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    When was it that I'd become an adult? Where exactly could the line between my childhood and the current phase of my life be drawn? Personally, I felt like the switch had occurred when I'd started travelling to places by train instead of walking or using a bike. I wasn't saying that was a positive thing, like I'd grown or something. Rather, it was a step I'd taken purely out of necessity. No one out there possessed the ability to accurately gauge how mature they were. Of course not. That was the reason why the standard way of measuring it relied solely on the person's age and nothing else.


    The world at large was treating me like an adult, and I had to act accordingly.


    There was nothing more to it than that.


    Having taken a train to another prefecture, I now found myself weaving through a stream of people to get to the subway station. With no time to spare observing the grandiose golden clock—a common meeting spot for many—I quickly took the stairs leading below the ground.


    What immediately hit my nose as I arrived underground was the smell of people—or rather, the smell of cosmetics and hairdressing products and other such things. My ears grew clogged with various sounds coming from all directions, making this situation the opposite of calm and relaxing.


    I hopped onto the subway and travelled the distance of a single station before once again climbing up another set of stairs for another transfer. Contrary to the little progress I was making in terms of distance travelled, I found myself panting quite intensely. My body was starting to grow heavy, almost as if the dust around me was clinging onto me.


    Ever since I finished school and got a job, a day hadn't gone by when I didn't feel exhausted.


    As I stood there on the platform waiting for my train to arrive, I found myself inadvertently glancing at the row of people next to me.


    Three people down from me stood a woman with a very listless expression on her face.


    Once again. Once again I got to see her. That was how I felt.


    Her hair was long enough to almost reach down to her waist. It was also faintly brown, likely due to having been dyed a long time ago. As for her eyes, those were reddish brown and always appeared both heavy and tired. It was likely for this reason that her face had made such an impression on me. I often saw her during the morning, leading me to think that like me, she too was an office worker. We also seemed to be around the same age. Furthermore—and this went without saying—she was a complete stranger to me.


    I didn't know her name, and in the same way, I couldn't recall ever having seen her outside the train station. Not once had I even spoken to her.


    Thinking about it, it was true that I wasn't acquainted with any of the people I was about to board the train with. We were all strangers on our way to somewhere distant. We shared no connections, no ties. Putting it that way kinda made it feel like I was trapped in a cageless prison. Why exactly was that the image that came to my mind? I had to assume that the fact that I was currently underground and couldn't see the sky had something to do with it.


    A few moments later, the train came. I got on, and the tired-looking woman did the same, albeit she chose a different carriage. Would I get to sit today? Slightly excited, I took a peek inside, only to find that unfortunately, all of the seats had already been taken. Letting out a sigh, I walked over to the closed door on the opposite side of where I'd entered and took my place. There, I pressed my face against the window glass before letting out another sigh.


    The day had just started, and already, I was feeling so incredibly tired. I bet everyone else was the same way.


    I pulled out my calendar to give myself something to cling to, and though I already knew it to be the case, saw that it was Thursday. Even after this day came to an end, there would still be one more left to go. The only saving grace was that Fridays tended not to be quite as tedious as the rest. I found my head tilting further to the side as I thought about that.


    It was there that the train began moving.


    Through darkness that blocked my vision, I was brought not to a world of dreams, but rather, to that of reality.


    



    My age meant that I'd spent the majority of my life as a student, and because of that, it was still very common for me to have dreams about being in school. The one I was having this morning was like that too. It was night in my dream, and though I'm not sure what combination of detention and supplementary lessons had placed us in school at such an hour, the fact of the matter was that we'd been made to study. Naturally, I didn't like it one bit.


    I felt super tired and wanted nothing more than to leave and go to bed, so tired that through some bizarre stretch of logic, I decided that it was okay for me to do just that. By the time I realised it, I'd already packed my bag and exited the classroom (for some reason as large as the sports hall and located on the first floor). Breathing in the cold air of the night, I walked forward taking light steps. No one came to stop me. No one yelled at me. Of course not. That all made sense. Why?


    Because I was no longer a student.


    It was right in the moment when that realisation hit me that my alarm clock went off.


    I regained my senses, and at the same time, grew aware of the fact that I was in a dream.


    That part I found kinda fun. The rest, not so much.


    I was feeling so incredibly tired. No matter how long I slept for, that sensation just refused to go away. It remained there inside my head, inside my eyeballs. And yet, as I didn't feel tired anywhere else, I could only assume that my body had gotten enough rest even if my mind hadn't. Staring bitterly at the device that had forced me awake, I slowly got up from bed and began going through my morning ritual. Unlike back when I'd been a student, I could no longer resort to simply skipping a day when I felt like it. In the end, dreams were just that—dreams.


    Two things had remained a fixture of my mornings from my student days, those being the cheeky way my little sister told me to get it together as she left for school, as well Mom kicking me in the butt to make me hurry up. Slowly, I finished the rest of my preparations. It was only when I splashed some cold water against my face that I began feeling like I was even somewhat awake. With my eyes now open, what I saw projected in the mirror in front of me was my own face, completely lacking in colour.


    I went ahead and poked my cheeks. Something definitely was missing here. Sure, it wasn't like my skin was dying or anything like that, but as far as my complexion was concerned, it really did feel lacking. I couldn't help but look away and laugh as I thought about the people I often saw at work—their faces.


    I took a bus to the station, and after a short train ride, began making my way to the subway. It was in moments like these that I found myself regretting not finding a job somewhere in the local area. That wasn't the only thing I regretted. Really, the path that I'd taken in life was more or less one that I'd chosen on a whim, and now that I looked back on it, I could see mistakes and bad choices everywhere. I suppose that was kinda what life was like by definition.


