanted to say goodbye to him. And yet, I couldn't bring myself to do so.


    A hand was placed on top of my head. I could tell without looking that it belonged to my grandmother.


    "Don't worry. I'll make sure to take lots of pictures of him and send them to you."


    Her voice sounded as soft as ever.


    "Alright?"


    "Yeah..."


    Taking in her words, practically a command, I remained like that for a moment, my eyes cast down.


    Once I did finally get up, Mom gave my shoulder a light tap.


    "Didn't throw a tantrum this time. Good job."


    "Shut up."


    I firmly stomped out her unneeded comment. As I did, I noticed that my sister was staring at me, her eyes wide open.


    "Hmm? What are you talking about?"


    "It's nothing. Seriously."


    Though the girl did look like she wanted to ask more questions, for once in her life she found it in herself to stay silent.


    That was good. Sure, it had been years ago by this point, but I'd still rather not talk about what had happened back then.


    I shifted my attention back to Gon. It was difficult to resist the temptation to hug him again, but somehow, I was able to keep myself in check.


    We circled around the house and found ourselves in front of our car. As usual, I could see both of my grandparents standing by the back door.


    "Meaning, huh?"


    Once more, I waved goodbye to them before stepping inside the newly polished car.


    I'd barely sat down when the vehicle began moving. There, I surrendered my body to its soft oscillation.


    A strange feeling quite similar to satisfaction passed through me.


    My mind wandered to Gon. I thought about him, I thought about him deeply.


    I hadn't been able to say anything to him. And yet, that too was one way of showing how I felt.


    Just as there were clear cut answers, there were also those that were anything but. Moreover, they were equally valid.


    I felt futile, unable to express myself, but at the same time, wanted to press my body against his.


    That was the nature of the emotions which raged inside me.


    All in all, the whole situation was quite well reflected in what I did after arriving home and stepping out of the car.


    I faced the road, took a deep breath, and then yelled. Yelled as hard as I could, squeezing out every last bit of strength in my body.


    "UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!"


    I didn't stop until my head began to feel dizzy from lack of oxygen.


    By the end of it, I was left with a hoarse throat and a horrible ringing in my ears. The sweat I'd been building up all came out at once, causing me to feel like I was being bathed in boiling water. However, at the same time, my eyes were wide awake. It felt like my own personal sun had been created deep inside them.


    Its brilliance lit up my mind.


    Ignoring for a moment my family members who I could only assume were staring at me extremely confused, I pulled out my phone.


    No sooner had I selected the number and hit the call button than she picked up. The image that came to my mind was that of Gon as he ran up to meet me.


    So, that was the reason, huh? I couldn't help but laugh a little.


    In a voice that conjured the image of old, clunky rocks piled together, I went ahead and greeted her.


    



    "Hello, Adachi. I'm back home."


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yashiro: The Visitor - Part 10"


    



    



    "Hey, does this region have any famous souvenirs or something like that?" I asked my grandfather standing in the garden. Instantly, he replied:


    "Souvenirs? Well, the dried persimmons you can get around here are pretty well known, I'd say."


    "Hmm. Persimmons, huh?"


    Those things were way too bitter in my opinion. Then again, given that Yachii happily munched down anything even remotely sweet, it honestly might not be a bad pick.


    "Oh", the man suddenly exclaimed, all the while adding water into the bowl next to him that housed a few fish. He then went ahead and corrected his earlier statement: "They might not sell them during summer, now that I think about it."


    "Really? That's too bad."


    I suppose that only made sense; it wasn't difficult to imagine the persimmons rotting away were they left hanging outside this time of the year.


    Even I felt that way, like I was going to melt if I stayed in the sun for too long, and I was a human.


    "You need a souvenir?"


    "Yep. I'm thinking about buying a friend something."


    "I see, I see."


    Done removing the flowers which covered the water's surface, my grandfather turned around, walked past me, and headed to the kitchen. Curious as to what he was planning, I quickly followed after him.


    There in the kitchen, I was met by my grandmother cutting onions with intense speed.


    "What is it?"


    "Hmm, nothing", the man responded to her question, all the while peering inside the fridge. I was standing right behind him, which caused a wave of cool air to hit me as he opened the door. It felt pretty good.


    "Do we still have it? I wonder..."


    Rummaging, he went through the contents of the fridge and piled them up on the floor. You could see that my grandmother very much disapproved of this.


    "Once you're done, make sure you put everything back."


    "Yes, yes. I will", the man answered limply. There, after a few more containers full of fish, a smile appeared on his face. It appeared that he'd found what he was looking for.


    "I knew we had it. Well done, me. My memory is still intact."


    He spent a few moments praising himself in a tone of voice not often heard coming from his mouth before opening the Ziploc bag, pulling out what looked like a ball made of paper, and showing it to me.


    "A frozen persimmon prepared by the one and only me. What do you think, will this do?"


    "Ooh."


    The persimmon was cold, so cold it made the tips of my fingers tingle. It was also wrapped in paper as previously mentioned, making it so that you could never guess what it was based on looks alone.


    "Hahaha", the man laughed, appearing more proud of himself than I'd ever seen him. As for my grandmother, well, she too looked a bit shocked.


    And so, I returned home with a persimmon. While my plan originally was to give the frozen fruit to Yachii right away, that turned out to be far more difficult than I'd originally thought as I realised I had no idea where she lived. Moreover, it was always her who came over to our house, meaning that I didn't even have any way to contact her. This was bad. Really bad. Unsure what I was supposed to do, I found myself walking back and forth through the hallway.


    Ultimately, figuring that she'd simply show up like she always did if I simply waited for long enough, I decided to do just that. Oh, but don't get me wrong. I still felt extremely restless. The number of times I ended up checking up on the persimmon now stored inside our fridge was easily in the double digits.


    A whole day passed and the morning rolled around, but Yachii was nowhere to be seen.


    I once again found myself wandering around aimlessly down the hallway. There, I spotted Sis, having just woken up.


    It was kinda wild how her hair gradually rose behind her head. She almost looked like a lion.


    "And what might you be up to?"


    If anyone here was "up", it was her. Or more precisely, her hair.


    "It's just, Yachii hasn't shown up and..."


    "Hmm? I'd think that if you just call her, she'll come right away."


    "Yeah, but how?"


    "Right. Let's see..."


    Yawning to herself, Sis turned around and disappeared into the kitchen. Right, figures. I guess she was too tired to pay attention to me. I'd barely finished the thought when much to my surprise, she returned with something in hand. That something was a bag of honey toffee.


    "Run around while holding this in the air and see what happens."


    "What does this have to do with Yachii?"


    "She showed up when I did that before once."


    Pushing the bag into my hands, Sis walked off, for good this time. She seemed to be having some trouble maintaining balance, and after only a few steps, ended up bonking her head against the wall. I know it's not a nice thing to say about your own big sister, but she truly was pathetic during the morning.


    Now then, that aside. Would it really be possible to lure Yachii using a bag of sweets?


    Moreover, Sis had done that? Why?


    Finding the whole situation quite hard to believe, I took the bag and rolled it around in my hand. As I did, the face of the cute bee mascot grew horribly warped.


    "Hmm..."


    It was more than likely that she was simply tricking me. And yet, I went ahead and lifted the bag above my head anyway. Although there was no one here to see me, I still found doing so kinda embarrassing.


    I then broke into a slight sprint. Running with my hands in the air left me completely defenceless, and honestly, I found it kinda uncomfortable. Despite still being the only person here, I could feel my face steadily growing all red and itchy.


    It was seriously difficult to imagine anyone being able to sense me doing this.


    At the same time, I couldn't shake off the feeling that if anyone could do it, it'd be Yachii.


    Yachii had something special about her, something which exceeded the rules and boundaries of this planet.


    Wait... Huh?


    I was on my third lap through the hallway when all of a sudden, I heard a second set of footsteps behind me.


    I quickly turned around to look, and wouldn't you know it.


    Yachii was there.


    She was frozen in a similar position to mine, her arms too lifted in the air above her head.


    Our eyes soon met.


    "Ooh! Shou!"


    Immediately, she broke into a run. She had her arms spread wide open and didn't slow down even as she drew closer to me. Was this going to be okay? Should I be worried? Well, it turned out that I should've as mere moments later, she'd already rammed into me full speed, sending both of us tumbling down the hallway.


    The way her hair brushed against my face as we lay there made me feel like all the piled up humidity inside me was being cleared away.


    "Shou!!"


    "Whoa!"


    With her arms wrapped tight around me, Yachii went ahead and rubbed her cheeks against mine. I could see her springy flesh squishing up and down and she did so.


    What was happening? My eyes started to spin, and soon, the insides of my head had begun to feel awfully warm.


    A scent unlike anything I'd smelled before was being emitted from Yachii's cheeks and hair.


    Softly, it passed through my body. I found it difficult to describe the sensation.


    The one image that came to my mind was that of something silver being sprinkled onto my mouth.


    These tiny particles travelled into my nose and even my ears, twinkling deep inside me. That really was how it felt.


    I was soon pulled back to reality as all of a sudden, Yachii stopped what she was doing and tilted her head with a puzzled look on her face.


    "Hmm? You're not going to do it, Shou?"


    "Huh? Do what?"


    "Snuggle with me. Snuggle."


    Having said that, she once again began rubbing her face against mine. Seriously, where had she learned all this from?


    "Umm... Okay."


    Matching her movements, I went ahead and moved my cheek just a little bit. Although I was barely doing anything, it felt at least ten times more embarrassing than before when I'd merely been a passive participant. Warmth began gathering just below my eyes, almost as if warm rain was falling down on me. I quickly stiffened up and stopped, but even there, Yachii kept on going.


    Did being able to see me really make her this happy? Was she happy because of me?


    My mind grew all the more blurry as I thought about that. I could feel my ears getting slightly cold.


    We spent the next couple of moments like that, lying there on the floor.


    "So, you're back, Shou?"


    After we finally got back up on our feet, I turned to Yachii and saw her grinning in a way which signalled not the slightest bit of embarrassment. Wow.


    Not only that, I noticed that she'd at some point snatched the bag of sweets from my hands.


    "Yeah. I am."


    Why was she attracted by sweets? How had she possibly been able to sense them? I decided to not think too hard about all that stuff.


    "Also, I made sure to get you a souvenir like I promised."


    "Is it something delicious?"


    Yachii's eyes practically lit up as she asked me that. Hmph. Was she really that much more excited by the souvenir than she was by me?


    I mean, yes, that was very much like her, but still. Hmph.


    "Probably. Now, follow me."


    I guided her to the kitchen. There, I spotted Sis, lying flat against the table.


    Her unkempt hair was spread in front of her and almost resembled a jellyfish.


    "Ah, Shimamura."


    Having also noticed Sis, Yachii quickly hurled herself into her direction. This was exactly what she'd done to me moments earlier, except this time, the result was a lot different; the girl's tiny frame put her at just the perfect height where her head slammed against Sis's knee, sending her flying backwards in a very showy fashion due to the force of the impact. I know I've made this observation before, but at times, it really felt like gravity barely had an effect on her.


    "Huh?"


    Leaving a visible mark on the table, Sis lifted her head. Both her eyes and mouth alike remained half open.


    "So... tired..."


    "That's what happens when you stay up all night when you're not even studying, moron."


    It was Mom who spoke. She was also there washing the sink.


    "It's not my fault... Whenever I tried to end the call, she just kept on talking..."


    Mumbling out some excuses, Sis once more collapsed against the table. Well, whatever. Let's just leave her be.


    There was something far more important for me to be focusing on. I walked up to the fridge, opened it, and pulled out the container that held the persimmon.


    It was cold, so cold that I could almost feel my fingers freezing just touching it, making it the perfect treat for the season.


    Removing all the wrappings, I showed the fruit to Yachii.


    "Wrinkly."


    That was her initial impression.


    "It's a persimmon."


    "Per... simmon?"


    Clearly puzzled, Yachii tilted her head to the side. I'd been right; she had no idea what persimmons were. Softly, I opened my mouth to explain.


    "It needs a bit more time to fully defrost, so—"


    "Munch."


    "Ah!"


    I'd barely gotten a sentence in when all of a sudden, Yachii sank her teeth into the fruit. Her jaw moving up and down, bits and pieces were broken off the frozen treat which then disappeared inside her mouth. I was left staring at her in shock. Yachii, on the other hand, responded to my confusion with a wide grin.


    "Sweet. This is quite sweet."


    The look on her face was one of satisfaction. She really did like sweet things, that Yachii.


    "Yep."


    Despite looking like a character straight out from a fairytale, I couldn't help but get the feeling that if she was actually placed into one, she'd end up eating the gingerbread house or something and be promptly chased off.


    "Do you like it?"


    "It is very delicious, yes."


    "That's good. You see, my grandpa made it."


    Though not my own achievement in any way, I still found myself boasting a little. I could see Yachii nodding along to my explanation as all the while, her gaze remained fixated on the persimmon still in her mouth. There, she let out a short giggle like one did when eating sweets before turning her pretty eyes my way.


    "Here you go, Shou. Take a bite. Let's share it."


    "Huh?"


    Having said this, Yachii lifted up the fruit and held the side opposite to the one she was currently biting into towards me.


    Really? She wanted to eat this with me? This frozen persimmon?


    With plucking a piece off it out of the question, the only way I had left to eat this thing was to take a bite just like she was currently doing. Should I do it? Was it weird? Was it weird eating a fruit like that? Thoughts like those soon filled my mind. I glanced at Mom, but the woman was far too busy cleaning to pay any attention to us. Same way, Sis too was still stuck in her jellyfish-state. We were the only ones. We were in our own separate world.


    The light of the morning sun shining in through the window painted everything around me white.


    Slowly, I brought my mouth to the persimmon, almost like an insect being attracted by said light.


    Yachii's eyes, nose, ears, they were so close to mine.


    Simply moving my face I could feel her touch.


    Showing no hesitation, Yachii continued munching. With each bite she took, I could feel her hair and her forehead drawing closer to me.


    My throat squeezed up and a sensation similar to being nervous ran through me.


    And yet, I remained like that.


    Once we were done eating, once the persimmon was gone, what would happen then?


    I could feel the frozen fruit starting to melt just from the throbbing of my lips alone.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    After the call, I immediately rushed to comb my hair. As for putting on makeup, that was something I still had to do. Same went for changing my clothes.


    I knew I had to hurry. I knew it. However, I just kept on stumbling, as if tripping over my own feet. It was frustrating to say the least.


    And yet, even this hectic rush was something I managed to find oddly comfortable once I got in sync with the beat of it.


    It was as if I was soaring through the air, entrusting myself to the waves of exultation which ran through me.


    I was about to go see Shimamura.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    "I've been thinking about this for a while now, but if I had to pick, I'd say that you're a dog, Adachi."


    "Huh?"


    Really?


    Those were the words Shimamura said to me in place of a greeting as I rushed over to her house. 


    Why did she think so? Was it me panting heavily and being covered in sweat all over as a result of having pedalled faster than ever before that brought the image of a dog to her mind? I could only assume so.


    Also, I distinctly remembered her saying something similar to me in the past.


    "Hmm..."


    Shimamura appeared to be thinking hard about something, her arms now crossed. Not having even taken my shoes off, I remained like I was there in the doorway, staring back at her. It had been what, two days? Three? I had to say, she really was pretty. Not a very deep or insightful thought, I know, but it was what came to my mind. Whether it was due to the time she'd spent away or what, I could feel her practically gushing with youthfulness. At the same time, I found her taste in shirts just as baffling as ever; today, she was wearing one with a massive picture of a sandwich printed in the middle of it. No text or anything, just a sandwich.


    "Actually, never mind. Let's just move on."


    A hint of regret could be sensed in her voice as she closed her eyes. Let's move on? That was easier said than done considering that I didn't know what she was talking about in the first place.


    "Huh? What? What do you mean?"


    "Hmm. It's really not a good idea, I don't think."


    Mumbling to herself, she once more nodded her head. In no way did this statement answer my question. Then again, that likely wasn't her intention to begin with.


    "I'm really curious now, though."


    "You are? Well, still..."


    Was this all, or was there something more to her words? I simply couldn't tell.


    "It's... It's fine. Yeah. Just try it out", I went ahead and urged her. I didn't even know if this had something to do with me, but my curiosity didn't care.


    The act itself of learning to understand her better brought me incredible joy.


    "Really? Are you sure?"


    "Yeah. Bring... it on?"


    An image of Shimamura from some time ago came to my mind. While I remembered her spreading her arms wide open, there was obviously no way that I could go that far mimicking her.


    I felt my back shivering as lines of sweat dripped down my skin.


    "Well, alright then. Here."


    What she did next was push her hand out towards me, her palm facing the sky. There was nothing on it. Nervously, I waited for something to happen, but nothing did. Instead, Shimamura remained like she was, motionless.