    As I stood there on the platform, waiting, trying my hardest not to yawn, I happened to look behind me and saw a face I recognised. It was the face of a woman. I saw her quite often, leaving me to assume that she both lived near where I lived and went to work at a similar time. Her hair was black and long, and combined with the way she hung her head—her back slightly hunched—it made her look a little melancholic. It was as if her eyes were hidden behind a veil. She was just a tad bit shorter than I was, and from that, I could assume that we were approximately the same age.


    I saw her face often, and yet, we were strangers.


    After letting out a yawn and wiping away the subsequent tears, I turned back around. A few more moments and the train would come.


    The train that would take me to a time and a place where all I wanted was to be able to leave and go back home.


    Eventually, the train did come, and like usual, the woman with a listless expression on her face got in a different carriage than I did. There were some seats available this time, and though it did seem like I would be able to sit down if I wanted to, I purposefully avoided doing that. Why did I do such a thing? Well, you see, I had this bad habit of falling asleep whenever I sat down in the morning train, a habit which would occasionally cause me to miss my stop. It was for that reason exactly why sitting for me was exclusively reserved for when I was coming back home from work. Then again, it wasn't like I often got to do that; trains during the evening tended to be far more crowded.


    Grasping the handhold next to the seats, I found myself staring into space.


    I was standing, yes, but I still felt like if I wasn't careful enough, I might end up dozing off.


    Staring up at the route map as the train made its way from one stop to the next, the following thought passed through my mind:


    Was anything interesting ever going to happen in my life?


    Would the landscape around me at some point shift and change, or were the flat, uninteresting plains here to stay?


    Sure, I could be the one to make the first move, just start running, but even then, there wouldn't be much point to it. I had nowhere to go, nothing to do.


    Knowing that, I'd much rather stay where I was and sleep. Sleep forever.


    The sooner the pain and the agony came to an end, the better. That was what I thought.


    



    People often told me that I was boring. Sometimes they were clearly joking, but other times, not so much.


    I didn't necessarily disagree with them. Why didn't I? Because I found my life to be quite boring myself. I held no interest towards the people I interacted with. Nothing else really interested me either for that matter. I could only assume that this all stemmed from my own lack of charm.


    I had grown quite accustomed to my daily routine consisting solely of waking up, going to work, and coming back home again. At no point during my days did I show any emotion. The things that happened might as well not have. It was quite tiring, yes, but also really not all that bad.


    One way of looking at the situation was that it was basically an extension of my time in school.


    Just like back then, I had no close friends in my life, no one who I thought anything about.


    If I had to describe how it all felt, I'd say that it was similar to when your throat got dry and you were no longer able to speak properly. Or, to put it more bluntly, it was annoying. Irritating.


    This was most likely what my life was going to be like from now on. I'd be stuck suffering through one boring day after another while feeling the way I did right now.


    I was ready for it. And because I was ready, I'd be able to take it.


    Having finished another day working a job which offered no nourishment to my heart, I now found myself walking down the stairs that led to the subway station.


    The sighs that left my mouth as I stood there waiting for the train that would take me home were a bit different from the norm. They weren't sighs of exhaustion, but rather, those of relief.


    The train eventually came, and while listening to the footsteps of the students rushing down the stairs to make it in time, I got on. There, I spotted an empty seat and went straight for it. I had no intention of letting anyone else have it.


    Letting out another sigh, I sat down.


    Mere moments later, the seat next to me was taken as well.


    I turned around to look, and before I knew it, my body froze.


    It was the same woman I'd seen this morning. She had sat down. Right next to me.


    Based on the way she was now staring back at me, it appeared that I wasn't the only one who'd noticed.


    I lifted my head. She did so too. Slightly reserved, almost as if leaning backwards, we stared at one another.


    It was right when the train began moving that an embarrassed smile appeared on her face. There was something oddly soft about it, something that caused my skin to tingle. I gave my head a random shake before shifting my gaze away.


    For so long, my emotions had remained sealed away, and now, they were being tickled.


    Seriously, what was going on here? Feeling strangely self-conscious, I gave the woman a hesitant peek.


    She'd been looking at me as well. Her wide, soft eyes stared at me, puzzled.


    Our eyes met, and immediately, my cheeks grew warm. Once again I shifted my gaze away.


    It felt like all at once, the dust that had been piling on me had been blown away.


    Why? Why did I feel this way?


    I was just riding the train with someone. That's all.


    I'd never even heard this person speak. And yet...


    And yet, my heart was beating so incredibly fast.


    My back was usually hunched, but now, I found myself sitting with it perfectly straight.


    We were both aware of where we were going to be getting off.


    We weren't even talking about anything. Just sitting together.


    Together? No, that wasn't the right way to put it. Us both being here was nothing but pure chance. A mere coincidence.


    And yet, I had to wonder, wasn't that exactly what it was like meeting someone?


    It wasn't something that was decided beforehand. It just... happened.


    For whatever reason, two lives that had meant to go straight became overlapped with one another.


    Perhaps the way forward in life wasn't as fixed as I had personally thought.


    The train stopped. Just a bit longer, and this moment would come to an end.


    Knowing that, I did what I did next. I showed interest towards her.


    "Umm... What's your name?"


    



    Even if I missed my chance to meet her, I would end up running into her one day.


    It was destiny. Destiny that changed my life and remade my boring world into one far more interesting and active.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    I had a dream last night.


    It was so wonderful that I can't remember what happened in it. I can't remember it, and yet, I can tell that it was wonderful.