    Her eyes were pointed towards me. It was as if she was waiting for me to act.


    Wait... Could it be?


    So incredibly nervous, I went ahead and placed my hand on top of hers.


    I was offering my paw to her.


    The way she was treating me here—like a dog—combined with her words from earlier caused the warmth inside me to grow ever more intense.


    "Hmm."


    For whatever reason, Shimamura appeared mighty satisfied.


    "It's kinda hot outside, huh? Come on in. I can't stay here for much longer either."


    Having said that, she then guided me inside the house, almost as if I'd passed a ritual of some sort. The way she was behaving, so strangely casual, it felt very—for the lack of a better word—"Shimamura" to me. Did that signal that I was quickly reaching a point of no return? Perhaps.


    Still feeling slightly sad that I'd had to let go of her hand, I took off my shoes before calling out her name.


    "Shimamura."


    The name left my mouth, reached her, and prompted her to glance into my direction.


    It wasn't much of a connection. And yet, it still caused a slight smile to appear on my face. Why was that, I wonder.


    "Welcome back."


    I'd wanted to say that to her in person. For a moment, Shimamura avoided my gaze before herself grinning.


    "Now you're just being silly. Hmm, then again, I guess I did say 'I'm back' when I called you. That was pretty cliched too."


    Using the heels of her feet as a central axis, Shimamura smoothly rotated herself until her entire body was facing me. She then took a light step forward.


    "I'm home, Adachi!"


    It was as if a pile of charcoal had lit up, exploded, and shot out a million tiny fragments.


    I could feel a sharp wave of pain travel through me as a part of my heart I'd thought to be unmovable leapt out of place.


    "Wh-Whoa."


    Bubbles. I could feel the blood in the veins which ran through my neck bubbling.


    My eyes, my heart, they were both being turned inside out by the sensation.


    Shimamura had her arms wrapped around my body. She was hugging me.


    It wasn't that strange. We'd hugged plenty of times in the past. And yet, what made this different was that, for the first time ever, she was the one who'd initiated the hug, not the other way around. A whole new world had been opened to me. A world beneath the waves.


    I felt like I was drowning. I also felt weak and unable to move, almost as if someone had come and removed all the bones in my shoulders. Even there, Shimamura continued patting my back. Softly, her fingers ran through my hair, completely binding me.


    I got the impression that were I to let myself relax here, the bubbles of blood flowing wild inside me might end up shooting out through my mouth. That was not an exaggeration.


    Three times more Shimamura's hand patted my back.


    With each one, I felt myself drown ever further.


    "Or something."


    Having said that, Shimamura gently pulled herself away from me. I couldn't help but let out a short gasp filled with lament as she did so.


    "Yeah. Umm... Right", I added as well, all the while trying my best to remain calm. That was easier said than done as my eyes just kept on spinning.


    Pushing down my right wrist—still bubbling—I found myself just having to ask her the following:


    "Did something good happen while you were away, Shimamura?"


    "Hmm? No, not in particular", she replied softly. "If anything, I became painfully aware of reality."


    For a moment, her gaze fell, and so did her voice. However, nothing followed. She didn't say anything else. I wanted to ask her what she meant, but found myself unable to do so.


    Even so, the look on her face, it really resonated with my heart. I felt like I could spend an eternity staring at it. How beautiful.


    Trying my hardest to resist the temptation to once more hug her, I followed after Shimamura as she walked through the hallway.


    She guided me to her room on the first floor. There, my eyes came across her sister. The girl noticed me back, and quickly, a frown appeared on her face. She then got up, sprinted past us, and exited the room. It went without saying that I wasn't a welcomed visitor.


    To be completely honest with you, Shimamura's little sister was someone I had a lot of trouble dealing with. Why? Well, it was mostly due to her being so similar to myself. What I mean to say is that I could easily read through her act and see what she really thought, and when weighing it all in the context of how I viewed myself, it became clear to me that none of it was positive. No doubt did she want nothing more than for me to disappear and never come back.


    "That girl's a real handful. Seriously", Shimamura stated, followed with a wry laugh. As for me, I didn't laugh. It wasn't really my place to do so, I felt. However, at the same time, I also wasn't going to give up.


    We were talking about Shimamura's family here, yes, but there was definitely a part of me that didn't want to step back.


    "Please don't mind the mess. I just got back so I haven't had the chance to clear things up."


    "It's fine."


    Despite her saying that, it wasn't actually all that messy here. There was the bag she'd used for the trip, and honestly, that was pretty much it.


    An electric fan was spinning on the floor. Shimamura reached for it and turned it into my direction. I was left lowering my head slightly, almost as if bowing to this considerate act.


    "I really didn't think you'd run straight here the moment I called you", she laughed, all the while stretching out her legs. Personally, I didn't find it all that peculiar. Like a finger you were about to flick held in suspension, tension had continued to build up inside me as I waited and waited for her, and once it was released, I'd been flung directly towards her. You could even say that this was the natural outcome.


    "Hmm."


    Stroking her chin, Shimamura glanced at me. She then held out her palm for a second time.


    Sitting next to her, I slowly placed my hand on top of hers.


    "Mmh."


    Once again, a look of satisfaction formed on her face, and in the same way, my heart too was left beating wild.


    I went ahead and gripped her hand so that this time she wouldn't pull it away. The summer's heat made our hands a bit too warm for it to be fully comfortable, but that didn't matter to me. If anything, it was a good thing as feeling her warmth allowed me to tell that she was there even when I wasn't looking.


    Shimamura didn't seem to find it unbearable either as instead of shaking herself free, she chose to remain there by my side.


    Softly, the electric fan continued blowing air in the direction of the days yet to come.


    "Umm... How was it?"


    "How was what?"


    Having blurted the question out without first considering what it was that I actually wanted to know, I was momentarily left struggling as I tried finding the right words to continue.


    "Your grandparents' house, I mean."


    "Oh. Hmm, well."


    Shimamura averted her eyes. I got the impression that this wasn't something she was particularly enthusiastic to talk about.


    "It was fine, I think. More importantly, have you been putting your new swimsuit to use, Adachi?"


    Swiftly, she switched topics, leaving me feeling slightly disappointed that she wasn't willing to open her heart to me. Really, what was it that I needed to do to get to that point?


    Now then, back to her question. Had I been putting the swimsuit to use? Did she mean like, had I gotten into water wearing it?


    The only time I'd worn it was in my room to take a picture of it for her, but that... Wait... Did that count? Maybe?


    Simply thinking about it caused my head to start boiling, and soon, I found myself unable to speak properly. As a result, my reply ended up coming out in the form of a barely comprehensible mumble.


    "Only twice."


    There was the time I'd taken a picture for Shimamura, and also...


    "That's no good. You need to wear it more."


    It was clear to me that there wasn't much thought put into her words. No, she was simply saying stuff for the sake of it. Regardless, if she wanted me to wear it that bad, then I wish she'd give me an opportunity to do so. I came so close to asking her about it before last-second deciding that it was still too soon.


    All of a sudden, Shimamura's phone rang, prompting her to instinctively move to pick up the device. However, having noticed that I too had moved in response, she quickly stopped in her tracks and turned to look at me. Our linked hands formed almost a bridge between us. She opened her mouth as if about to say something, but after a few moments of silence, turned back around and reached for her phone anyway, dragging me along. Even as I was placed in a horribly awkward pose, I still refused to let go of her hand, waiting silently. Based on the short tone, it seemed likely that she'd gotten a text message. But from who?


    Was it from the girl who'd been there by her side during the festival?


    Really, who was that person? What was her relation to Shimamura? I still didn't know the answer to a single one of these questions. Whenever the memory of it came back to me, I always found myself wanting to overload Shimamura with questions, to clear everything up. And yet, just thinking about what I would do were she to answer my million different questions with a single cold stare, it frightened me. It made my blood freeze.


    I didn't even need to put in the effort to practice restraint as the fear and anxiety was more than enough to keep me in check.


    A short giggle left Shimamura's mouth after she checked her phone. Hmm? Was it something funny? She was sharing something which made her laugh with someone who wasn't me, and that alone caused my chest to ache. Black smoke filled my core. I could feel my mind growing cloudy.


    As if having caught on to my feelings, Shimamura showed her phone to me.


    Was this okay? Didn't she need permission from the other person? A part of me wondered this, and yet, I took a peek anyway.


    What was displayed on the screen was a picture of a dog alongside an old woman making a very strange face.


    "This is my grandmother and the dog who lives with her."


    Shimamura's voice sounded very calm as she introduced the two. For both the woman and the dog, it was like she was talking about a family member.


    One glance at the dog made his age clear. His left eye was cloudy, and if I had to hazard a guess, I'd say that he could no longer see anything through it.


    As for the woman next to him, pushing her mouth out as if imitating the dog, she appeared to be Shimamura's grandmother.


    I was probably supposed to make a comment here, huh? But what sort of comment?


    "She... looks like she's having a good time."


    "Well, she is that woman's mother, so makes sense."


    Both a sigh and a dry laugh left Shimamura's mouth at the same time. That woman? I could only assume that she was talking about her own mother. The image of her immediately came to my mind. Hmm, yes. Even during our brief encounters, she'd certainly done her fair share of messing around. That left me to wonder: Given that she was her grandchild, did Shimamura too share that same personality?


    Staring at her face, her gentle-looking face, I came to the conclusion that she likely didn't. It just didn't feel right. There, as I was thinking about that, a different sort of emotion passed through my mind. This one caused my tongue to shiver down to its base.


    She really was cute.


    Whether it was the three days I'd spent yearning for her or the situation I found myself in that did it, that I couldn't tell you, but for some reason, all those things that were normally too ordinary to even register in my mind, I was now paying full attention to them. What was this sensation I felt in my chest, like I was floating in an ocean of warmth? It shook me, made me restless, but at the same time, I wanted nothing more than to remain like I was. A pillow of tender warmth quite unlike what you typically experienced during summertime enveloped me.


    "So then, should we do something? I feel like every time, we just end up talking."


    "Huh? Do what?"


    "Hmm, yeah, that's the question", she said while scanning the room. I could see her eyes jump from the TV to the bookshelf and the game consoles stored in it.


    "You don't find this boring?"


    I don't, I replied by cuddling up to her shoulders.


    The fact that I was touching her meant that there was no room left in my mind for such thoughts.


    With my face right next to hers, I was shocked to see just how large Shimamura's eyes appeared. Her gaze remained fixated on me as she opened her mouth.


    "Well, I guess that's fine then."


    Having said that, her shoulders relaxed, allowing my head to rest on them.


    The way her hair tickled my face made me strongly aware of her presence—the fact that she was right there next to me. Each time my body and heart shook, my skin would rub against my clothes.


    Ah. It was there that I remembered it.


    Right. That was I thing. I remembered now.


    "Hmm..."


    What was the correct approach to take here? Remain in comfort or go on a slightly risky venture?


    While I was personally fine with staying like I was, Shimamura on the other hand might find it boring. And that wasn't good. I wanted to do things in a way that wasn't just about me being satisfied, but rather, took her feelings into consideration as well. Broadening my horizons and what have you. I could also remember her saying something similar to me a while back. Then again, no matter how wide my perspective, my outlook on things grew, I couldn't help but imagine that she'd forever be the only one in my view.


    It was really dangerous. There was a good chance that I might end up souring the mood.


    And yet, no matter how dangerous, all bridges existed to be crossed.


    In other words, no matter how dangerous something was, if you didn't cross it, then that something was not a bridge.


    On the flip side, something being a bridge meant—by definition—that it could be crossed.


    Having received the push I'd needed, almost like a sign, I stood up and placed my hands on my clothes. My entire face painted in a bright shade of red, I then went ahead and took off my shirt. My eyes met with Shimamura's, now staring at me in what could best be described as shock, further speeding up the whirlpool of chaos which raged on within my mind. Swallowed by that sensation, I removed the rest of my clothes as well. Just pulled them right off. There was no room to be focusing on the details here.


    No longer wearing either a shirt or a skirt, I was left standing there before her, barely able to maintain my posture.


    I could hear the sound of my blood simmering as my body grew hotter and hotter.


    What I was showing to her was the swimsuit that I'd worn under my clothes.


    "So, umm... What... What do you think?"


    It went without saying, but I didn't have it in me to pull a pose of any kind. Rubbing my legs together, I tried taking a peek at her reaction, but I wasn't even able to do that—to lift my head. Somewhere above me, I could hear her voice.


    "You came wearing your swimsuit?"


    I nodded.


    "To show it off?"


    I nodded again, this time far more shallowly. While a true statement, it didn't tell the entire story.


    I didn't want to show the swimsuit to just anyone, but instead, to her. To Shimamura. 


    "Err... Opinions?"


    After a while, I found it in me to lift my jaw just a little bit, only to find Shimamura's gaze focused on my chest area.


    "Hmph."


    What was that "hmph" about? What sort of meaning did it carry?


    "It looks a lot more vivid in person compared to the photo."


    Having said that, she brought her face near my waist and began carefully examining the lower half of the swimsuit. Whoa.


    The world around me began to spin so fast that I couldn't help but imagine that my eyes were literally rotating in their sockets.


    "Well, yeah... Umm... That's because... Because it's blue. White."


    "So is your skin. White, I mean."


    Without a warning, Shimamura went ahead and poked my thigh. I was barely able to stop myself from instinctively jumping into the air.


    An intense feeling of vertigo hit me as all the blood in my body travelled to my head. It was truly a miracle that I was able to stay on my feet.


    "Hmm? Are you okay?"


    "Ah... Ha... Aah... Ha..."


    "Oh, you're saying you aren't", she stated her interpretation out loud. A-And whose fault did she think that was?


    "That was... That was sexual harassment?"


    While originally meant as a joke at least on some level, my words ended up taking the form of a question instead. A faint smile appeared on Shimamura's face in response.


    "Nothing like that. It was just normal."


    "No. It was... sexual harassment."


    Slowly, I sat down on the floor. Why exactly did I choose to kneel? That I couldn't tell you. My tense shoulders and back cramped as I placed my hands on top of my knees. My shoulder blades were especially strained, so strained that I wouldn't be surprised to see them burst through my skin any second now.


    "Ahahaha."


    All of a sudden, Shimamura let out a giggle. I lifted my head, only to find her still laughing.


    "Kinda funny."


    "Oh, umm... Yeah."


    Being funny was... a good thing, right?


    "Now then, why don't we..." I mumbled. How was this in any way related to what we'd been talking about? "Why don't we get in?"


    "Get in?"


    "Yeah..."


    "Us two?"


    "Yes. You and me..."


    "Sorry, I don't follow."


    "The bath..."


    If I had to describe the sensation I felt in a single sentence, I'd say that it was similar to having the area around my eyes be lit on fire. Twice those flames sprung.


    "The bath?"


    Confusion could be heard in Shimamura's voice as she tried to make sense of the situation. A natural reaction, yes, but I wanted to push past it.


    "I just mean... I'm already wearing it."


    "Wearing it?"


    "My swimsuit..."


    Did that make sense? Water, swimsuit, get into water, bath. It did, right? No. No it didn't. Even I had a hard time following the logic here. And yet, it was the only connection I was able to draw. All I could do now was stick to it and wait for Shimamura to decide what she thought. I half-expected her to react the same way she usually did and say something to the effect of "sure, why not".


    However, that was not what I got. Not at all.


    "Ahahaha!"


    Holding her belly, Shimamura burst into laughter.


    "What does that even mean? Seriously. So weird."


    "W-Weird?"


    I'm weird? I tried to add but my voice broke before I could, leaving my words to come out horribly distorted, almost as if someone had grabbed them and snapped them in half. Even I could tell how strange I sounded.


    I didn't have time to ask again, as quickly, Shimamura clarified.


    "The way you think. It's weird. So is the way you act. How did you get that way, I wonder. Whatever the case, it's very... Adachi-like."


    I was strange not only mentally, but also physically? If nothing else, that seemed to be how Shimamura viewed me. I'd really like to appear normal in her eyes, but then again, I suppose the way I was sitting in her room all properly while wearing nothing but a swimsuit did little to advance that goal. The position I'd assumed placed the backs of my feet directly against my butt, and let's just say, that made it very difficult to calm down.


    What was the right thing to do here? Put my clothes back on? While that might be the answer, I couldn't help but feel like it would be incredibly embarrassing doing so in front of her. I couldn't explain to you why, but it was a different type of reluctance compared to what I'd felt while undressing.


    "Alright then", I could hear Shimamura state in a bright tone of voice as I sat there, cowering to myself. "Let's go take a bath. I mean, you're all prepared for it, so might as well."


    "Huh!?"