    Wonderful. That it was.
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    Clap, clap, clap. That wasn't the sound of me clapping my hands. Rather, I was slapping my face. Behind the closed curtains, I could see light already starting to pour in. It was morning. And yet, to me, it didn't feel like any time had passed. I'd closed my eyes, and then in the next instant, had woken up. This wasn't the only strange sensation bothering me; both my shoulders and my head felt completely weightless.


    I wasn't the sort of person who usually had trouble getting up in the morning. So then, what was it? Why did my body feel so light?


    I went ahead and pulled the curtains open.


    "......"


    Doing so, I found myself at a complete loss for words.


    The roofs, the treetops, they were all painted in the shades of morning by the rising sun.


    The world before me was full of light, causing the outlines of all the things in my vision to appear soft, almost round.


    Never in my life had I witnessed such intense, warm sunlight.


    Like my feelings, the world too had changed. It was true what they said: The world existed within you.


    I kinda remembered reading something like that in a book once.


    Back then, I hadn't quite understood what it meant, by now, I did.


    My body still felt weightless even now that I was standing upright. A part of me really believed that if I were to jump in the air, I would be able to start flying. While certainly an interesting sensation in its own right, it did come with the downside of me barely being able to walk. Had I not known beforehand that I was walking on carpet, there was a chance that I wouldn't have been able to tell that without looking first.


    I spent the next few moments like that, wandering around my room, unable to find what it was that I was looking for. Where should I even start from? I didn't know. It was as if my consciousness had broken down into a million tiny little pieces. I couldn't focus on anything, so much so that if at some point I'd found myself having instinctively started cleaning my room or something, that honestly wouldn't have come as much of a shock to me. It just went to show how barely in control I felt here. All it'd take was for me to doze off for a single moment and everything around me would fade to white.


    That lasted for some time, until eventually, I found it. Sitting there in the centre of my room, I went ahead and opened the dictionary I'd pulled from my shelf.


    "Ca-Ca-Ca—"


    I almost sounded like a chicken.


    Couple. Two people who are going out. Flip, flip, flip.


    Going out. Forming a couple with another person as lovers. Flip, flip, flip.


    Lover. A person one thinks about romantically. Commonly implies mutual love.


    Slam.


    I slammed the dictionary shut, and doing so, collapsed on the floor. I could feel my chest tighten.


    That sensation was centred around the pit of my stomach, and in some way, felt like I was holding my breath in. Soon enough, my limbs started growing heavy, almost as if I was suffering from lack of oxygen. I found myself instinctively opening my mouth as far as it would go as I sucked in all the air I could. Unfortunately, that turned out to not be very helpful; the air I breathed in all got stuck in my throat. This only made it more difficult for me to breathe, and a few moments later, I began to choke.


    How I usually handled these situations was lie on my back and press on my chest, and that is exactly what I did here. Little by little, my skin began to burn, almost as if the warmth of the summer was raining down upon me. My neck especially felt hot. I could practically feel the blood gushing through my veins. My heart began to race, bringing with it both nausea and a headache. And yet, I didn't entirely dislike the sensation. There were certain parts to it that felt almost refreshing.


    All these flaws were causing me to grow excited.


    Feeling dizzier than I ever had before, I was able to at last regain some portion of my senses.


    Alright. Let's calm down.


    Seriously, what was wrong with me? Why was I this excited? I hadn't sweat any during the night, but now, my body was drenched all over. Combing my stuffy hair with my fingers, I forced myself to take a deep breath.


    I went ahead and tried recalling the events that had led here as calmly as I possibly could.


    Right now... it was morning. And yesterday, it had been night. Wait, wait... Why did I need to confirm that? What was I even doing? I had barely taken the first step, and already I was starting to lose it. I suppose acting calm in this situation simply wasn't possible. I scratched my head. In any case, yesterday, I had attended the festival with Shimamura and... then... the next day had come. Less than ten hours had passed since then, and yet, just like when viewing fireworks from afar, those memories felt distant.


    The details were so hazy to me that a part of me seriously wondered if it had all been just a dream.


    I had basically no recollection of me coming home from the festival. What had followed Shimamura's response, I couldn't tell you. The fact that I had picked out all the good bits and stored just those in my mind only made it feel more like a dream. Speaking of good bits, I kinda remembered coming home holding her hand.


    I also felt like we'd talked about something, but as to what that something was, I didn't remember. That's right; I'd had a conversation with Shimamura and couldn't recall it. If anything could sum up my mindset last night, it had to be that.


    The development had simply been that shocking.


    I'd told Shimamura that I loved her.


    Following that, Shimamura had asked me what it was that I wanted to do.


    One thing led to another, and soon enough, I'd asked her to go out with me.


    Slap, slap, slap. I slapped my cheeks again. It was impossible for me to sit still. My toes were going wild, giving me the impression that at any point, I might find myself sprinting forward. At the same time, it would definitely have been more strange had I been able to remain perfectly calm in such a situation. That was how I chose to see it, at least. My eyes continued to spin.


    The fact that we were going out probably made... No, it definitely made our relationship a special one. The joy this knowledge gave me was unlike anything else.


    We were both irreplaceable to one another. Absolute. That was what it meant. Hmm... Probably.


    Did it really?


    Immediately, questions like those began appearing in my mind. Unsure as to what exactly was causing it, I started feeling anxious.


    The sensation of me being stuck in a dream grew stronger by the second.


    The lights of the festival, all of its glimmer had gotten me drunk. I'd really thought that it would last forever.


    And yet, it didn't. The next day had come, the sun had risen like it always did, and I had woken up.


    What was I going to do? What was I going to do? Seriously, what was I going to do?


    I found my head tilting to the side as I asked myself these questions. The sound of my bones grinding together could be heard coming from inside my neck.