    That wasn't the answer I'd expected. No, it was so much more. While her comment about me being prepared did certainly make me happy as it implied that she was able to dive into my mind and tell what was going on in there, it also brought with it a few questions. Specifically, it'd been quite the leap in logic she'd made, hadn't it? It was likely the case that she herself was weird in more ways than one. Slowly, I could feel the world around me grow bright due to her presence.


    "I don't really get it, but yeah."


    With those words, Shimamura flung herself up, almost as if her body was being pulled by a set of invisible strings. A gentle smile could still be seen on her face. I got up as well, my limbs stiff and my movements awkward. All the tension I felt caused my stomach to start hurting as I followed after her. With the song of cicadas having grown distant, what I heard in my ears now was the intense sound of ringing.


    Every last muscle in my body had grown stiff. It wasn't difficult to imagine that, were I to step into a pool or something right now, I'd likely sink like a stone all the way to the bottom. That was something that tended to happen to me often after seeing her. Truly, the fact that I'd made it this far unscathed was a miracle.


    We passed through the living room, and there, we came across Shimamura's mother, currently unpacking their luggage in order to clear it away.


    "I'm going to take a quick bath in case you're wondering."


    "What? During the day? Are you a moron or what?" the woman ridiculed her daughter over her shoulder. It was there that her eyes came across me. "Ah, a guest."


    "Sorry to be a bother", I stated in a very formal manner before bowing my head slightly.


    "Oh my, how polite you are. Quite unlike our girl her—"


    The woman cut her sentence short. Why was that? Well, I didn't have to wait for long to find out.


    "What's with the swimsuit?"


    Quite the reasonable question to ask. Indeed, why was a friend of her daughter's walking around their house wearing a swimsuit?


    A wave of regret passed through my mind. I knew I should've taken the time to put my clothes back on.


    "She came wearing it to take a bath."


    With me unable to do so, Shimamura took charge and answered in my stead. It wasn't really like that. Sure, that was something I'd hoped would happen in the back of my mind, but first and foremost my goal had been to... show it to her... My voice barely audible, I tried to correct her statement, but it didn't seem like either the mother or the daughter heard me.


    "Hmm", the woman mumbled. It was difficult to put into words the expression on her face, but if I had to try, I suppose I could call it unfavourable.


    Not that I blamed her.


    "I don't know if it's her strange personality that does it or what, but I really feel like our girl has quite the effect on her friends."


    This was the judgment she passed down on Shimamura. I could remember hearing something quite similar not all that long ago.


    Shifting my attention towards her, what immediately caught my eye was her facial expression. It was clear that this wasn't something she wanted to hear from the woman.


    I wasn't exaggerating when I say that I found the situation slightly uncomfortable.


    So, Shimamura had the capacity to make this sort of a face, huh?


    It was so... full of emotion. No, that wasn't the right way to put it.


    Had her personality always been like this, where she put in no effort to hide how she felt? Not as far as I could remember. The only conclusion I was able to draw was that something had happened while she'd been gone. Something that—based on her reaction just moments ago—she wasn't willing to talk to me about. I really wish I'd been there to witness it for myself if that was the case.


    I felt so miserable, so lonely as I stood face to face with this new Shimamura, one who I'd initially thought to be the same one I knew.


    Never again. Never again was I going to take my eyes off her for three whole days.


    



    What I saw in the corner of my eye was Adachi having turned into a crab.


    Sitting with her knees up and the vast majority of her body—including her mouth—submerged, she would out blow bubbles on fixed intervals. As for her eyes, those were left bouncing between me and her own knees. The warmth of the water had already painted her face red, and I'll be honest with you, a small part of me worried if she was really okay.


    "I can't remember the last time I took a bath in the middle of the day", I stated. While I was mostly talking to myself, my comment did earn a slight nod from Adachi as well. A small ripple was created in the surface of the water.


    "Plus, it's also my first time taking a bath with someone from my class."


    Tarumi used to stay over at our house a lot back when we were both little and we'd often bathe together, but that hardly counted for anything, did it now?


    Adachi nodded her head again, but this time, I was able to recognize a bit of delight in the way she did it. I suppose that went to show that my understanding of her was growing deeper.


    So yeah, we were bathing. At my house. The bathtub here was a lot bigger than the one over at my grandparents' place.


    Figuring that the imbalance would be too great were I to be the only one naked, I'd gone out of my way to wear my school swimsuit. It was more than a little strange dressing up to take a bath at your own house, and if I'm being honest with you, doing so kinda made me uncomfortable. Furthermore, the fact that we were sitting side by side naturally left me with little room to work with. Had one of us been a grade school student, things might have worked out differently, but with two high schoolers, yeah, it was tough. Our legs and elbows were in constant contact. I especially felt like Adachi's body was touching mine.


    "Hey, Adachi. Calm down."


    Normally, taking a bath was a relaxing experience for most people, but I guess that wasn't the case with her.


    As if embarrassed that I'd pointed this out, Adachi sunk deeper below the water. A few bubbles could be seen rising to the surface. Yes, still a crab.


    "I kinda miss when you acted calm."


    She'd been like that in the beginning, when I'd first met her on the second floor of the sports hall. Little by little, that calmness had begun to fade away until she eventually became how she was these days. Was she wearing one of those cursed pieces of armour you often saw in games? Based on what I'd heard talking to people, she'd acted all cool and indifferent during middle school as well, and yet, when she met me... Huh? Was it due to my influence that Adachi had grown to be so weird—or rather, such an enjoyable person?


    Hmm...


    "By the way, I know it's kinda late to be asking this now, but what exactly made you want to take a bath?"


    I really didn't know why I'd thought this was the time to ask that question. Perhaps the heat was starting to get to my head. Hiding the swimsuit she'd been so proud of behind her knees, Adachi replied with droplets of water dripping from her hair. Like bubbles, they created splashes into the water's surface.


    "I thought it would... make us closer..."


    "What?"


    I kinda ended up sounding like Mom there. A few more bubbles rose to the surface, giving me the impression that Adachi too hadn't put too much thought into her words.


    Did her logic really hold? I mean, yes, you wouldn't get into a bath with someone you weren't good friends with, but even so, I couldn't help but feel like she had the order of things on its head.


    Then again, it was such a common occurrence for her to interpret these sorts of things wrong that I didn't know if I should be surprised anymore.


    "It's..."


    "Hmm?"


    Having been on the verge of saying something, Adachi's face turned red. She then sunk beneath the water, leaving her eyes to jump all around as she breathed out a few bubbles. What is it? I asked her with my eyes.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    My stare was apparently enough to give her the push she needed, and as if having resigned to her fate, Adachi slowly resurfaced.


    "It's like, you really get to know someone when you hang out with them naked... Or something..."


    Her hair created splashes in the water as she moved her head up and down.


    "Hmm, I suppose that makes sense. Not that either one of us is naked."


    I let out a short laugh, prompting her to once again submerge. This time, she disappeared completely; only her forehead remained above the surface. Ah, and there came the bubbles. If she were to sink just a bit further, that'd leave only her hair visible, turning her into a jellyfish. Hmm? Why did the thought of that get me so thrilled? This was hardly the place to be dreaming about giant jellyfish. Anyway, with Adachi looking like she might just stay like that forever if left on her own, I decided to take it to myself to rescue her.


    The only question was, where should I grip her to pull her to the surface? The obvious answer was to wrap my arm around her waist, but that ran the risk of her treating it as sexual harassment like she'd done just moments earlier. Placing my arms under hers was an option too, but somehow, that felt even worse to me. What about her jaw then? No, no. That was something I'd do if I wanted to drown her, not save her.


    "Hmm... Hmmm..."


    It was there that I noticed how pale her back was. No part of her pure-white skin had been burned by the sun.


    A wild thought crossed my mind, prompting me to push my finger forward.


    I placed it on the string that went across Adachi's back and gave it a pull.


    Right away, something odd happened: Adachi's head rose with incredible speed, and while scattering droplets of water everywhere, she was left staring at me with her eyes wide open. An immediate effect. If only the fish were this quick to bite.


    "Wha—Hu—"


    Her back pressed against the edge of the bathtub and her hands against the wall behind it, a series of sounds which didn't quite form words left her mouth. It was a reaction similar to if she was drowning. The walls around us were covered in splashes of water sprayed around by her legs as they sprang up. Huh? What was happening here? Was I the bad guy?


    "Sorry, sorry."


    At any rate, I decided that what I should do first was apologize. That seemed to be enough for Adachi to regain her calm, and soon enough, she sat back down before meekly hanging her head. We remained like that, silently engulfed by the warmth of the bath. It didn't take long for that warmth to transform into heat.


    Two high school girls taking a bath together. Truly, what a hectic affair.


    It might really be beyond our abilities to make this situation bloom.


    While certainly friends, what we lacked was fluency.


    The sound of running water didn't feel like it originated from the same space occupied by us two. Rather, it sounded like it had vanished, gone somewhere else, almost as if taking shelter there. I looked up, only to see that the ceiling was barely visible from all the steam. The slight creaks of the tub too sounded distant.


    Slowly, the water dripping from my hair drew trails across my face, as if slicing up both my forehead and my nose.


    "Say, Adachi. You're always so kind towards me. Why is that?"


    Why did I ask her that? Just because. It felt appropriate in the moment.


    Under normal circumstances, I would likely have felt too embarrassed to go with that and would instead have chosen to use some other words.


    But, I didn't. Why? Because I wanted to learn, learn how to be kind towards other people.


    What was kindness? Where did it originate?


    If nothing else, I could say with near certainty that it wasn't born from obligation.


    Whatever the case, once I learned where it came from, perhaps that would offer me a new outlook on the situation. That was the plan at least, and also the reason why I'd decided to ask her. I sat there, waiting for an answer, when all of a sudden...


    Adachi sprung up, splashing some water on me as she did.


    "I'm... not kind."


    With a disheartened look on her face, almost like watching over an egg on the verge of cracking, she stared at me. A hint of tears could be seen in the corners of her eyes as if she was about to start crying any second now. This was it. This gave me all the answers I needed.


    It was always just as easy to peer through her words and tell what went on in her mind, and I have to say, I quite enjoyed that aspect about her.


    "Really now?"


    And yet, I decided to go ahead and tease her a little anyway. With my face twisted into a grin, I turned to look the other way.


    I could sense Adachi panicking behind me, so much so that I had to wonder if it was bad for her heart. I turned back with the intention of telling her that no, she was kind, but the instant I did, a sharp sound hit my ears—the sound of my forehead smacking against hers, to be precise; it appeared that without me realising it, Adachi had taken a step into my direction. It kinda hurt. A lot. I was just about to express that pain when Adachi suddenly embraced me.


    Our mutual lack of clothing left us pressed against one another quite tight. First-hand, I got to experience just how warm, how soft her skin was. Amidst the water and our surroundings and all those things that were hard to get a sense of, her touch alone felt beyond clear to me.


    The waves of the bath fell silent, replaced by warmth.


    While a part of me did wonder whether something was wrong for her to hug me like that, it might very well be the case that this was the best method of conveying her feelings that she had access to. Conveying how kind she was.


    So, this was it, huh? This was Adachi's kindness? It didn't feel all that different from the usual to me, if I'm being honest.


    Was that to say that she was always kind? If so, then that was... a good thing. A very, very good thing.


    Even so, I still had to say, it hurt a lot.


    "Adachi?"


    My jaw was in pain. The sensation had made its way between my shoulder bones, and if this kept up, I didn't imagine that it was going to be getting any better.


    "Hey, Adachi? Can you hear me?"


    I gave her shoulder a quick tap and told her to get a hold of herself. And yet, Adachi didn't move. As if mimicking a rock, she sat there completely still, leaving me with no choice but to forcibly peel her off me. A part of me worried that the warmth of the bath had gotten to her and caused her to pass out, although for what it was worth, her eyes were still moving. She was breathing as well, so that was good. It was seriously hard to tell what it was that she was doing.


    Just then, a few seconds later...


    "Ahh!"


    "Uoh!"


    A series of complete nonsense sounds left Adachi's mouth, followed by her wrapping her arms around me for a second time.


    Her grip this time was far tighter. It was as if she didn't want to let go, no matter what. She even went as far as to use her legs.


    Rapidly, her head shook all around on top of my shoulder.


    "H-Hey now. Stop it."


    I ended up losing my balance as well as I tried my hardest to support Adachi—who had now turned almost into a zombie. She wasn't going to sink her teeth into my neck or anything like that, was she? That, or infect me with whatever it was that had made her this way?


    If that were to happen, it'd be real bad. Things would get out of hand in no time with both of us acting like she was right now.


    At the same time, while certainly a bit rash, it was also the case that things wouldn't move anywhere were it not for her outstanding ability to take action. The conclusion I was left to draw was that you always needed at least one person like her. The Adachi-theorem, you could call it. Anyway, while I was busy thinking about that, I noticed that the actual Adachi was slowly moving her mouth right next to my ear. Did she want to tell me something? Focusing my ears, I went ahead and listened in.


    In a quiet tone of voice I'd even describe as being blurry, she spoke the following:


    "I... love..."


    Droplets coming from who-knew-where broke the water's surface.


    "Love... you... Love..."


    "Hmm?"


    More water poured in, as if stitching our bodies, our skin together.


    Adachi had been putting in effort to keep her arms in place, but now, powerless, they fell into the water.


    As for her words, they kept on circling my head, choosing not to enter my mind just yet.


    "Hnh..."


    "..."


    "Hngh..."


    "......"


    "Ghhnh..."


    ".........Hmm?"


    That was way too many groans to feel good about. I once again peeled her off me, and this time, immediately saw where the problem lay.


    "Whoa. Your eyes are spinning."


    It appeared that she'd for real gotten dizzy from the bath's warmth. Literal steam could've started shooting out from her ears and I wouldn't even have been shocked. Panicking slightly, I quickly pulled her out from the bathtub and dragged her to the washroom where I lay her down.


    I ran to the kitchen, my body still wet. There, I came across Mom. Perfect timing.


    "Adachi got dizzy and collapsed!"


    "What? You moron."


    Despite her unsolicited and overall rude comment, Mom wasted no time fetching me a towel which she then ran under the sink. After grabbing a can of Pocari from the fridge, we began running back to Adachi. Footprints left by my wet feet could be seen in the hallway.


    Mom used the cool towel to wipe Adachi's neck and legs. That seemed to be enough for her to regain herself, and staring at me, she muttered out the following:


    "Shimamura..."


    Yep. It was her alright.


    "Really, what a moron you are. Get it together", Mom stated after making sure that Adachi was okay. She then ran off.


    Come on. It's not like I was the one insisting that we take our time enjoying the bath. A part of me wanted to run after her, but I ultimately decided against it, choosing instead to stay there to look after Adachi.


    Droplets of water continued to drip from my hair as I stared at her, accompanied by doubts and questions.


    What had that whole thing just now been about?


    The only person who knew the answer to that was currently lying on the floor, her eyes spinning wildly.


    Yeah. No point asking her.


    



    "Are you sure you're okay? You should stay till you've cooled off, I think", Shimamura suggested, now standing in the doorway having come to see me off. A generous offer, but not one I could accept.


    "No, no. I'm fine. Really", I shook my head while making my way forward. I'd come to the conclusion that it was much wiser to simply leave than to stay here and embarrass myself even further.


    Never had I thought that getting dizzy in the bath and collapsing was something that could actually happen in real life.


    I remembered very little of what took place afterwards. According to Shimamura, she'd tended to me while I recovered, but still, I had to wonder, I hadn't done anything... impudent, had I? I was too scared to ask her about that. It might very well be that taking a bath with her had been a step too far.


    My head was still heavy and my fingers felt numb. I was so incredibly dizzy, almost as if all of the bath's steam had entered my mind, and honestly, were I to talk with Shimamura right now, I had no idea what I might end up blurting out.


    Being able to reach that conclusion meant that I was in good enough condition to go home. Probably.


    After pulling out my bike, I glanced behind me over my shoulder. There, I saw Shimamura, her hair wet and with a towel resting on her shoulders. The impression I got from her was a bit different compared to the usual, leaving me anxious as I tried to find a good place for my eyes to rest. Her undecorated, plain hairstyle, her shirt which stuck tight to her skin. Just staring at her caused my heart to race, and as I lowered my gaze, I could see stars flickering before my eyes. While the fact that I'd hit my head earlier might have played a part, it was most certainly not the only reason. After giving my head a good shake, I hopped onto my bike.


    I would head home now. But, before that.


    "Can I call you this evening?"


    As I was leaving, I decided to go ahead and ask her for permission. It went to show that I was feeling a bit more confident in myself than usual.


    "Sure. Of course", Shimamura replied. A smile appeared on her face, and the innocence that could be seen in it completely captivated me.


    She likely wasn't aware of it herself, and it was exactly that which allowed her expression to maintain its purity. It was unlike anything I'd ever seen before. If I had to describe the sensation, I'd say that it was like staring directly into her soul. Quickly, my heart grew overwhelmed.


    As for Shimamura, she remained like she was, waving at me.


    "Bye bye."


    "Yeah."


    "Probably for the best to call it here. It might get dangerous if you try to look back while riding your bike."


    She'd seen right through me, and instantly, my already reddish cheeks grew tinged in a deep shade of scarlet.


    With various emotions rushing through me, I hopped onto my bike and began pedalling, almost as if running away.


    Taking her suggestion to heart, I did not look back. I did want to, but I didn't.


    I did my best to resist the temptation. And yet, as you might have expected, my mind remained stuck on Shimamura.


    I found myself thinking about the way she'd acted throughout the day, reminiscing about it. Pedalling soon became a secondary focus to me.


    I had my eyes on the road, yes, but it was still dangerous all the same.


    



    I was now by myself. All alone.


    The dry wind bearing the summer sun blew past me.


    My mind was cleared by it, and in that one instant of time, the realisation hit me. I understood it all.


    So, that's how it was, huh?


    Adachi loved me.


    If those words of hers she'd mumbled out in the bath were how she truly felt, then that would mean...


    Then again, it wasn't like I expected her to have had enough mental capacity left to be lying in such a situation.


    "Hmm..."


    Was that what allowed her to act so kind towards me? Possibly.


    With this realisation, my skin began to itch.


    Naturally, I ended up assuming a position where I was gripping my elbow with my hand.


    I shifted my gaze into the distance. The townscape spread before me as if my eyes had been opened wide.


    Actually thinking about it, this was by far the simplest explanation. It gave reason for everything she'd done, and... Yes. Very simple.


    "I see now."


    The truth began dawning on me as I thought back to our time spent together. The way she acted, everything she'd done, it all seemed to imply that she was in love with me. Madly so. It explained both why she clung to me so hard, as well why she cried when I went out with other girls.


    It explained it, yes. But even so.


    "Hmm..."


    My hair—still a bit wet from the bath—tickled my cheeks, causing my entire body to shake.


    While I didn't take issue to her loving me, I had to wonder, what sort of love was it? Various shapes appeared in my mind as I thought about it, ranging from spheres to spiked balls and even triangles made of countless other, smaller triangles.


    There was one thing that these shapes shared in common: I didn't necessarily dislike any of them.


    All of them were built upon the foundation of kindness.


    They might be just the thing for readjusting my heart.


    Something I who only acted kind out of necessity had never known.


    "Madly in love~"


    Singing to myself, I turned around and walked back inside.


    My skin had absorbed too much heat and now sought to return to the fan.


    



    Things happened, I spent the night talking with her on the phone, and then the morning came.


    I sat there in my room, anguished as my mind kept jumping back to the events of yesterday, the bath and the swimsuit.


    It was almost as if I was recharging my batteries, recovering myself after being completely exhausted.


    Staring idly at the TV I'd left on, a news program came on.


    The topic of the broadcast seemed to be a pretty serious one. Something about a student killing another person following a heated argument.


    I found my eyes growing fixated on the screen. It was so trivial for people to kill, to die.


    Killing another person was simply a matter of wanting to do so. There was nothing more to it.


    It went without saying, but I wasn't planning on killing anyone. Of course I wasn't. It was simply the case that if I wanted to, I would have the strength necessary to do so. Now, were I to choose to use this strength to walk down a better path, where would that lead me? Somewhere wonderful, I was sure of it. Pushed forth by this strange wave of courage, I decided that the time was right and reached for my phone. Glancing at the clock, I saw that it was already well into the night.


    There was so much more that I would have liked to talk with her about. I didn't want to be separated from her either. Time, family, social norms, those were all limitations which pushed us further apart. My anxieties towards her also played a big part in making me feel as timid and disheartened as I did right now.


    There was the matter of the third girl as well. It bothered me greatly, and was another thing that I wanted to clear up.


    And yet, at the same time, I knew it wasn't good to neglect myself in favour of obsessing over what was happening around me. It was the reason why I was trying my hardest to avoid doing so. Shimamura hanging out with other girls, her enjoying her time with them more than she did with me, those were fears that I wanted to come to terms with. I wanted to conquer them and thus get closer to her.


    Sitting there as I waited for her to pick up, I added a slight correction to what I'd thought earlier.


    I wanted to stay by her side so long that I'd begin feeling like it was going to last forever.


    



    Adachi was calling me once again. Really? We'd spent the entirety of last night talking, and she still had things left to say? Pushing those thoughts aside, I picked up my phone and thus, a connection was formed between us. Adachi went straight to the business, skipping past all greetings and formalities. Always pitching forward, always so eager to collapse on her face.


    "I had some things yesterday that I wanted to say but forgot."


    "Sure."


    Go ahead, I urged her. She wasn't about to launch into a tirade about how madly she was in love with me or anything like that, was she?


    There was a part of me that thought that might be a possibility. Bracing myself for what was about to come, I sat there and waited.


    The image the sounds coming from Adachi's end formed in my mind was one of her gripping the phone tight all the while leaning forward.


    "What would you say about... attending a festival next week?"


    "Oh. That."


    Quite the anticlimax, I had to say. Judging by the sounds she made, Adachi appeared quite confused by my reaction.


    "That? What are you talking about? What else is there?"


    "No, no. Don't worry about... that."


    Our conversation was rapidly transforming into a series of word games. Giggling a little, I decided to go along with her suggestion.


    "Anyway. Sure, it's fine."


    "It... is? Really?"


    Adachi sounded almost wary as she asked me that. The tone of her voice brought to my mind the image of a scared child, extending their hand after being scolded.


    "Yep. And don't worry, I haven't promised to go with anyone else this time."


    There was no reason for me to say no, really.


    "I see. That's good..."


    The deep sigh that left her mouth let me know that Adachi felt relieved hearing my answer. Whereas I saw inviting someone to attend a summer festival as a simple matter and not at all worth worrying over, for Adachi, it meant much more than that. If I had to make a guess, I would say that it was likely Tarumi who was the source of her concerns. That time she'd broken into tears while calling me, she had spent much of the portion where I could still make out her words focusing on her.


    Would it be for the best if I just explained the whole thing to her? Possibly. The only question was, how should I go about doing so? Should I tell her that she was an old friend of mine who I'd parted ways with only for us to reconcile (Was that even the right word to use here?) years later? While certainly a true statement, I don't know, there was something about saying it out loud to Adachi that felt wrong to me. It was for that reason I kept putting the matter off.


    "I actually meant to ask you when I came over the other day, but like I said, I forgot."


    "Oh, yeah. That tends to happen when you get dizzy and collapse."


    My reply seemed to have gotten her good, and quickly, Adachi fell silent. I could hear the sound of bubbles being blown out on the other end of the call. Weird, because I was almost certain that she was still on land.


    It would've been perfectly normal had she been a crab, but given that she was a human, yeah, it was a problem.


    "Adachi, how", I opened my mouth as if to say something. I quickly realised my mistake, however, and took back my words while averting my eyes: "Never mind."


    "What?"


    "Nothing."


    It was quite rare for me to be the one hesitating to speak out my mind.


    "I'm really curious now."


    "I'll tell you one of these days. More importantly, let's choose where we'll meet before the festival, okay?"


    If nothing else, I at least felt myself to be slightly more skilled than Adachi when it came to talking my way out from these situations.


    Not that it was anything to brag about. I merely had more experience talking to people than Adachi did, simple as that. The way I dealt with others had become optimized, almost automatic through my interactions with them. And yet, it was important to keep in mind that optimal and best didn't necessarily refer to the same thing.


    We decided when and where we would meet, after which Adachi quickly ended the call. She sounded a bit flustered.


    While there were still two whole days left till the festival, I suppose it wasn't completely out of the question that she might plan to start getting ready right this second. A part of me wanted to laugh the whole idea off as a joke, but knowing Adachi, I couldn't bring myself to deny the possibility; there was a real chance that she wasn't going to settle for anything short of absolute perfection here.


    "......"


    I'd been about to ask her what she'd meant when she said that she loved me.


    Just imagine the look of shock, of bewilderment on her face if I were to ask her that. I kinda wanted to see it for myself. And not just kinda, but a lot. So much so that I'd decided not to ask her about it on the phone. Was I starting to develop strange interests? Perhaps.


    Even so, I had to say, it was quite refreshing witnessing from the sidelines as Adachi pushed forth despite the conflict raging on within her mind.


    Why was that? If I had to guess, I'd say it was because unlike most, this explosion didn't directly affect my life.


    It was sort of similar to admiring a fireworks display from a distance.


    Sakura Adachi, painted pink by the never-ending fireworks.


    



    I called Shimamura again.


    I told her that I wanted to see her.


    



    I talked with Adachi on the phone.


    She said that she wanted to see me, and so I left the house.


    



    I thought about Shimamura.


    Simply doing that caused me to curl up, and my emotions to overflow.


    



    Adachi...


    



    Shimamura...


    



    There wasn't much left of summer break anymore, and yet, much to my displeasure, the heat appeared to be here to stay. I found it completely unbearable, and that was without me stepping outside the house. I didn't even dare to imagine what that might be like. All in all, this made sitting slouched over my desk the natural thing for me to do. I was personally of the opinion that those people who stressed about having to do this and that during summer break had the whole thing all wrong. Why? Well, that'd be because by their nature, breaks were meant to be a span of time when you didn't do anything. Just relaxed, wasted away. Long live the unproductive.


    The complete opposite was my little sister, currently busy with her homework downstairs. I suppose her good behaviour directly correlated with how much homework she had left. Then again, given that she was actually a top student despite what her behaviour at home might suggest, it was hard to imagine that it'd take her all that long.


    "Ah. I found you, Shimamura."


    Yashiro then walked in. Her step was light, almost as if she was happy to have found me. What immediately caught my eye was the full-face helmet she was carrying under her arm. Oh, right. She claimed to be an alien. I'd almost forgotten.


    "I wanted to cultivate my friendship with Shou, but she told me that she was busy with her homework."


    "Oh, you got chased away too? Join the gang."


    That was the same reason why I was currently killing time upstairs. The breathability of the air here was horrible at the best of times, and the only thing that stopped my heart from succumbing to the heat was the old, outdated fan. While the air it blew at me was lukewarm as well, the fact that it wasn't completely still at least offered me some solace.


    Having placed her helmet in the corner of the room, Yashiro walked over to me and sat down between my legs. There was a desk before me, yet somehow, she was able to cram herself in. Her fluffy, unkempt hair tickled my face. I couldn't tell for sure if it was its blueish colour that did or what, but simply staring at her, I could feel myself cooling down. It really made for a great summertime viewing experience, that much was for certain.


    "You don't have homework, huh? I guess not if you don't even go to school."


    "Correct on both accounts", Yashiro stated proudly, pumping her chest. What did this say about her life situation? Normally, kids of her age all went to school. The whole thing bothered me greatly, although then again, I didn't expect her to give me an answer, not even if I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her head from side to side. Maybe she really was an alien after all? Not that it would make much of a difference.


    "Shimamura, do you have any of this homework?"


    "Of course."


    I just hadn't gotten to it yet.


    Speaking of, I wonder how Adachi was handling her homework. Was she ignoring it due to her delinquent background, or was she trying her hardest? She hadn't believed my joke earlier when I told her that we didn't have any, had she? No, probably not. Based on her personality, I would imagine her to have approached the situation with a strict plan and already be finished. She was always so earnest, always taking everything so seriously. Well, she did have a tendency to lose her composure when in front of me, but that was a whole other story.


    Even when taking that into consideration, I had to say, there was something refreshingly blatant about her behaviour. Her lack of experience when it came to interacting with others often left her panicking as if unsure what was the proper thing to do, and yet, she was still trying her hardest to better herself, to make other people—or me specifically—think of her more favourably. That was something that came across quite strongly in the way she acted. Yes, it seemed that she really did love me. A lot.


    "......"


    It kinda made me blush thinking about it. You could say that perhaps I had misunderstood the situation, but I really doubted that was the case. Sure, I didn't know exactly what sort of love it was, but the fact alone that was a question worth asking kinda proved my point.


    Usually when you loved someone it meant that you wanted to be with them.


    Was that a description which fit Adachi? Did she constantly want to be with me? Yes. Yes she did. You didn't need to look any further than her eyes, her behaviour, the very complexion of her face to see that to be the case. Making her feelings visible on the outside whenever she got emotionally shaken was almost a trademark of hers.


    Now, enough about that. Enough about simply wanting to be together.


    Was it going to lead to something in the future? It was difficult to say. If nothing else, I kinda doubted Adachi would be making moves if she didn't believe so herself. That brought me to another question: What was it that Adachi wanted from me? Did she want me to hold her hand forever, to never look at other people, to forever remain by her side?


    That seemed to be the case. That was what she wanted. And yet, personally, if I'm being honest, I thought it to be a massive pain.


    Completely shutting myself off from other people was something that I might have been able to do, but only ever being with Adachi? I wasn't quite so sure.


    Besides, I wasn't sure whether Adachi would still love me if I were to completely change my personality and transform into someone else entirely. What part of me did she even like? I had not the slightest clue.


    I kinda felt like if I ever were to ask her that, she'd just tell me straight up. I also felt like she might run away.


    Even if she did tell me, it wasn't a given that any of my questions would actually be answered. Or maybe they would. All of them. These two outcomes seemed equally likely to me.


    "Is there something that is bothering you?" Yashiro asked me all of a sudden, pulling me back to reality. I lowered my gaze, only to find two stars made of water twinkling before me.


    Her pupils—so pure and without any spots—were pointed directly at me.


    "Oh, sorry. Did I let it show on my face?"


    It must have been super obvious for someone as carefree as her to be able to catch on.


    "Hehehe. I possess the ability to see through people and peer into their minds", the girl claimed, her eyes opened as far as they would go. What an obvious lie; the only things that could be seen through here were her own eyes. They were so pretty, so pure that everything else felt almost frivolous in comparison.


    "If you'd like, I could offer you advice."


    Yashiro's eyes continued to sparkle as she said that. Despite being opened far wider than was normal, they didn't appear the slightest bit bloodshot. The white parts were perfectly uniform, bringing to mind a calm pool of water, and on their surface, there floated a pair of pupils like blue stars. Despite looking like it, her eyes were in fact not artificial, which was exactly why I found them so enthralling.


    Still, seriously? She was going to be giving me advice? The whole idea of it kinda made me laugh. Looking at her, it really seemed like the only thing she ever thought about was candy.


    "Surprisingly, that is actually not the case", the girl stated, her clenched fist raised in the air.


    I was caught completely off guard. I was certain that I hadn't said my thoughts out loud, and yet, her rebuttal clearly implied that she'd heard me.


    "You see, I love rice as well!"


    "Oh. Well, good for you", I commented, all the while patting her head. The blue particles that poured out between her hair and my fingers proceeded to gently flutter throughout the room.


    Yeah. No way was this little creature going to give me the answers that I was after. And yet, I decided to ask her anyway.


    "You're always so friendly towards everyone, but why?"


    She was clearly too innocent to have any ulterior motives for her kindness. That lead me to wonder, how then? How was she able to pull it off?


    Showing not the slightest bit of hesitation, Yashiro answered.


    "That'd be because I quite favour Earthlings."


    "Hmm..."


    Just like the time I'd spoken to my grandfather, it appeared that I had once again chosen the wrong person to ask.


    "I especially love you, Shimamura. And Shou. Our wavelengths match."


    "Oh."


    That was quite the thing to say to someone. I couldn't help but instinctively avert my gaze.


    While I didn't know exactly what she meant by our wavelengths matching, there was something about the way she said it, her unembellished naivety that caused me to feel slightly embarrassed.


    Then again.


    The past me had said similar things without as much as batting an eye.


    Was it the case that as you grew older, you were able to do less and less things? No, that didn't really make much sense.


    "What about you, Shimamura? Do you love me?"


    "Huh? Hmm... Well, I don't hate you, that's for sure."


    I would likely have answered my sister the same way had she been the one asking me.


    "So, we're friends then?"


    A wide, carefree grin appeared on Yashiro's face as she leaned towards me.


    Staring at her, I could feel both my shoulders and my cheeks relax. Truly, there was no one out there who could match her pureness. Its essence pierced right through my very being. At the same time, it wasn't like you could normally live your life like that. I too had changed massively compared to the past in terms of both my personality and my values, and it was for that reason exactly why seeing Yashiro take things so incredibly calmly caused me to feel... anxious? Jealous? Nostalgic? I found it quite difficult trying to put the mix of different emotions into words.


    All I knew for certain was that her innocence occasionally turned into a claw which brought me distress.


    Not that I expected her to be aware of it in any way.