    Dealing with a problem meant that there was one less thing to worry about. An obvious conclusion, yes, but finding it had taken me multiple minutes.


    First things first, let's make it absolutely clear that this wasn't a dream.


    I grabbed my phone, navigated to the barren contacts list, and picked out Shimamura's number. 


    Simply seeing her name on the screen caused my hands to grow even more sweaty than they already were.


    I was feeling both nervous and excited all at the same time, and it was this mix of emotions that caused my shoulders and stomach to hurt so incredibly much.


    Maybe I should just wait for that sensation to pass. Wait for it to get better. Maybe then I wouldn't be a complete embarrassment to myself.


    Of course, there was no way that I could wait.


    Mere moments later, the call connected.


    It took a few more for Shimamura to pick up.


    "Mmh, yes... Hello?"


    Her reaction was feeble, almost reminding me of tiny paper scraps being rubbed together.


    This was it. Shimamura's voice. Quickly, I went ahead and straightened out my back.


    That's what I tried to do at least; in reality, my lack of self-confidence left me looking like some hunchback.


    "Err... G-Good morning."


    I'd only gotten that much out, and already my throat felt like it was about to burst open.


    "Oh... Adachi... What is it?"


    She sounded practically half-asleep. Sure, Shimamura wasn't really a morning person, but this was a bit much even for her. I glanced up at the clock and saw that it was about to be six in the morning. Yeah, no kidding she was tired. Any regular person would be at this time. I really should've thought about it twice before calling her. Seriously, how careless could I be?


    Once again I felt a wave of sweat travel down my back.


    "Sorry. Were you, umm, asleep?"


    "Yeah. I was."


    Her reply came out sounding quite sluggish. I was left feeling like if I didn't say something in the next ten seconds or so, I might start hearing the sound of snoring coming from her end.


    "Would it be better if I called you back later? It would, right?"


    "No, no. It's fine... So then, what was it?"


    Nothing about the way Shimamura was talking here made it seem like she'd changed one bit. No, it was just the regular old her on the other end of the call.


    Similarly, I too was acting just as flustered as I always did, constantly falling flat on my face. Wait... Huh?


    Did that mean that neither of us had changed then?


    There was something about this realisation that helped me calm down. I didn't have to do anything new or different. No, I should just talk to her like usual with my eyes drawing circles.


    Hmm... Looking at it from an objective point of view, I really did act like that pretty often, didn't I?


    "Hey, umm..."


    "Yes?"


    How had I gotten home last night? Had I acted weird? Had I even been conscious? I had so many different things that I wanted to ask her, and yet, thinking about how those questions were all connected, it became clear that there was something far more important that needed to be cleared out first.


    Gripping my phone tight, I swallowed the saliva in my mouth. Assuming it had all been a dream, then what an embarrassment that would be. Actually, no; calling it a mere embarrassment didn't cut it.


    I'd be scarred for life. That was more akin to what we were talking about here.


    Like climbing over a massive cliff, I took a step forward.


    "We're... We're going, err, g-going out now, right?"


    My voice ended up cracking halfway through the sentence. This was followed by a hiccup, and by the end, I'd grown completely flustered.


    No way was I ever going to get past this embarrassment for as long as I lived.


    "Hmm? Yeah, seems so."


    Why did she say that like she was talking about someone else? Before I knew it, my feet had begun drumming against the floor.


    "Y-Yesterday. Yesterday, we..."


    "Yep. It happened yesterday."


    Her words came out quick. They felt so light. It was almost like she'd taken a balloon and hit it upwards into the air.


    Whatever the case, this proved it; it hadn't been a dream.


    The events of yesterday were, in fact, connected to those of today.


    I bowed my head slightly, almost as if thanking the world for the way things had played out.


    "I... I look forward to spending time with you."


    "Oh, sure. The pleasure is all mine."


    On her side of the call, I could hear Shimamura shake her hair up and down.


    I mean, I get it. She was super tired and all having just woken up. And yet. And yet, I wish she would have been... how to put it... more excited? Something like that. Actually, no. No, no, no. This wasn't the right way to go about it at all. Why was I complaining in silence? If you wanted something, then you had to be willing to take action.


    "I, err... I love... you..."


    Skipping straight past any sort of preface, I blurted those words out.


    It was during moments like these that I became painfully aware of just how little experience I'd had in life.


    The worst part was that I couldn't even blame anyone for it. No, this was all my own fault.


    "Oh? Well, thanks."


    The way she elongated the last word there caused my ears to grow warm. Before I knew it, our conversation had come to a halt.


    What else could we talk about? What was I supposed to say? I had no idea.


    I never did.


    The heat and the silence both continued tormenting me.


    "Err, well then..."


    "Yep."


    "Sleep... well?"


    It felt pretty strange saying that in the morning.


    "I'll try."


    I could sense her moving her mouth away from the phone as she said that.


    Though our relationship had changed quite a bit, it seemed that we were both more or less the same when it came to talking on the phone.


    So, this was how it was now, huh? The whole situation was so incredibly difficult for me to grasp.


    Right then.


    Her voice came back.


    "I love you too."


    "...


     ......


     ........."


    The call ended.


    "...


     .........


     ..................Huh?"


    Huh?


    ".................."
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    Like I was being splattered by rain, droplets of warmth began surfacing on my face.


    My chest grew empty, almost as if the threads that held my soul together had come unravelled.


    I felt hollow.


    Only my neck remained constrained.


    Soon, that sensation had spread to the rest of my body as well.


    I leapt forward. My elbows and knees came into contact with the floor, leaving me in a position where I was crawling on all fours. As soon as I was able to comprehend what had just happened, a wave of embarrassment so intense it made me want to roll around while holding my head hit me, rendering me incapable of thinking about it any further. It was as if I'd just consumed poison of some unknown nature. Pressing my fingers both above and below my eyes, I tried my hardest to endure what I was going through. Just. Just. Relax. Just relax.


    It was there that I reached my limit.


    "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!"


    The way I squirmed around made me look like a bird that had been shot out from the sky.


    



    A summer morning in the middle of August. The sound of cicadas had started to grow distant.


    To replace them appeared a new type of creature, one which howled far more loudly by itself.


    There, a new chapter of my life began, a chapter so sweetly hazy.


    



    I once again found myself holding my head, wondering to myself if it had all been just a dream. Everything was going exactly how I had wanted, and it was that which caused me to feel so incredibly anxious. In my mind, that had never been how reality worked. The world wasn't kind and gentle, but rather, cold and bitter.


    I had to wonder, had I perhaps been wrong in my assessment?


    Maybe instead of being cruel, the world simply held no interest towards us.


    What even was the world? What was reality?


    The conclusion I came to was that it was everything that surrounded us.


    The environment, the air, human relationships, everything beyond the planet, the entirety of the cosmos itself.


    All things which hardly cared about a measly little individual.


    There you had it. Reality was not interested in us. It was neither malicious nor was it going to offer us any support. Everything that ever happened in this world was the same way. Rolling a long streak of sixes with a dice didn't mean that someone had orchestrated it, nor was that the case when you couldn't stop rolling ones either.


    The fact that good things were happening to me now didn't mean that I had to feel anxious of what might come next.


    Of course, on the flip side, it was also true that repeated misfortunes offered no guarantee that things would eventually get better.


    "Still..."


    Sitting there with my knees up, I found myself wriggling from side to side. I understood from a philosophical point of view that there was no reason to worry, and yet, at the same time, that didn't help me feel any less anxious. Should I call her again around noon? Ask her about how she'd said that she l... lo... loved me? I could feel my hair slapping against my forehead. Why was it that I ended up attacking myself whenever I felt this embarrassed?


    I was so... inarticulate. Like a piece of damp seaweed. The opposite of snappy and to the point. Was it really not possible for me to hold myself together when talking with Shimamura? I'd been able to do it earlier, way back when, and yet, now, I no longer could. Why was that? I found myself thinking about it with my face hidden behind my knees. As I got older, the things I was not able to do grew in number. That was most certainly not how it was supposed to go. I'd once heard someone say as much.


    Well, then again, it wasn't like I'd been able to do much to begin with.


    "........."


    A long sigh left my mouth.


    The conclusion I came to was that I was desperate for Shimamura to love me.


    It was for that reason why I went out of my way to carefully choose every last one of my words. It also explained why I had been able to speak so much more fluently in the past; I hadn't really put that much thought into what came out of my mouth back then. A part of me seriously wondered if that approach was better in letting me reach mutual understanding with her.


    Maybe I should try that, not worrying about it and instead speaking out my mind?


    Just giving her a random response whenever she asked me something?


    Yeah, no. No way could I ever do that. Had I been dealing with anyone else, I might have been able to pull it off, but not with her.


    Interacting with people sure was difficult.


    Even more so now that I had things in life that I was looking towards.


    Resting my cheek against my knees, I found myself staring off into space. I was more than aware of the fact that the sheer size of my ambitions, the true magnitude of my dreams was still far beyond my grasp. I was like a chicken, running around all excited while feeling like nothing was real.


    I really wasn't able to calm down, huh?


    Had I maintained my earlier attitude, remained the same person who I was back then, would our relationship have taken a completely different path? I could only assume so.


    Would things have gone more smoothly between us? Would everything have been less stagnant?


    I caught myself entertaining such thoughts.


    There were so many aspects to me that were beyond helping.


    It was quite the human thing, wasn't it, to feel that way?


    "Haa..."


    For some reason, I found myself wanting to hear Shimamura's voice as I leant forward.


    Why was that? If I had to guess, I'd say it was because doing so enabled me to hear my own heartbeat and thus let me feel just how badly I missed her.


    Wondering if I should call her, I reached for my phone. Oh, but what if instead of calling her, I went to see her? What if I went over to her house and we—


    "Yeah, no."


    Quickly, I put a stop to those plans.


    I couldn't even begin to imagine how badly I was going to disgrace myself were I to do that in my current state. If she hadn't already, she'd grow completely disillusioned of me. And I didn't want that.


    Take your time and pull yourself together. Then, you can go see her.


    Calming down was especially crucial considering that summer break was about to come to an end soon. Whether I liked it or not, going forward, we'd meet at school every single day. I'd have to be prepared for that.


    All in all, I got the impression that it would take me quite a bit of time to get myself to a state where I was ready to talk with her face to face.


    Even so, just calling her should be fine. It should be. Repeating that to myself, I used my arm—the same arm that had been stretched out this whole time—to grab my phone.


    There was one thing I wanted to make clear. Just one thing.


    This time, it took her very little time to pick up.


    "Ah. Shimamura..."


    "Good morning."


    Her voice sounded much more firm compared to earlier when she'd just woken up. It was her usual voice.


    Immediately, my cheeks began to itch as I recalled her words.


    "Right, good morning. Umm... You're awake?"


    "Yeah? What time do you think it is?"


    She followed this question with a giggle. Looking at the clock, I saw that it was just past ten.


    Wait, no, but that didn't make sense. Given that it was summer break right now, it wouldn't have been at all weird for her to still be sleeping.


    "So then, anyway. What is it?"


    "Err, let me think..."