    "Hmph."


    I decided to grip her cheeks and pull on them just for the heck of it, only to be shocked as I discovered just how far they could stretch. They felt very nice to the touch as well, so much so that I found doing it kinda fun.


    That lasted for a while, until eventually, my sister came to pick Yashiro up, having finished with her homework for today.


    "Oh, Shou."


    "You're done with your homework?"


    "Hmm..."


    The girl stared at us with a slightly stern look in her eyes.


    "I choose Yachii."


    While I wasn't quite sure what she meant, the end result of it all was that, after comparing us two, she took Yashiro's hand and exited the room with her.


    Were they going to "cultivate their friendship" now or whatever? I could only assume so. The two really did get along. Moreover, Yashiro was spending an increasingly large amount of time at our house. You could even call her a stable presence. The days when she couldn't be seen in the kitchen were becoming increasingly rare.


    "It's almost like she's planning on never leaving."


    What did it suggest that not a single member of our family seemed to question this?


    Had they all been hypnotized? Well, not that it really mattered.


    As far as colours went, I quite liked blue.


    Assuming that my sister was done with her homework, then there wasn't really a reason for me to stay here anymore. I got up with the intention of going downstairs, when all of a sudden, my phone rang. I assumed it was Adachi calling me like usual, but no, it turned out it was actually Tarumi. How rare. Except not really; she did call me relatively often. Slouching over the tiny blades of the fan, I picked up.


    "Hello, Taru."


    "Yo."


    "Yeah."


    Compared to my voice stifled by the room's heat, Tarumi sounded quite energetic. Did being a delinquent ensure that she was in a state of perfect health at all times? Who could tell.


    "It's been a while, huh?"


    "Yeah."


    "Lately, I've had some trouble calling you."


    "Huh? You have?"


    "Yep. It always says that you're busy."


    Her voice sounded a little timid, almost as if she was blaming me in an indirect way.


    Was that really the case? I thought back, and immediately, I realised what she was talking about.


    "Oh, but. Don't get me wrong. It's not like I'm trying to call you constantly. I probably just got unlucky. Yeah, pure chance."


    "Hmm..."


    Putting all the facts together, I was left to assume that the fault probably lay with the immense amount of time I spent speaking with Adachi on the phone, not anything Tarumi had done.


    Really? I talked with her that much, did I? It wasn't something I'd myself been aware of, and honestly, the whole thing came to me as kind of a shock.


    Yes. I was shocked.


    I'd never seen myself as someone who would neglect certain people in favour of others.


    So then, that's how it was, was it? The current me leaned towards Adachi?


    "I see..."


    It was honestly kinda novel in a way. If I had to put the sensation into words, I'd say that it felt liberating, almost like having your stuffy nose be opened in an instant.


    Like pushing aside a wall and seeing a whole new landscape spread on the other side of it. Yes, the sensation was a positive one, that much was for certain.


    "Hmm? What is it?"


    "Hmm..."


    How should I explain it to her? My senses were telling me that if I were to go into too much detail, that would just make things unnecessarily complicated.


    As it turned out, there was actually quite a lot that went into maintaining a friendship.


    While assuming too direct of a stance was a sure-fire way of ruining the whole thing by leaving your fingerprints everywhere, it was also true that if you were to simply let go, the other person would eventually be covered in dust and vanish from your mind. Now, you could use a display case or something like that, but the end result of that was more often than not your friendship drying up. The fact that you had to balance all of these steps and apply them in moderation was exactly what made the whole thing so difficult. I already found most matters in life to be tedious, and honestly, there was a part of me that felt like this was too much to handle.


    "Well. That's fine. Anyway..."


    "Anyway what?"


    "To tell you the truth... Well, I assume you know already. There's a festival next week. Yeah."


    "Oh..."


    "We haven't met in a while. Or really, since you came back. Anyway, I just figured that we could... err..."


    So, that's what this was about? Although she hadn't actually said it yet, I could only assume that she was about to invite me to go with her. It was kinda similar to what had happened last time, only now, Adachi was the one to ask me first. Still, it was also worth keeping in mind that the personalities of the two were quite different. If I were to ask her to join us, Tarumi might actually accept, even if that meant that there would be a third person besides us present.


    In that case, how about it? Would it be fun enjoying the festival with the three of us?


    Hmm... There was something about that idea which caused me to hesitate.


    That something was Adachi. She would almost certainly be against it.


    She might even start crying for all I knew.


    These thoughts lead me to make my decision.


    "Sorry."


    Softly, I pushed my finger into the damp dirt and drew a line.


    That was the image which appeared into my mind.


    "I'm going with someone else."


    A sigh belonging to Tarumi could be heard on the other side of the gap, hiding with it a great deal of shock.


    It sounded so distant.


    "Oh, I... I see."


    "Yeah."


    She hadn't technically asked me to go with her at any point, but based on her reaction, it looked like I'd been correct regardless.


    I reached for the fan and turned it off.


    "Is that someone, err, your sister perhaps?"


    "No. A girl from my school."


    Putting it that way made us seem quite distant. There were so many other words I could've used instead. Friend, fellow class-skipper, weirdo, someone I find funny. And those were just scratching the surface.


    The year I'd spent with Adachi had presented itself in so many ways, so many shapes.


    I'd yet to get bored of any of them.


    "Err, yeah... Umm..."


    The way Tarumi replied brought to mind a bird chirping. Furthermore, it sounded very much like she was about to say something else.


    "So yeah. Can't do it, sorry", I quickly added before she could suggest that she'd come too, digging the gap between us ever wider.


    I was fully aware of the implications, of what this might lead to, and yet, I did it anyway.


    "Right..."


    Right.


    In the midst of the chaos whirling around me, I felt not the slightest bit of regret.


    I quickly ended the call before letting out a large sigh. The sigh was followed by another, and soon, my shoulders sank.


    As if scraping against the relationships I found myself constrained by, the joints in my shoulders let out a series of unpleasant creaks.


    And yet, as I remained there, my head hung while I pushed out all the air from my lungs, I could feel my body gradually growing lighter. Truly, humans had a tendency to pack themselves too full. It was for that reason exactly why I had—against my better judgment—ended up developing this horrible condition where I found everything too annoying and too bothersome to interact with.


    I put my phone down and left the room. I then walked down the stairs, and immediately, the sounds coming from the kitchen caught my attention. I decided to make a quick detour. Just like I'd hoped, I found Mom there.


    She appeared to be busy cutting onions, but not letting that stop me, I called out to her.


    "Hey, Mom. When you have time, could you find me a yukata?"


    "Hmm?"


    "There's a festival next week. I want to wear it when I go there."


    My words ended up coming out with a hint of glee to them. Strange, considering that my intention had been to speak in the most nonchalant way possible.


    The conflict which raged on in my head was one between trying to express what it was that I wanted while simultaneously feeling reluctant to expose my true self.


    When was the last time I'd felt this way? Back when I was ten? Or perhaps even younger than that?


    "Sure, I can do that. But, why? You didn't wear one last time."


    "Hmm. I just feel like it."


    Still cutting onions, Mom squinted her eyes. It was almost as if she didn't quite believe me.


    Why was it that she only paid attention when I didn't want her to?


    Was that how all parents acted towards their children? Perhaps.


    They had their eyes on them all the time, and as such, were able to pick out any and all changes, no matter how trivial.


    "I mean, last time, everyone else I went with was wearing a yukata."


    "Haha. You really don't know how to read the room, do you? Ahaha!"


    Quite the thing to say for someone who hadn't even been there.


    "So, another festival, huh?"


    "Yep. I was asked to go."


    "Oh."


    A strange sensation of guilt filled me, likely brought about by the way I had declined Tarumi's invitation mere moments ago.


    "Anyway. Get the yukata ready."


    Having said that, I quickly ran off.


    There was no reason for me to run away from Mom. There really wasn't. I'd done nothing to be ashamed of. And yet, the instant I turned the corner and was no longer visible from the kitchen, I broke into a sprint. My feet were restless, almost as if there was some invisible presence pushing me forward.


    I had not lied to Mom. The reasons I'd listed, there was truth to all of them.


    However, besides those, there was another reason as well. It was one that I'd kept hidden, the most simple of them all.


    I'd thought it would make Adachi happy.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Hino: The Returned"


    



    



    "Oooh! Hinooo!"


    "I see, I see. You love me, huh? Got it. Now, let go."


    I really wish she wouldn't cling onto me while I was changing clothes. Not only did it make doing so quite difficult, some pieces of clothing that I didn't intend to remove got dangerously close to falling off as well.


    Not in my wildest dreams had I expected her to have been waiting to ambush me in my own room as I returned home.


    "Call me Nagafuji, the faithful dog."


    "Stop pinching my butt, you dog."


    "I talked to the maid and she let me in."


    People all remembered each other's faces, huh? Meanwhile, Nagafuji continued rubbing hers against my backside.


    What a moron. Seriously.


    "See? You're the only one with a terrible memory."


    "Ooooh!"


    "Shut up already."


    Ordering her to at least let me finish putting my clothes on first, I kicked Nagafuji off me. She put up surprisingly little resistance as she fell to the floor. Had she perhaps grown accustomed to clinging onto me? Likely so. I watched as she rolled across the room in a terribly clumsy manner. She then returned, her movements not the slightest bit more refined. What part of her body was it that kept getting stuck? Don't even ask.


    Good grief. And here I'd been with my own plans of going over to her place.


    "Did you have fun in Hawaii?"


    "Hmm, I guess. It wasn't that much different from the usual."


    I'd seen a few locals take care of a small shark that had swum to shore and yelled something to the effect of "My dinner!" as they dragged it off, but other than that, it'd been very peaceful. I hadn't really done any sightseeing to speak of—unless you wanted to count the numerous trips to the hotel's private beach and pool, that was. We had merely travelled there to escape the summer's heat, simple as that.


    Every now and then, a series of fast-paced footsteps could be heard from the direction of the hallway. Without fail, these footsteps were always accompanied by a figure resembling one of my older brothers being cast on the sliding door that faced outwards. They'd acted so awfully busy during the trip, and even now that we were back home, just refused to calm down. I suppose you could say it was the price you paid for having a large family. Whatever the case, being forced to put up with them was a massive pain. It was for this reason exactly that I'd wanted to take refuge at Nagafuji's place, but sadly, the girl had not taken this fact into consideration when making her decision to instead come here herself.


    "Did you really want to see me that bad?"


    "Yep."


    "Hmph."


    I should've learned this a long time ago, but these sorts of jokes went way over Nagafuji's head.


    Saying anything here would've been super embarrassing. As such, I fell completely silent.


    Facing the sliding door and the sounds of cicadas that could be heard coming from the other side of it, I put on my shirt.


    There hadn't been any cicadas over in Hawaii, and hearing them now, it truly let me know that I was back home.


    It was almost as if I had been under a completely different sky.


    Whenever I went on a vacation with my family, I always found it easier to get a clear picture of what had just happened after we returned home compared to when we were actually there. I wasn't quite sure why, I just felt that way. Was it perhaps the case that I was only able to view the situation in its entirety once I'd first distanced myself from it? Possibly.


    Despite Nagafuji's efforts to stop me, I was at last able to change my clothes. And yet, the girl looked disappointed.


    "That's not a kimono."


    "Of course it isn't. No way am I wearing a kimono when it's this hot outside."


    Those were put on hold till cooler days came. I didn't really see what the problem was; even after the season changed, we'd still be here, both of us.


    "Oh, right."


    All of a sudden, Nagafuji sprang up and raised her hand.


    "What?"


    "I was thinking about getting a job at your house."


    "Huh?"


    Most of the time, I was able to tell what she meant with her strange remarks, but here? I had not the slightest clue.


    A job? At our house?


    "And what exactly do you mean by that?"


    "What do I mean? That I'm gonna get a job here."


    Her reply did not answer any of my questions. If anything, I was left even more confused.


    The business our family conducted was hardly the sort you could get involved with just like that. Plus, as far as her personality was concerned, Nagafuji was clearly not cut out for it. Not in the slightest. So then, what else could she mean? Was she planning on marrying Goushirou? No, no. No way. That was obviously out of the question. Or was it?


    I found the whole situation kinda annoying. It really pissed me off. Just gag it out already, I wanted to yell at her.


    Perhaps able to sense my intense leer, Nagafuji went ahead and added the following explanation:


    "If I became your maid, I'd be able to spend every day with you."


    "Oh, that's what you mean? Hmm... No. No, no, no."


    Waving my hand from side to side, I flatly refused her.


    "Why?"


    "Because... Because you wouldn't be able to do anything."


    In addition, although my parents could be tolerant towards our guests, as for those who worked for them, not so much. There was also the fact that my brothers would be bossing her around. Something about that didn't sit right with me.


    Nagafuji ought to be herself.


    "I don't think so. Every house needs their own Nagafuji."


    She followed this statement by pointing at herself. My heart leapt, and not in a fun way.


    "Hmm..."


    "It's just, I feel like I'm gonna get bored without you, Hino. Bored and lonely. All my time will be wasted."


    With each point she made, Nagafuji bent a finger. She was left with all of them down by the end of it, which was quite strange considering that by my math, she'd only listed out three reasons. 


    "See? None of it is good. None."


    "......"


    The light coming in through the sliding door painted her fingers—or rather, the one finger she was now holding up—in its shine, the shadow it cast spreading across the floor like a clock's hand. This hand was frozen, stuck indicating a single moment of time. Something about it quite resembled the sceneries of summer.


    While we'd been off visiting Hawaii, I'd felt time move extremely slowly. Whenever the cool wind blew over me, both myself and the world would take but a single step forward. Conversely, back in Japan, summers appeared almost corrupted, as if time itself had been shut inside the cage of sunlight. And yet, there was something about casting myself into said corruption that I occasionally found quite pleasant.


    "Anyway. Oooh! Hinooo!"


    As if she had suddenly remembered something, Nagafuji wrapped her arms around me. She squeezed me tight, all the while rubbing her jaw against the top of my head. It wasn't that different from how you would show fondness to a pet dog.


    Seriously, she was so... So...


    There, embraced by her, the rest of that sentence refused to come out.


    "You feel kinda warm. Is this the sunlight of Hawaii?"


    "Yep. You got it", I replied, feigning negligence. There was something about the paleness of her wrists which held my head that I found to be strangely charming.


    This was a sensation that couldn't be found in Hawaii, but instead, only existed within Nagafuji's arms.


    Yeah. That's how it was.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    "We're putting out a food stand at the festival next week. Be there."


    "Sorry, but I can't. I already have something planned that day" I stated bluntly, refusing the shop manager's demand. "It's very, very important."


    There was no way I was ever going to give up here. She could fire me if she wanted to, but I wasn't going.


    "Hmm..." the old woman mumbled as she stared at me with a troubled look on her face. There, all of a sudden, a girl wearing a China dress emerged from deeper within the restaurant. Oh, right. She worked here as well. And, technically, I was her superior.


    "I'll leave it to you."


    Bowing my head, I was somehow able to push this responsibility onto the girl. The irritation I'd felt, all those horrible sensations, I had no plans of ever experiencing them again.


    And thus, an obstacle threatening my reason for living was removed.


    Alright.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    



    



    



    Everything written in it was about Shimamura, and that made it the Shimamura Note.


    Simple as that. A deep groan left my mouth as I thought about where I would go with it next.


    My mind was burning with inspiration, burning so hot it felt like a second sun had come to be within my head.


    What was the thing to do during a summer festival? Given my limited experience with them, I had no idea how to even begin answering that question. Then again, you could say that my experience with most things was limited and you'd be right. That was something I'd grown painfully aware of myself since my first meeting with Shimamura. I could start studying, yes, but the chances of me finishing in time were slim to say the least.


    Even so, it wasn't like I had any other choice. I would have to squeeze out everything I could and make do with it.


    Putting all that aside for a moment, what even constituted a festival? When could you say that you'd enjoyed one? Was it buying stuff from the stands, viewing the fireworks? Holding the hand of the person you went with, talking with them while you weren't busy doing the other stuff, or perhaps... I couldn't think of anything else.


    I'd already thought about it in detail back when I had days to spare, but I really was too excited about this whole thing, wasn't I? We were just going to attend a festival together, nothing more. Yes, getting somewhat excited was normal, but what I was doing, not so much. I had to make sure to keep my expectations in check so that I wouldn't get massively disappointed when things undoubtedly ended up not playing out the way I would've liked. Besides, us eating something together, laughing, perhaps commenting on how pretty the fireworks looked, that was more than plenty, right?


    Having at last reached that conclusion, I went ahead and closed the notebook shut. It wasn't like thinking about this with my mind spinning in circles was going to get me anywhere. Plus, it might not be a bad idea to occasionally do things without stressing about them for days beforehand. One after one, memories of my past failures flooded my mind, leaving the sleeves of my yukata to rustle as I moved my hands to hold my head.