    I'd thought about starting off with some casual conversation, like asking her if she'd done her homework or something like that. And yet, ultimately, I ended up skipping straight to the main topic anyway.


    The longer I talked for, the more opportunities I had to embarrass myself. That was what I thought.


    "Earlier, you, err... You said..."


    My heart was beating so incredibly fast that I felt like any second now, it might end up climbing up my throat.


    "I... love you..."


    "Oh, right. Thanks. Again."


    "Oh, no, not like that. That's not what I meant."


    "It's not? Well, that's shocking."


    "N-No, no. No, no, no. What I mean is, you, Shimamura, you said..."


    "Me?"


    "Yeah, you. You said that you... love me..."


    Those were her own words, and yet, they ended up sounding like they were mine.


    Hugging my knees and with my body as stiff as a plank, I did my best to endure the tidal wave of embarrassment currently passing over me. It felt like my skin was being burnt off.


    "Hmm? When did I say that?"


    "Huh?"


    C-Come on now. Stop joking.


    I didn't actually say that out loud. But, I did think about it.


    Was she too embarrassed to admit that she'd said it? That was what I assumed at first. However, based on the long pause that followed, it became clear that she genuinely didn't remember.


    "........."


    No longer did I feel like telling her to stop joking.


    "Hmm... Hey, Adachi. Are you mad at me?"


    "Ah..."


    I swallowed deeply.


    "I'm not... I'm not angry."


    "Oh, yeah. You definitely are. Sorry, sorry. But, I really don't remember saying it."


    She'd seen right through me. While I wouldn't go as far as to say that I was angry, it was certainly true that I'd gotten close to losing my temper. I suppose that as far as Shimamura was concerned, picking out such details was far too much work, which was why she had ended up settling on me simply being angry. Close enough, she'd probably thought to herself.


    It was there in her ability to do so that I felt the difference in our experience when it came to dealing with other people really shone. Had I been the one in her shoes, it wasn't difficult to imagine that I would've thought about it endlessly, ultimately ending up unable to say anything.


    "I'm really not angry. I'm not..."


    "So then, what?"


    Even the fact that there was more to come following that statement she was able to pick out instantaneously. She really did understand me surprisingly well, didn't she? There was something about that realisation that made me quite happy. It filled me with light. And yet, light alone wasn't enough for me. I needed something more.


    "So then, could you... say it again? Right now?"


    I knew this was more than it was right to ask for, and yet, I asked for it anyway. If you couldn't remember doing something, then you ought to do it over. That was what I thought.


    Of course, that wasn't to say that there weren't a lot of situations in life where doing something over wasn't really a possibility, because there certainly were.


    The difference here was that not so much time had passed yet that it couldn't be taken back.


    "Err... That's a little, you know..."


    The slight variation in her voice let me know that she was currently moving her head.


    "It's kinda embarrassing, don't you think?"


    "Y-You can do it!"


    "Thanks, but I'm not sure if you cheering for me is going to help..."


    I found myself having at some point shifted my position. I was now sitting upright with my back straight.


    Thinking about it, was this the first time in my life I'd had someone tell me that they loved me? It honestly might have been.


    I couldn't recall even my parents having ever done that.


    I suppose it went to explain why I had ended up like that, like a bird that had been shot down from the sky. The sheer excitement had simply been too much for me to take.


    Then again, if Shimamura was the one doing it, I didn't really mind being shot.


    I felt impatient. So incredibly impatient that losing my focus for even a second would almost certainly result in me breaking down. Knowing this, I tried my hardest to calm myself down by taking long, slow breaths.


    A few moments passed, after which I stopped breathing entirely.


    "I love you, Adachi."


    Her voice—just as warm as before—quickly engulfed my ears.


    Were I a teakettle, no doubt would I have ended up shooting out steam.


    I mean, I wasn't one, and I still came close to it.


    Wait, but if I could shoot out steam, then did that make me a teakettle after all?


    None of this made any sense to me.


    All I knew was that my body felt hot inside, so hot that any second now, I feared that I might end up melting down.


    "I guess that means I love you so much I ended up saying it unintentionally. Just love you to bits. Something like that. Probably."


    "What... What part?"


    "Huh?"


    "What part of me do you love?"


    I was asking her this purely because I wanted to use it as reference going forward. Doing so, I could sense Shimamura finding herself at a loss for words.


    "Hmm... The part of you that doesn't ask me these sorts of questions?"


    She followed this comment with a short laugh.


    I thought about it for a moment.


    No, still didn't make sense.


    "Sorry, but I don't really understand what you mean."


    "Oh, right. I guess I should've known dodging the question wouldn't be possible..."


    What did she mean by "dodging the question"? Why was that the expression she'd chosen to use? Something about it really rubbed me the wrong way.


    "Are there not any?"


    "Oh, no. There are. There definitely are. It's just... This all came so suddenly. I can't think of any off the top of my head."


    "I see..."


    Personally, I felt like if someone were to ask me what I loved about chocolate, I'd be able to give them an immediate answer. In chocolate's case specifically it'd be that it's sweet. Sure, there were more nuanced opinions you could have after you spent some more time thinking about it, but the point is that you didn't have to. You should always be able to list out at least a few positive aspects regarding the thing or person you loved.


    Did Shimamura really not have any of those she could think of when it came to me?


    If not, then in what way did she love me?


    "What about you, Adachi? Are you able to say which part of me you love?"


    "Yes, of course. I can give you multiple."


    I was confident that I could fill a whole notebook with them. In fact, I had actually done that.


    "Really? Wow. That's shocking."


    "N-No it's not. It's not shocking at all."


    It was for a reason that simply talking with her had led me to have a dream where we'd kissed.


    There were so many parts to her that I loved. So, so many.


    "Hmm... So many, huh?"


    "Yes. So many."


    I wouldn't have been surprised if I was able to talk more about her than I was about myself.


    Sure, it didn't really make sense listing out reasons for you loving yourself, but that wasn't what I meant. The point was that I loved her. A lot.


    "I see. Well, that's good."


    There was something about her voice that gave me the impression that she really meant what she said.


    "I like to think that it's a very good thing having someone else tell you things about yourself that are hard to notice on your own."


    Again, I was left feeling like this was something she had thought about before.


    And yet, for some reason, I also felt like I hadn't been part of those thoughts.


    That really hurt. It frustrated me beyond belief.


    "When we next meet, could you do that? List out some positive things you like about me?"


    Even so, despite that, she still wanted to be with me.


    I found my heart beating so fast that it couldn't possibly beat any faster.


    "O-Of course. I'll do my best!" I proclaimed with great enthusiasm. Though I didn't say it out loud, the clenched fist that accompanied this statement was there to signal my desire to be with her.


    "Hehe. Well then, I'll be looking forward to it."


    "Yeah!"


    No way could I afford not living up to her expectations.


    I thought about stating that explicitly, but ultimately decided against it.


    We continued talking much in the same vein for the next little while. By the end of it, my head was left feeling all dizzy.


    The feeling was a little similar to anxiety, except for all the bad bits.


    Wait... Huh?


    It was only there that I realised it, but in the end, she hadn't told me which part of me she loved, had she?


    Not that I really minded. I hardly had it in me to get angry at her for that. Quite the opposite, really; I couldn't help but admire what a good speaker she was.


    Ehehe. Hehe.


    I could hear someone laughing.


    Scanning my room, it took me a few moments to realise that it was me. I was laughing.


    My laugh was so weird, so eerie. Hearing it made me laugh all the more.


    



    There I was, sitting in the corner of my room, clenching my knees. When or where exactly was this? That I couldn't tell you.


    Why? Because I spent the vast majority of my time like that.


    From very early on in my childhood, I'd always been bad at opening myself to others. Sure, the other children around me had been just as ignorant of the world as I was, but there was still a difference between us; unlike me, they were sociable. Why exactly was that? Had we simply been born with souls of differing quality? Did humans even have such a thing as a soul?


    If so, then where did it come from?


    Assuming it was something you were given by your parents, then did that mean you were able to blame everything that was wrong in your life on them?


    Of course not. Of course you couldn't do that.


    Just like how you moved your own arms, you also chose what to value as being beautiful.


    In my case, I hadn't done anything of the sort.


    I'd just sat there in the pit of darkness.


    It had been the choice I'd made, the way I had lived my life. In the same way, it was also my choice to leave that darkness as I now did in the form of taking a step through the front door of our house.


    Before me spread the sky, the sun so distant.


    It was now the first of September. School was going to be starting today.


    Back during my first year, I'd skipped the opening ceremony and instead spent the time idling away. In the same way, I'd not gone to classes, leaving me far behind compared to my other classmates. And yet, despite that, I didn't regret it one bit. I didn't think it had been all for nothing.


    Why? Because it was doing so which had led me to meet Shimamura.


    Simply the thought of that caused sun to shine upon my world.


    For me, September was equivalent to the start of a new year.


    Another year I'd get to share with Shimamura was about to begin.


    I pulled out my bike and started pedalling. But, not into the direction of school. No, I was going the exact opposite way.


    Though I couldn't see it, I could feel it. I was of course talking about Shimamura's smile.


    It was so bright, brighter than the sun that had yet to fully rise. I went ahead and reached out for it.
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    Like usual, I found Adachi sitting there on the second floor of the sports hall. I'd come there too, and I suppose you could also say that was like usual as well. The one thing that had changed was the temperature; summer had become autumn, rendering the air around us considerably colder.


    In the same way, the song of cicadas could no longer be heard either.


    "Ah."


    The sound of my approaching footsteps prompted Adachi to stop fiddling with her phone and to lift her head. The bored expression on her face let me know that she hadn't been up to anything interesting in my absence.


    "Yo."


    This short greeting was followed by her lifting her hand just a little bit. I greeted her back much in the same way before placing my bag on the ping-pong table and sitting down next to her. Next to her? Near her? Yeah, let's go with "near her". Somehow that felt more right. Anyway, with that mental conflict solved I then took out the bottle of mineral water I'd bought on my way here, twisted the cap open, and took a sip.


    "Oh, nice. Let me have some too", Adachi demanded, all the while holding her hand out in front of her. I placed the bottle on her palm, prompting her to thank me and take a sip herself—a large one at that; the angle at which she held the bottle showed that she didn't really care that I'd been the one to purchase it. Well, not that I did either. Remaining like I was, I continued staring at her.


    The clear water, its container, and then her. Adachi.


    The subdued colour of her hair, her slender throat.


    She really was quite pretty. So pleasing to the eye, some might even say.


    It was currently noon. Classes were taking place. And yet, as if it were completely natural for us to do so, we were here.


    I was personally more fifty-fifty on whether I decided to skip any given class, but Adachi, she hardly ever showed up. She didn't stray off the path of delinquenthood, nuh-uh. Naturally, that wasn't something that earned her much praise.


    I wonder, what did Adachi do while I wasn't around? Where did she go?


    I could ask her, sure, but I really didn't feel like she would be willing to give me a meaningful answer. She'd probably just say something akin to "you know, stuff" and that'd be that.


    "Thanks."