    I was already done with the preparations. The yukata, everything, I had all of it set up. It had taken me countless retries and do-overs to get my outfit just the way I wanted it, but even now that I was done with that, there were still hours left till our planned time of meeting.


    The giant, yellow flower that was the sun could be seen outside my window. It had travelled across the blue sky and was now starting to set, its faint glow painting my room yellow. These days, I felt evenings to be quite cold, but back in the day, there'd been a time when I thought about them differently; I'd found great relief in the fact that another day had come to an end. I was talking about way back in the day here, back before I'd met Shimamura. I'd been a totally different person, so self-aware.


    Restlessly, my eyes jumped between the window and the clock.


    As staying in my room didn't seem like it was going to help me calm down, I decided that I'd head out and wait for her at the spot. Just like usual. Before going, however, I walked over to the mirror and checked one last time how my yukata looked. I'd searched online how to tie the sash, but now, I had to wonder, had I done it right? Twisting my hips from side to side, I couldn't help but ask if the dress was even the right length. As for my hairstyle, I hadn't really changed it much, and now that I was about to leave, I found myself thinking that perhaps I should've put some more effort into it. Was that the right thing to do here? Should I just ruffle my hair up and start from scratch? That certainly was a possibility, although at the same time, I worried that once I started, I wouldn't be able to bring myself to stop. If that was the case, then it was better not to start at all and stick to the usual instead of making matters worse. Having convinced myself of this, I decided to leave with my hair as it was.


    I'd just exited my room when I noticed a shadow being cast across the hallway. It was not caused by the setting sun, but rather, by a person.


    "Oh..."


    Yes, that person was Mom. She'd returned home from wherever she had been. Based on her expression, she seemed to find the fact that I was wearing a yukata quite shocking.


    The movements of us both grew clumsy, almost as if our bodies had been tied with an invisible rope.


    "You're heading out?"


    "Mmh..."


    I gave her the most vague response possible in the form of slightly tilting my head. Little by little, I could feel my stomach starting to hurt.


    I found the whole situation so incredibly awkward. All I wanted to do was run away. More than that, I wanted her to go, to leave me be.


    Emotions you should never feel towards your own family members flooded my mind.


    A part of me even began to wonder, why was it that I'd been born here?


    With my head pushed out, I began making my way around the woman.


    Right then:


    "You look a little dull with your hair like that. Want me to tie it up for you?"


    At first, I couldn't believe my ears. What had she just said to me?


    Despite being the one who'd said it, the woman looked equally awkward. I got the impression that she too wanted to turn around and leave.


    And yet, she didn't. Neither did I. Slowly, bit by bit, the true meaning of her suggestion began dawning on me.


    I remembered that despite everything, she was, in fact, my mother.


    My hand clenched tight into a fist...


    "Sure..."


    ...I went ahead and accepted her proposal. Without as much as a word, Mom began walking, with me closely behind.


    The nervousness I felt here was different from the type I experienced when following Shimamura.


    It wasn't tingly like a wave of electricity, but rather, heavy and oppressive.


    My shoulders slouched as I sat down in front of the mirror, almost as if something massive was weighing on me. Looking more than slightly awkward herself, Mom picked up a comb and began running it through my hair. What was I supposed to do here? That was a question which appeared into my mind. The whole situation, the way we both tried nervously to avoid looking each other into the eyes through the mirror, it all made me so uncomfortable. I found myself having trouble breathing.


    Was this what family was all about?


    We normally never talked, and as such, nothing came to my mind that I wanted to discuss with her.


    It was Mom who ended up breaking the ice, doing so while simultaneously preparing a rubber band to hold my hair in place.


    "You're going with a friend? To the festival?"


    "Mmh..."


    I was unable to bring myself to answer Mom straight. And yet, I knew that wouldn't do.


    "Yeah."


    I repeated myself, making sure that my voice was more audible. My eyes met with those of Mom's reflection. It had been a while since the last time.


    "I see."


    Mom immediately hung her head and turned her gaze away as if she didn't care. In a lot of ways, she was acting exactly like I was.


    A few moments of fiddling with my hair later, she was done.


    "Will this do?"


    I gave the braids that had appeared by the sides of my head a quick touch before nodding my head.


    Obviously, there was no way that I could say that I disliked them.


    Pulled along by the bizarre atmosphere, I left the mirror and headed towards the entrance. I then put on the traditional sandals I'd gotten just for today and—still unable to calm myself down—began making my way outside.


    Just then:


    "Have fun."


    I almost fell flat on my face. It was as if Mom's words had manifested into something physical and given me a push from behind.


    By the time I turned around, she was already in the process of walking away.


    The whole situation took me completely off-guard. I was barely able to stay on my feet.


    I did eventually manage to get a hold of myself, but even then, no words would come out from my mouth.


    I was left to slowly wave my hand at the now-empty hallway.


    This wasn't going to lead to anything. I really didn't think so. I was well aware of the fact that it was already far too late for change.


    And yet. And yet, I hadn't felt bad about it.


    I was at least able to puff my chest and take a step forward.


    Holding the keys to my bike, I began making my way outside, but quickly turned back as I realised that I wouldn't be needing them today. There, I noticed that the key chain I was sure had been attached to them had at some point disappeared. I could only assume that the reason for this was that these days, I was too busy chasing after Shimamura to pay mind to such things. And yet, I didn't regret it. Not one bit. I might end up losing a lot more things due to my own decision, but choosing this path, that was the one thing I would never grow to regret. I was sure of it.


    I had confidence that I was at last moving forward.


    My step continued to grow lighter and lighter as I left my home.


    It almost felt like I was floating through the air. All this because I was heading to a festival. What was wrong with me?


    



    "Whoop dee doo dee da dee doo~"


    "......"


    "Dun dun dun dun!"


    All this unbearable noise because I'd decided to let her tie up my hair. Was this woman seriously incapable of being silent for even a single moment?


    The sun was starting to set, and with it, the song of cicadas had faded away, making this the time of perfect tranquillity. Or rather, that's what it should've been. Not in our house. Sitting in front of the dressing table tinged with nostalgia, I found myself experiencing a slight amount of regret; perhaps I should've done this by myself after all. I would've been saved from the noise, if nothing else.


    "It's been a while since I last fiddled with your head, hasn't it?"


    "My hair. Not head. Please don't fiddle with my head."


    If it had the possibility of making me super smart or something, then maybe I'd be for it, but that seemed unlikely; knowing Mom, she'd probably handle my brain like she was putting together a plastic model.


    "The last time was just before your graduation ceremony in middle school", the woman continued. She then stopped combing my hair momentarily and placed her hand on top of my head: "You've grown quite a bit since then."


    "Have I?"


    "Yep. Sadly, it's just your body that's growing."


    Could she really not tone down the snark and act sentimental for once? Then again, I suppose our relationship wasn't one that left much room for that.


    "Now, what do you want? A giant whirlpool over your head?"


    "Stop messing around."


    "Hmph. Alright then. I'll just do the usual."


    A hint of bitterness could be heard in her voice. She sounded unwilling, almost like a teenager being forced to do something they didn't want to. I was definitely not going to ask her to do this the next time.


    Well, not that I even knew if there was going to be a next time.


    Through all of that, my hair ended up taking on the safest style possible—that being, a bun. Looking at it in the mirror, I found myself quite pleased with the end result.


    "This will do."


    "Hmm? And why are you saying it like that. Well, whatever. Alright."


    Having said that, Mom pushed out her palm. I was left staring at her confused.


    "That'll be 3000 yen."


    "Ahahaha."


    "Hahahaha."


    "Hahaha!"


    "Ahahahaha!"


    As I laughed, I found myself starting to feel a little distressed; was she really not going to pull her hand back? This lasted for some more time, until ultimately, I was forced to give up.


    "Put it on my tab."


    "Got it."


    You can imagine my shock over what happened next; the woman pulled out an actual memo and wrote the whole thing down. She never held back, not even when it came to her jokes. Even her jokes...


    Pretending like I'd seen nothing, I moved on from examining my hair to checking my yukata.


    The cloth was white with a sunflower pattern, and as for the sash, that was vermilion. My sister and Yashiro had both worn yukatas the last time, but this was a new one, separate from those.


    "We sure have a lot of these, huh?"


    "I got them from Mom as hand-me-downs. Speaking of, I heard that you became her email pen-pal. What's up with that?" Mom asked me, all the while plucking out individual strands of hair that had gotten stuck in the comb. Touching my own hair, I replied:


    "Yeah. She's been sending me photos of Gon."


    "Gon, huh?"


    Her response flowed out surprisingly smoothly. And yet, what came after was anything but.


    "If anything happens to Gon, you should go visit him too."


    I quickly turned around. Still holding the comb, Mom continued as if nothing had happened.


    "I'll take you there. When the time comes."


    "......"


    "Ah. You thought something rude just now, didn't you? Go ahead, say it. I won't get angry."


    "I was just shocked that you can sound like a mother every now and then."


    "Kyeeh!"


    Despite her strange yell, it didn't seem like the woman was angry. A weirdo though? Definitely.


    After one last time checking my hair, I got up and left the room. As I did, I immediately came across my sister who'd been running down the hallway.


    "Ah, Sis. You're wearing a yukata."


    The girl wasted no time as she rushed over to me. Hmm, yes. This might have been quite the troublesome encounter. Then again, considering that we lived under the same roof, I suppose it was completely normal for us to meet like this. It would've been the safest option for me to simply slip out unnoticed.


    "You're heading to the festival again?"


    "Yep. A friend asked me."


    "Hmph..."


    The girl appeared extremely unsatisfied with my answer. I was left with the impression that she was once again planning on insisting that I take her with me.


    There was no way I could do that; Tarumi might have been fine with the idea, but Adachi, I was sure that she would just hate it. Plus, it wasn't like my sister was particularly fond of her either.


    Festivals were places meant for fun, not for personalities to clash and creak against one another.


    Unsure as to how to proceed, I was left laughing awkwardly. Just then:


    "Well, in that case, Mom will take you there."


    It was Mom who cut in, having appeared from behind me as if to save the day.


    The consideration she showed here, the concern, it really brought to mind my grandmother.


    "You will?"


    "Yep. I decided that I'll do all that mom stuff today."


    Was she implying that she normally didn't? I couldn't help but laugh at her a little, but even that honestly felt kinda nice. Plus, judging by the smile on my sister's face, it appeared that she took no issue with this unusual suggestion either. Hmm... The whole situation was simply pleasant.


    I wasn't quite able to put it into words, but there was something about the atmosphere here that made me want to stay like this forever.


    "How exciting."


    That all came to a sudden end when a ball of blue hair popped up from next to my sister.


    Huh. She always did just kinda show up.


    



    The cloth was pale pink with a flower pattern, and the sash light purple. Comparing it to the yukatas of the random people I happened to pass by, I found myself thinking that it might have been a little boorish. Was this simply a case of me worrying too much about things? Possibly. Even so, it was true that I had rushed to buy the yukata I was currently wearing basically on a whim after my phone call with Shimamura, and looking back to it now, a part of me wondered if I'd really made the right choice choosing the one I had. Should I maybe have called her and asked for her opinion? Hmm, probably not; if I did that all the time, I'd basically end up becoming her personal dress-up doll.


    Being dressed by Shimamura. Having my clothes removed by her. The image that came into my head was that of a fish cut open.


    "Seriously, I'm such an idiot..."


    An immense wave of shame passed through me as I stood there, hiding my face behind my hand. Had I not been outside, I likely would've ended up twisting and turning all around.


    We'd agreed to meet just outside a hotel near the riverside where the fireworks would be launched. One by one, people flowed out through the building's entrance—mostly parents with their children all dressed in yukatas—giving me the impression that the place had been packed full of tourists. Though there was still some time left till things would start, the banks of the river were already overflowing with people, apparently there to reserve themselves a good spot. That was what I'd read online, at least; I'd never actually seen how these things tended to play out for myself. If I had to choose between observing something pretty up close and viewing a beautiful scenery from afar, I'd much rather choose the former, which was exactly why I felt no particular attachment towards fireworks displays. She hadn't shown up already, had she? I found myself repeatedly turning my head around and scanning the road behind me, the same one I'd walked down to get here.


    By this time, the thick veil of dusk had already covered the town, leaving the road to be painted in a still tone almost like a river made of shadows. Among the people flowing down that river—like lanterns made of paper—I was searching for her. Searching for Shimamura. No matter how many people there were, I was confident that I would be able to spot her.


    While tonight's event wasn't going to be quite as large as the one from earlier, there was still a certain sense of liveliness that could be felt in the air. It might have been the fact that our town didn't really have much else special going for it that caused it, but seeing all these people, it kinda made my head spin. Were these people all excited for the fireworks display? Or were they perhaps more focused on the people they'd come with?


    As far as I was concerned—Well, I probably didn't even need to say it.


    Then, at last, it happened. My hand that had been busy swatting away mosquitoes froze in the air.


    "Ah..."


    There could've been others wearing a similar outfit, but that didn't matter. Only she did.


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    My eyes were instantly captured. Everything else around me grew blurry.


    This sight of Shimamura wearing a yukata had caught me completely off-guard. It was as if a firework had gone off and exploded right in front of me.


    She waved at me, and barely able to stay on my feet, I turned around and sprinted into her direction. I could feel my cheeks growing hot as I ran. I had to imagine that this sensation was accompanied by them turning red, although thankfully, the fact that the sun had already set meant that Shimamura was unlikely to notice that.


    With a broad smile on her face, she welcomed me.


    Shimamura's hair was tied in a bun above her head, and although a bit different from mine, her yukata too had a flower pattern.


    Confusing? Quite. Even I didn't know what I was trying to say. In any case, what I did know was that there was a certain shine to her. Simply staring into her eyes I could feel my mind grow full with emotion. Before she said anything, before any greetings, I wanted to convey those feelings to her in the most direct way possible.


    "Y-You look cute."


    "Really?"


    I ended up nodding my head multiple times.


    "Very cute."


    In the same way, I also said that more than once. Seriously, what was this happiness flowing through me? I just didn't know. Its true nature escaped me.


    "Well, thanks."


    My excessive praise appeared to have left Shimamura to feel slightly embarrassed, and with her mouth twisted into an awkward smile, she turned to look away. She then pushed out one of her palms and slammed her fist, and after a small pause, stated the following:


    "You're cute too, Adachi."


    At first, I couldn't believe my ears. It was as if someone had poured something hot down them, something which caused them to melt.


    The pause and what she did with her hands had left me feeling slightly curious, yes, but this, this was just something else. If I had to describe how it felt to have her state something like that to me, the ensuing sensation, I'd say that it was similar to a firework going off inside my head. Another firework? There certainly was a lot happening both inside and outside of me.


    There, Shimamura extended her hand towards me. What was going on? Nervously, I watched as she drew closer, only for her to end up touching my braids with one of her fingers. She gently lifted the tip of it upwards. The tuft of hair looked almost like a broom or something as it moved in the corner of my vision.


    "These braids fit you well. Did you do them yourself?"


    I could only assume it was the fact that I never did anything with my hair that caused this change to stick out so much. Sounding a little stiff, I stated the following:


    "No, my mom did."


    Shimamura appeared quite shocked by my answer. I'd figured that this wasn't what she expected me to say, and by the looks of things, it seemed that I'd been correct.


    "Really?"


    "Yeah..."


    "Wow."


    Was it just me, or was she acting a little too shocked here? The two of them had never even met. Not as far as I knew, at least.


    "What about you, Shimamura?"


    There was something about the bun that made her appear quite adult. Mature, even. Regardless, she was still cute.


    "Oh, this? I had Momma do it for me too."


    Just as she'd gotten those words out of her mouth, our eyes met. The awkward smile which soon appeared on her face let me know that I wasn't the only one who found this situation slightly embarrassing.


    "Well then, shall we go?"


    "Yeah."


    By her suggestion, we then began walking. Like the others around us, we too joined the river of shadow, becoming one of the many lanterns.


    Staring at Shimamura's face, her composed and unconcerned portrait, I found my fingers naturally unravelling.


    Not wanting to be greedy, I made sure not to snatch her hand away, but rather, grasp it softly, gently. That was my intention, at least; in reality, I was so self-conscious about the whole thing that as I pushed my hand forward, my fingers ended up shivering all over the place. Furthermore, I also misjudged how much force to use, leading to me once again practically smothering her hand. What an absolute blunder. All the things around me grew hazy, almost as if the darkness surrounding me had found its way into my eyes.


    The wry smile which appeared on Shimamura's face gave me the impression that by this point, she didn't really mind anymore.


    "Pretty clumsy."


    "Sorry..."


    Despite apologizing, I didn't let go. Wait... Huh?


    "Shimamura, have you been holding hands with someone?"


    Small amounts of residue warmth could be felt on her palm. Swiftly, Shimamura turned to look at me.


    "Can you really tell that? Wow. I take back my earlier remark."


    Honest admiration could be heard in the way she talked. 


    "Oh, yes, umm..." I quickly mumbled, worried that she would find what I'd just said to be either distasteful or otherwise repulsive. Paying no mind to this, Shimamura continued:


    "I came with my little sister. That's probably why. We parted ways once we got here, though."


    "I see..."


    So, it hadn't been someone of our age. That revelation alone allowed me to sigh in relief. Anyway, moving onto the second half of her statement, her sister had come as well? I wonder, was it okay for me to interpret the fact that the girl wasn't with her right now as Shimamura prioritizing me over her?


    Did I dare to do that? For some reason, simply thinking about it I could feel myself growing weirdly excited.


    There was definitely something, err, substantial about me topping a family member of hers. No, not substantial, but rather... Darn. My vocabulary wasn't wide enough to describe how I felt.


    As I was busy indulging in those thoughts, Shimamura turned over towards me as if she'd had an idea of some sort. She then grabbed my remaining hand.


    "Huh? What?"


    "What about this one? Does it feel different in terms of temperature?"


    "No?"


    Her hand felt like pure, undiluted Shimamura.


    "I see. Hmm, I wonder what it is then."


    Puzzled, she tilted her head. It seemed that she was finding this all at least somewhat amusing. Seriously, what was she talking about?


    "Anyway. I see that you're still sticking to your habit of coming early, Adachi."


    Always so strict with the time, she added, almost as if ridiculing me. I got the impression that she wasn't like that, strict with the time.


    "Still, coming early does have its own problems."


    "Huh?"


    I could see a grin form on Shimamura's face.


    "There is still some time left till the fireworks, Missy."


    "Oh... No, no. That's not really a problem."


    It just meant that I'd get to spend that much longer with her.


    Rather than give her a concrete answer, what I did instead was grasp Shimamura's hand. I could feel her arm move slowly from side to side.


    Walking together, we crossed a nearby bridge and found ourselves standing in an area full of food carts and different types of booths. Simply being part of the stream of people which surrounded us made me feel like I was going to choke. So, this was how it was, huh? Viewing the situation from inside one of the food stands had left me with the impression that there were way fewer people. The light of the lamps painted the scenery in their gleam, all the while being soft and reserved enough that I didn't find them annoying.


    "Has the place you work at put up a food stand again, Adachi?"


    "Yep. Oh, but it's fine. I don't have work today", I quickly explained, waving my hand from side to side.


    "I see", Shimamura nodded. I wasn't quite sure why she chose to shrug her shoulders, but she did.


    Now then, where should we head? I was just thinking about which one of the pathways lined with booths to take when all of a sudden, I heard a childish voice I was sure I'd heard before not all that far away. "This watermelon is yummy", the voice said.  I turned to look, and just above the crowd, a glimmer of light distinctively different from that of the lamps could be seen. It was blue light.


    "L-Let's go this way."


    I ended up pointing at the exact opposite direction from the voice.


    "Sure, okay", Shimamura stated back, perfectly willing to go along with my suggestion.


    We'd not taken all that many steps when another, different voice I recognized from somewhere reached my ears.


    "Hey, hey. Have some takoyaki. Hey, hey."


    Before I knew it, my attention had been caught and I'd turned my eyes towards the speaker.


    "Ah."


    "Ah."


    It wasn't just my jaw that dropped; Shimamura's did as well.


    The person beckoning to us from inside the food stand was the same fortune-teller from that one time. Even there in the darkness illuminated only by the dim lamps, it was easy to tell just how red her cheeks were. Had Shimamura had her fortune read by her as well? Based on her reaction, I could only assume so. It was quite surprising to me that she'd be interested in such a thing; normally, she wasn't the type of person who liked telling others about the things that were bothering her. Wait, actually... There was that late night fortune-telling show she'd watched. Could it be, was she actually interested in this sort of stuff? Would this make for a good topic of conversation?


    "Oh my. Your 'friend' has changed her hairstyle, I see!"


    The woman sounded extremely excited in the way she spoke, which was kinda strange considering the calm and collected look on her face. Also, my "friend"? Why did she say it all weird like that? Moreover, which one of us was she even talking to?


    Shimamura appeared slightly confused by this herself. And yet, she did nod her head to the woman, all the while giving me a glance for some reason.


    I wonder, what was the reason behind the faint smirk that could be seen on her face?


    "Oh, is Kamon Tatsuo not popular with the current generation?"


    In any case, she waved her hand, signalling that we were done with that topic.


    "Now then, yes... I see... So, that's how it is, huh?"


    The woman looked at both Shimamura and I, her eyes sparkling in a way that hinted at something deeper.


    What was she talking about? That's how it was? What was? I spent a few moments thinking about it when all of a sudden, the realisation hit me.


    I grew so incredibly flustered as I made the connection between the woman's words and the matter we'd discussed earlier.


    So flustered that I even ended up letting go of Shimamura's hand momentarily.


    "Is she an acquaintance of yours, Adachi?"


    "I'm not sure if I'd go that far... What about you, Shimamura?"


    Despite my intention of pretending like I was calm, I couldn't help but notice how fast the last part of my sentence ended up coming out. My neck was starting to feel like it was on fire.


    "Hmm, I got involved with her during the previous festival."


    "Involved with her?"


    I quickly shifted my attention towards the woman. Looking at her, I got the impression that she wasn't the kind of person who thought twice before opening her mouth, and a part of me began to worry, what would happen if she were to blurt out everything we'd talked about? What if she told all that to Shimamura? Those worries were likely visible on my face as soon, the woman let out a hearty laugh aimed towards me.


    "Hahaha. Rest easy. We fortune-tellers have this thing called a duty of confidentiality."


    The comfort her words brought to me was short-lived; if that was the case, then why say anything?


    "Confidentiality? What?"


    Sure enough, Shimamura reacted just the way I thought she would. Saying that out loud is the opposite of what you're supposed to do!


    "Oh, yeah, umm... Ah. What a nice smell."


    Well aware of just how unnatural it sounded, I decided to go ahead and change the topic by force. With large, clumsy steps, I drew near the booth. I found it kinda strange that, despite being a fortune-teller, all she had here was food. Furthermore, this stuff was...


    "It doesn't really look like takoyaki", Shimamura stated, just as confused as I was. Like me, she too had taken a step forward towards the booth. Her assessment was also correct; what was being sold here was not takoyaki, but instead, taiyaki. The cakes appeared far more bumpy than usual, leaving me to assume that too much filling had been used when making them.


    "Are you sure you're not selling the wrong thing?"


    "No, no. Nothing like that. You see, these cakes are actually filled with octopus."


    "Huh?"


    Having said that, the woman picked up one of the cakes, bit a piece off, and showed us what was inside.


    She hadn't been kidding; inside the cake, you could definitely see octopus. The filling had really been stuffed in there, to the point where it looked like any second now, it might all spill out. This appeared to be the reason behind all of the cakes' strange, bulgy appearance. Honestly, it kinda killed my appetite looking at them again with this information.


    "I went a bit stingy with the octopus when making Good Luck Takoyaki, and as a result, ended up with loads of it left over. I figured I might as well use it here."


    The woman followed this confusing explanation by shrugging her shoulders. Unintentionally, I ended up glancing into Shimamura's direction. She'd had the same exact idea, and there, our eyes met.


    "So, what do you think of this innovation? I think it'll be a hit among the youth! Your kind are so easily tricked by appearances, you see."


    Shimamura paid no attention to the woman's little marketing spiel. What she did instead was take my hand.


    "Ah..."


    "Listen up, okay? You mustn't make eye contact with people like her."


    I ended up being dragged away from the booth by her.


    "Hey!" the woman yelled after us, prompting Shimamura to pick up the pace.


    Her feet might have been moving fast, but even they were no match for the intense beat of my heart. The fortune-teller's actions had—in an indirect way—caused Shimamura to grab my hand. Sure, we'd been holding hands for a while now, but this was different.


    She'd been the one to take initiative. Her. Not me. The process through which we'd gotten here was far more important than the outcome itself.


    "Now that I think about it, I'm pretty sure she once said that she specialises in palm reading", Shimamura muttered as if she'd remembered something, all the while her eyes were pointing slightly upwards. "Have you ever had your palm read, Adachi?"


    Having said that, she shifted her attention towards me. A part of me wondered if I should maybe lie here, but since I didn't really want to do that, I decided simply to tell the truth instead.


    "I have. Once. Just once."


    I lifted my index finger as if to emphasize my point. In response, Shimamura tilted her head, almost as if asking if that really was something worth emphasizing.


    I might have screwed up there.


    "So, what did the person say? Something extreme?"


    "Extreme.. Hmm..."


    I went ahead and recalled the event. Honestly, it was really me who'd been yelling out loud.


    "No. It was the opposite, really."


    "Hmm? Opposite?"


    "At least have some regular takoyaki."


    "Whoa!"


    The woman had come after us. In her hand she was carrying a plate filled with takoyaki—the regular kind, just like she'd said.


    Shimamura once again broke into almost a sprint, leaving her unable to keep up with us. What was going on here? I just didn't get it.


    "These are round, I tell you. Round. Takoyaki, not taiyaki."


    "Okay, okay. I'll buy one."


    The way Shimamura spoke indicated that she just couldn't be bothered anymore. There was a clear hint of her telling the woman that once she got her money, she better leave us alone.


    "Thank you greatly."


    With those words, the woman turned around and returned to her booth. We'd only taken a few steps forward when I felt someone staring at me, prompting me to take a look over my shoulder. There, I saw the woman with her arms now raised high in the air. It was almost as if she was cheering for me. I dismissed this apparent sign of support by waving my hand at her and thus telling her not to get involved. As I did that, I could feel a wave of cold sweat travelling down my back; it really did seem like she saw right through me. Was I really that easily read? Easy... I ended up glancing at Shimamura's hand for some reason.


    "Anyway, like I was going to ask. What did the fortune-teller tell yo—"


    "Ah! C-Candy apples!"


    While this might well have been the most blatant way in the world to avoid having to answer her, it was the only one I had available to me. Grasping Shimamura's hand, I charged towards the candy apple booth.


    I had never actually eaten one before. The only thing I knew about them was their name.


    There were apparently multiple varieties of them, but as to what those were, I had no idea. Well, whatever. It wasn't like that even mattered. I went ahead and bought one.


    "It's just like your face", Shimamura commented, prompting me to make the following observation: my face had in fact grown pretty warm. No doubt was it bright red by this point—just like she'd said. Shimamura then took the apple from me, and contrary to my belief that this would at least buy me a few moments, switched back to the previous topic almost immediately:


    "Now then. What did the fortune-teller say?"


    "Okonomiyaki!"


    We can gloss over the exchange that ensued as it was pretty much identical to the previous one. I finished buying the okonomiyaki, and there, almost like she'd planned it, Shimamura let out a giggle.


    "Let's talk about the fortune-teller now."


    "Oh, umm... A water balloon! I want a water balloon!"


    Splash, splash.


    "Tell me, Adachi. What was your fortune like?"


    "Hmm..."


    Alright, alright. Even I could see what was going on here. I shifted my attention towards Shimamura and gave her a look tinged with just a hint of bitterness.


    "Are you messing around with me?"


    "Yep. It's fun."


    She followed this blunt statement with a grin. Hmm... I ended up deciding to let the matter go; as long as Shimamura was satisfied, the rest didn't really matter.


    I could see her bounce the water balloon I'd bought earlier on top of her hand. Had she perhaps taken a liking to it?


    Whatever the case, it was there that I made a crucial realisation; I'd bought way too much food to comfortably eat it while walking. 


    "Is there anywhere we could sit?"


    Holding her own plate of takoyaki, Shimamura turned her head around and began looking. It went without saying, but at this point, I was no longer able to hold her hand. It was one of the reasons I needed to finish eating as soon as possible.


    "I'm pretty sure there's a park over there."


    Obviously, I already knew that; I'd made sure to scout this area in advance. Hmm, no, maybe that wasn't the best way to put it. It was more that I'd simply been restless and had found myself loitering around here a few days prior.


    "Really? Well, alright. Guide me there", Shimamura stated jokingly, and so, I ended up doing just that.


    I didn't want to say it out loud as I figured that she'd just end up laughing at me and calling me a child, but there was something about the fact that she was relying on me that made me really happy. Having no real relationships to speak of, it was quite rare for me to get a chance—for the lack of a better word—to show off.


    Maintaining a posture just a bit more upright than usual, I guided Shimamura to the nearby park. The place was quite a distance away from the bridge we'd crossed to get here, and the plentiful trees that surrounded it did much to block most of the light coming from the lamps of the festival area. Due to it being relatively far away, there were way fewer people here—or at least that's what you would've thought. In reality, even the park was crowded.


    The first bench we came across was in use, but it just so happened that as we approached it, the pair of people—a man and a woman—who'd been sitting on it got up and walked away. What luck. Taking advantage of this opportunity, I sat down, and shortly after, so did Shimamura. Little by little, the people all around us began making their way towards the side of the park which faced the river. I could only assume that this was a sign that the fireworks were going to be launched soon.


    Again, it was difficult to tell from so far away—and because it was quite dark with the trees blocking most of the light—but there really were a lot of people here. If I had to hazard a guess, I'd say that they probably even outnumbered the cicadas living in the nearby forest. You could even see a few groups of girls standing around. I wonder, why was it that seeing them caused me to feel so oddly relaxed?


    "Which one do you wanna eat first?"


    Shimamura's eyes bounced between the candy apple and the plate of takoyaki.


    "The takoyaki sounds good, I think."


    It was the one I'd eaten before, and in my mind, that made it the sensible first choice. I grabbed the plate, picked up one of the pieces with a toothpick through it, and brought it to my mouth. Though it hadn't been listed anywhere, these appeared to be covered in soy sauce.


    The piece of takoyaki was way too hot to eat in its entirety, and as a result, I was mostly left to nibble its surface. A few bites in, I noticed that something was off.


    "Hmm?"


    I took a closer look at the takoyaki I was eating. Particularly at its inner section.


    "What is it?"


    "There's no octopus inside."


    There was onion, yes, but as for octopus, that was nowhere to be seen.


    "Really? That's weird. I thought she specifically said she had octopus left over", Shimamura stated out loud, clearly puzzled. However, it only took a moment for her face to twist into a wry smile: "Oh, wait. I think I get it now..."


    "Huh?"


    "She probably used way too much of the leftover octopus on the taiyaki, and so when it came time to make the next batch of takoyaki, she no longer had any remaining. Probably. That's my theory, at least."


    "Ahaha..." I laughed weakly, not even moving my face. Was this the sort of joke where you needed to laugh? I guess so.


    Despite everything it lacked, as far as taste went, it being a bit dry was honestly my only complaint about the takoyaki. I was about halfway done eating it when Shimamura presented me with the candy apple. Something thick, almost like honey dripped down along its surface. I took the treat from her hands, and in return, gave her what remained of my plate of takoyaki.


    Staring at the apple, I found myself momentarily overwhelmed by its redness.


    "Wow. Candy apples really are... apples."


    "What are you even talking about, Adachi?"


    It was true. Anyway, I next shifted my focus on the part that Shimamura had taken a bite out of. She'd placed her mouth against the apple, and just like that, had bitten in. And now I was going to do the same. Bite the apple she'd bitten. I realise it was quite late to be worrying about this stuff considering all the drinks we'd shared in the past and what have you, but honestly, it just hadn't ever crossed my mind before. In any case, nothing weird was going on. This was perfectly normal. Trying my hardest to convince myself of that, I slowly brought the apple close to my mouth and sunk my teeth in it. The taste that was unleashed was both bitter and sweet all at the same time.


    We had already split and eaten the okonomiyaki earlier—with my portion having end up being just a tiny bit larger—and by this point, I could no longer feel it moving around in my stomach. A lot more people had also shown up since then, and as I looked around, it almost felt like I was viewing an over-ripe fruit on the verge of exploding.


    Just a bit more, and the fireworks would be launched.


    "Are you having fun, Adachi?" Shimamura asked me, all the while playing with the water balloon I'd purchased earlier.


    "Yep."


    "Well, that's good then."


    A wide grin appeared on her face as she said that. She looked so relaxed, so innocent. Just staring at her I could feel my heart shaking all around.


    "What about you, Shimamura?" I asked her back, only to get a response almost immediately:


    "Yep. It's fun."


    Just look, she added in the form of bouncing the water balloon up and down. As long as she had that balloon, nothing else mattered to her? While almost certainly not the case, for some reason, I found myself wondering about that for a second. Regardless, seeing that she was enjoying herself really helped me relax. Those feelings were very much welcomed considering that what I was about to do next was anything but relaxing.


    Should I do it? Should I ask her? I really didn't know. There was a part of me that was scared senseless. Regardless, the temptation was too much to resist, and with my eyes cast towards the ground, I ended up blurting out the following words:


    "M-More fun than the last time?"


    Did she find coming here with me to be an upgrade over when she'd come with the other girl?


    The water balloon acted as my one thread of hope. Soon enough, a pleasant smile formed on Shimamura's face.


    "Perhaps."


    She then reached for my head and gave me a pat, almost as if comforting me. I understand that it was exactly her intention, but even so, her reply didn't really answer my question. I was left feeling just as anxious as I'd been originally.


    Of course, it wasn't like I wanted to keep pressuring her. The last time I had done that I'd ended up in tears. Instead, what I chose to do was stand up.


    My head was going to explode if I didn't move away from her for a moment and cool myself down.


    "I'll go throw the trash into the bin."


    "My, how sensible. Please do."


    Leaving Shimamura to sit on the bench, I trotted over to a trash bin that could be seen just a bit off in the distance. The bin was surrounded by random bits of trash, likely thrown there by someone with a bad aim. That, or by someone who just didn't care. I did initially consider simply looking the other way—it was hardly my duty to clean up after others—but the more I thought about it, the more I realised that just didn't sit right with me. I found myself picking the pieces up and throwing them into the bin. Why did I do that? Well, while I didn't believe in the existence of a god or any such entity, there was a part of me that felt that by doing bad deeds you would never get what you wanted. That was to say, my motives were ultimately selfish.


    By the time I finished cleaning up the trash, I'd managed to calm myself down—at least a little bit. If nothing else, my face no longer looked like steam was about to shoot out from my ears. I turned around to look in the direction of the bench, and there, my eyes came across Shimamura, bouncing the water balloon up and down with a smile on her face.


    Looking at her again from slightly farther away, there was something that I realised.


    She hadn't been wearing a yukata during the previous festival.


    Could it be? Could it really be? Had she worn it for my sake?


    I knew it was pure hubris to assume that to be the case. I knew it. And yet, at the same time, what if?


    "What's wrong? Why did you stiffen up?" Shimamura asked, her head titled slightly to the side.


    Ah, I gasped silently deep within my throat, almost like I'd practised doing so. Then, having swallowed that gasp, I stated the following:


    "It's just... You're so pretty, Shimamura."


    "...Thanks."


    I honestly felt like I'd managed to get those words out quite naturally. Wow. Go me. I could feel a wave of blood gushing through the veins in my neck.


    Shimamura responded by grinning and slamming her fist against her palm—just like she'd done earlier.


    "You're pretty too, Adachi."


    "Th-Thank you."


    It was the second time today she'd said something like that to me, and because of that, the emotional response her words invoked was just a tiny bit weaker. Was this what they meant by having too much of a good thing?


    Well, whatever. At least there was some lead-in.


    "Ah, look! A firework!"


    All of a sudden, Shimamura leapt up from the bench and pointed her finger towards the sky. I looked up, and right in the next instant, the world around me was swallowed by light.


    The red sparkles came together to draw a picture of a flower in full bloom.


    It was as if they were carving it into the canvas that was the night sky.


    Having only ever heard fireworks from far away, I was caught a little off-guard by just how intense the sound of them going off actually was.


    "Wow..." Shimamura gasped. A few moments passed before the next firework was launched, once again accompanied by the voices of the people around us.


    "Cardinal red, then dark crimson. Next up, burnt sienna!" Shimamura stated cheerfully as one firework after another shot up and painted the sky in a reddish tone just barely different from the previous one. I didn't really get it, but it seemed like she was listing off the individual colours. How did she know them? Beats me. We ended up taking a few more steps towards the main crowd while this was happening, almost as if to get closer to the fireworks. I personally wasn't really looking at them. No, something else had caught my eyes, that being Shimamura's face now illuminated by their glow.


    There was something dreamlike about the colours of the fireworks, and that something now caused her to appear immensely beautiful, almost transient.


    My skin, my organs, my tears. All the fleshy bits that formed me felt completely ecstatic.


    A wave of the purest of emotions gushed through me, leaving my mind and body alike to shiver.


    I had no idea how to fight back, how to stop this. Not just that, the voice inside me was urging me to do it.


    Urging me to be honest to myself, like a baby crying.


    With the flight of the objects shining above me acting as my motivator, I went ahead and straightened my shoulders.


    Like the fireworks, my feelings too soared through the sky.


    



    "I


    love


    you!"


    



    I love you. Those were the words I heard.


    Adachi's feelings had been released alongside the fireworks, and having taken the form of sparks, were left to fall upon me.


    I turned to look at her over my shoulder, leaving the fireworks behind me as I did so.


    She stood there, frozen in place with her mouth wide open, the light of the fireworks painting her face bright. Was she perhaps waiting for a reply? To give her one, I first needed to dissect her sentence. It couldn't be that I'd misheard her and she was actually saying that she loved the fireworks, right? No, that didn't sound right. I'd definitely heard her right the first time. What she was saying was that she loved...


    Me.


    Hmm, yes. This was quite the difficult situation I found myself in.


    "Well, umm, thanks."


    That was the first thing that came to my mind. Realistically, what else could I say?


    Whereas Adachi had been practically yelling, the volume of my reply was closer to that of an insect flapping its wings. Even so, judging by the way her face changed colour soon after, it appeared that she'd been able to hear me regardless. Just like the fireworks continued to transform into different shapes above us, she too seemed to have come back to her senses.


    "Whoa. What a face."


    Never before had I seen a Green Adachi. Nor an Orange Adachi for that matter. They must have been some super rare subspecies. Wanting to take a closer look, I began leaning forward towards her, only for Adachi to take an instinctive step backwards. With her expression muddled and the muscles in her face jiggling all around like a piece of pudding, she followed that step with a few more before turning around and breaking into a sprint. That was to say, she was running away from me.


    "Ah, hey. Where are you—"


    Going. Had something like this happened before? I definitely felt like it had. There was that one time she'd run off when she was visiting our place, and also numerous others. It's not good to be running in a crowd, I wanted to say to her, although then again, the speed at which she was going at was a bit too high for that to be the appropriate reaction.


    I watched as Adachi sprinted into the exact opposite direction of the festival area, her goal apparently being to disappear into the night. Time continued to flow no matter how much I urged it to stop, and so, my words ended up never reaching her. I was left with no choice but to run after her.


    The sounds of the fireworks going off grew distant.


    We'd run all the way to the hotel we passed earlier when Adachi finally came to a stop. She then slouched down. It didn't seem like she'd tripped and stumbled, but rather, like she'd simply run out of stamina. Panting heavily and with the gaps between my toes hurting from the traditional sandals I still wasn't quite used to wearing, I rushed over to where she lay. I circled around her, only to see her staring up at me with her face as red as an apple. This was Red Adachi, one of the more common varieties. I held my hand out to her, expressing that her yukata was going to get dirty if she stayed like that.


    Nervously, Adachi grabbed my hand, letting me pull her back on her feet. She'd just gotten up when Blue Adachi began making her appearance. That was to say, the tinge of her face was starting to resemble that of the ocean—a sight not often seen around this town.


    "Let's just calm down, alright?" I stated, all the while placing my hand firmly on her shoulder. Maintaining that position, we walked over to the corner of the hotel, with Adachi moving like a crab. The fact that everyone was busy viewing the fireworks display meant that there was no one else here. However, the two of us, we were way past fireworks.


    "Have you calmed down yet?"


    A part of me felt like that was too much to ask from her given her current condition.


    "Mnhn", she replied. What exactly was she trying to say? I didn't really know; her jaw was shaking way too much for me to make sense of her. Whatever the case, it seemed like she had at least recovered enough to be able to respond.


    It also seemed like any second now, the Adachi Bomb might end up catching fire again and blow up in a way that even the fireworks couldn't match.


    "You shouldn't run around like that. It's dangerous. Not only is there a chance of you bumping into someone, you might even get run over by a car."


    First things first, I figured that I should give her a warning. I'd definitely felt pretty uneasy and prayed that she wouldn't get in an accident while I was chasing after her.


    "Sorry", Adachi replied. Her head was hung, almost as if someone had smacked it.


    More than an older sister, it really felt like I'd assumed the role of her mother here.


    "Right. Anyway, did you have something that you wanted to, err, say to me?"


    I found it a little difficult forcing those words out. As for Adachi, well, she was left staring at me with her mouth wide open, desperately trying to form sounds.


    "A... Ai..."


    "Aisle?"


    Firmly, she shook her head from side to side. It appeared that "aisle" wasn't correct. Well, not that there were any aisles nearby.


    I had to say, even my pulse was starting to pick up pace here. Just a little bit. I felt, hmm, how to put it... Flustered? Bewildered? Something like that.


    Whatever the case, one thing was true: I'd never experienced anything like this before.


    "I lo... la..."


    Adachi once again tried to speak, only for her to immediately fumble. Tears began to form in the corners of her eyes. It seemed that she'd bit her tongue at some point.


    I was just about to ask her if she was okay when all of a sudden, she yelled out the following, almost as if repelling me:


    "I love you!"


    Those words weren't the only thing that left her mouth; there, under the light of the fireworks, I could see droplets of blood from her tongue soar through the air.


    Here I was, being confessed to by someone from my own class while they spat blood at me. Not in my wildest dreams had I expected to find myself in this sort of a situation.


    I'd never had anyone confess to me in the first place. That alone would've made this a shocking experience, never mind the blood.


    Combine it with the scenery of the summer festival and the warm light that spread all around us, and you can perhaps see why I was starting to feel a bit dizzy myself. It was a strange situation to say the least.


    "I see."


    Roger that, I nodded my head.


    That's all? you could hear Adachi ask. Well, maybe "hear" wasn't the right word; it was really the colour of her face changing that did the talking for her.


    "Give me a second. I'm thinking."


    This had all happened way too fast for my emotions to keep up. Crossing my arms, I decided that I'd take some time to think the whole thing through starting from the very beginning. And yet, only a few moments later, I'd already lost my focus; there was something about the way Adachi was bouncing up and down in front of me that made it impossible for me to concentrate on anything else. It was almost like she was a car engine that'd been left on idle. Why exactly was she reacting this way? It was questions like those that made it so hard for me to focus.


    "Hmm... Well then, Adachi. If you love me like you say you do, then what might you be hoping for from me?"


    In a strange way, seeing her act all hectic had a calming effect on me. It was as if my levels of nervousness were inversely proportional to hers.


    Adachi's body jolted. Then, after a few moments, she went ahead and expressed her hopes and wishes with her head hung:


    "I want you to be with me."


    "I'm right here."


    "I want you to think about me."


    "I am thinking about you."


    It was here that Adachi lifted her head. She did so at great speed, shaking off the hair that had previously covered her eyes.


    Said eyes were both blurry and flickery, just like the midday sun.


    "I want you to look only at me."


    "Hmm..."


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    So, ultimately, that was what it came down to, huh? Just her. Just her...


    To summarize, what she was saying was...


    "You're asking me to go out with you?"


    Adachi's shoulders jolted in response. Droplets of sweat could be seen appearing along her hairline.


    I personally found the night to be a bit on the cold side, but I suppose that being as excited as she was changed things.


    Just like that, Adachi fell completely motionless. She wasn't even blinking anymore. If I had to guess, I'd say that she was likely trying to decide whether my interpretation was one she wanted to go with. Hmm... I decided to give her some more time. A few moments passed, after which—having apparently reached a conclusion of some kind—Adachi nodded her head lightly.


    I love you. Please go out with me.


    The journey to get here had been one filled with chases and spilled blood, but when you actually sat down to write what had happened, those two short sentences were all that you were left with.


    Still, what exactly did she mean by that, by us going out?


    We were both girls, Adachi and I. Normally, that would be strange. Abnormal. From the point of view of a regular person, it was definitely weird. Sure, Adachi might not have cared what others thought, but what about me? Did I care?


    Would I be able to hold her hand even if that meant becoming the target of the cruel words and cold stares of those around us?


    Hmm... If I loved Adachi, if I truly loved her from the bottom of my heart, then I think I would be.


    "......"


    Couples were primarily formed by men and women—boys and girls. Then again, the reason why that was the case had to do with making children, and as far as I was concerned, well, that topic was years away from being relevant to me. Instead, people of our age fell in love and did what they did for wholly different reasons.


    It wasn't a problem of weighing the positives against the negatives.


    That wasn't at all what going out with someone was about.


    Personally, I loved Gon. I really did. At no point had I ever hoped to receive anything from him. No, it was his fur, his innocence, the way he behaved and acted in all situations that I'd found to be absolutely lovable. 


    Falling in love with someone was an abrupt process. It just... happened.


    There was no room for calculations, for give and take.


    I was sure that Adachi felt that way too.


    No way could I bring myself to simply turn her down.


    Hmm... If we were to go out, what would that entail? We'd hold hands, go on dates, and... Huh?


    Was that really different from what we were already doing?


    "No..."


    It wasn't different.


    Things would continue mostly the same. Thinking about it that way, it didn't seem all that bad. Not bad at all.


    The incomprehensible situation I'd not been able to make sense of now felt like it was under my control.


    "It's kinda strange, huh?" Adachi added while staring up at me shyly, almost as if afraid of being yelled at. I got the sense that my lack of reaction was causing her to grow nervous.


    The way her droopy braids swung from side to side honestly made her look kinda, hmm, cute.


    "Yep."


    "Weird, even."


    "Yep."


    "Do you... dislike that?"


    For a moment, I found myself wondering how to respond. What exactly was she asking me here? Did I dislike what?


    The world? How society worked? Or perhaps...


    "No."


    Instantly, a wave of sorrow swooped across Adachi's face. It was as if her flesh had come separated from her bones.


    What followed Orange Adachi was Blue Adachi. While certainly pretty in its own way, it was hardly a good note to end on.


    "Oh, no. Not like that."


    It wasn't her who I was saying no to. I mean, yes, I had said no to her, but I meant it differently.


    All this constant thinking was starting to annoy me, and so, instead, I brought my hand to her and touched her.


    I stared at her.


    I thought about her.


    There was nothing about that I disliked. Nothing.


    The distress on Adachi's face faded away, and with it, I shifted my gaze towards the night sky.


    The sky above was dark and without a single crack. Not even the light of the fireworks would allow you to see what lay beyond it. Only time itself, the days to come knew that.


    This whole thing would almost certainly end up being far more difficult than I'd thought. No doubt would I end up having trouble even breathing trying to make sense of it all. But, those were problems for the future me.


    The me of today was left free to make the following decision:


    "Sure, why not."


    A firework went off right as I said those words, leaving me to wonder if Adachi had heard me. Regardless.


    And so, it happened. I ended up deciding to see what it would be like to go out with Adachi.


    


  




  

    


    Afterword


    



    The other night, I had a dream where I was typing, but whenever I hit the character conversion button, I always got the wrong kanji. It was quite the bother, I'll tell you what.


    It appears that my head doesn't come with ATOK installed.


    Too bad.


    Hello. Iruma Hitoma here. It has gotten quite cold, hasn't it? Hmm, well, it's winter when I'm writing this. I suppose it might not be anymore once this book actually comes out. That'd be nice. Don't get me wrong, I don't really mind the cold personally. Rather, it's just annoying when my fingers get all cold and I'm no longer able to type properly. Does that mean that I do mind it then? Hmm, perhaps. It's kinda like White Album from JoJo's.


    Putting that aside, this series has already gotten to its 6th volume. While I'm of course not planning on keeping it going forever, I do still have a bit more to write. As such, if and when the next one comes out, I'll hope to see you there.


    This is not at all related, but I do wonder, is the generation that reads these books one that understands the references behind Hino's and Nagafuji's given names? I suppose they might have been a bit easier to get had they been written in katakana. There are a number of other characters whose names originate from there too, just from a slightly different part.


    



    I'd like to thank my former editor. He is a truly honest man whose library of work puts even mine to shame. I'd also like thank my father who's now transformed into an annoying old man who's always pestering me for grandchildren, as well as my mother. Non too. Thank you as well. Also my current editor. In other words, I'm thanking everyone.


    Thank you so much.


    



    Iruma Hitoma


    


  




  

    

  




  

    


    Iruma Hitoma


    "Everyone. Adachi to Shimamura has been adapted into manga. Please, give it a read."


    "What's manga, Haru? Is it something delicious?"


    "Very. Hihihi!"


    

      [image: ]

    


    Illustrator/Non


    I ended up spending another winter wrapped in a towel blanket.


    I was going to buy a warm and thick bed cover, but sadly, I once again missed the chance for that.
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