    Though she'd already thanked me earlier, she went ahead and did it a second time anyway. I took the bottle back, grasped it, and immediately proceeded to roll it around within my hand, almost as if stroking its surface. Small amounts of Adachi's residual warmth—slightly low in terms of temperature compared to mine—were transmitted to my palm as I did so. That sensation lasted only for a brief moment before completely vanishing, her warmth melting together with that of my own skin. I then lifted the bottle and stared at the wall of the sports hall through it.


    "........."


    I lowered my hand and gave Adachi a glance. She appeared to be spacing out. It wasn't the case that she was totally expressionless, although having said that, calling her relaxed felt wrong as well. Rather, the impression I got was that the look on her face was formed by the apathy she felt towards her surroundings. This was how she was going to remain till I went out of my way to address her.


    It was in that realisation that I noticed just how much time I had spent looking at her.


    I wasn't sure why, but thinking about that caused my palms to grow just a bit warm.


    "Hey", I spoke out, prompting Adachi to turn my way. The way her hair waved a little as she did so, it truly was pretty. That was something I found myself thinking about quite often. "What do you usually do when you're by yourself?"


    It wasn't my first time asking her this, and yet, I thought I'd do it again. A slightly bothered expression—the exact same as the last time—appeared on Adachi's face.


    "Well, you know. Stuff?"


    Her head remained slightly tilted to the side as she mumbled this. It seemed that the things she spent her time doing weren't the sort that could be easily put to words.


    I see.


    If she was unable to tell me, then I'd just have to have her show me instead.


    "Okay then. Pretend like you're by yourself."


    "Huh?"


    "I'll go over there and watch."


    Adachi proceeded to stare at me utterly confused. I got the impression she didn't understand anything I was saying.


    "What the hell?"


    "Like I said. I'll observe you."


    Watching, I added while using my hands to form binoculars around my eyes.


    Completely motionless, Adachi peered inside said binoculars.


    "You want me to... pretend like you aren't here?"


    "Yes, yes. Exactly."


    "Huh? But, that's tough. I mean, you are here."


    "I get that, yes."


    Having said that, I gave Adachi's shoulder a quick tap.


    "Good luck. I believe in you."


    "What?"


    Adachi's eyes grew narrow. She looked like she didn't really want to bother. However, after waiting for a few more moments, she eventually grabbed her bag and got up in a way that could only be described as reluctant. My, how exciting. I quickly followed after her.


    Together, we exited the sports hall, and sticking as close to the wall as possible in order to minimize the risk of being seen by a teacher, made our way towards the main gate with Adachi in the lead. After a few dozen or so steps, a gap appeared in the shadow cast by the building's wall, placing us in direct sunlight as we continued walking forth. There, I shifted my gaze upwards.


    "Whoa..."


    The ringing in my ears was accompanied by white clouds swimming in an azure flow.


    Truly, how lovely the sky was.


    That was a line I'd once read in a certain manga, and ever since then, I often found myself repeating it in my mind.


    As much as I personally thought that this weather was perfect for a nice stroll, I knew that I couldn't do so. Not today. I had to keep my eyes on Adachi. Maintaining some distance between us, I continued staring at her from behind.


    Her posture was just a bit hunched. Not only that, there was something off about the way she was walking too. If I had to describe it, I'd say that it almost seemed like she was choosing to take multiple smaller steps where a single larger one would've sufficed just as well. All this was to say, there was nothing delinquent-ish about her appearance. Nevertheless, I did get the impression that this wasn't her first time doing this—walking outside when she was supposed to be sitting in class, that was.


    It was there that Adachi turned to look at me over her shoulder. I lifted my hand and waved at her. Feebly, she returned the gesture before turning back around.


    She continued walking forward with short steps. Thinking about it, wasn't it true that Adachi came to school by bike?


    Every now and then, Adachi would sneak a peek at me, and each time she did so, our eyes ended up meeting. She really wasn't doing a good job with regard to the whole ignoring me part, was she? Hmm, yes. I'd figured that this might be tough for her, and it seemed like I had been right. After the umpteenth time of that happening, Adachi stopped to a halt.


    She waited for me to catch up to her before throwing in the towel.


    "Yeah, no. This is impossible."


    "Huh?"


    "Can't we just walk together?" she added, all the while using her hands to showcase the ample amount of empty space next to her.


    These words of hers were followed by her quickly shifting her gaze to the side. It was almost as if she felt too embarrassed to look at me straight. Why was it that I found the way she did that so adorable? I wondered about that myself.


    Staring up at the sky, I came to the conclusion that one of these ways was definitely better than the other.


    "Sure, let's do that."


    That's enough observing you for one day, I proclaimed while taking my place next to her. Still walking, we then exited the school premises.


    Where to go now?


    I found all this strangely exciting for some reason. It was as if I was walking along a crosswalk that never ended while only stepping on the white parts.


    "It's so... boring."


    "Huh?"


    This time, Adachi didn't turn to look my way.


    "I do that often when I'm walking around by myself. I think about how boring everything is."


    It took me a few moments to realise what she was talking about here. Yes, yes. That was supposed to have been a comment she'd make when by herself. It seemed like she'd actually been paying attention to what I'd talked about. How nice.


    "That's all."


    Satisfied? Adachi asked with her eyes.


    Yep, I replied using my own.


    Really, who did I think I was? I couldn't help but feel like bit of a goof.


    "I see..."


    Like water seeping through the cracks in a block of ice, what Adachi had just done was expose a part of herself to me. It was quite the rare occurrence.


    While the sudden change in temperature did cause my body to shiver slightly, I still accepted her gesture nonetheless.


    It was only after taking a few more steps that a question appeared in my mind.


    "........."


    What about walking with me? Did she find that boring?


    I found it impossible to glean anything off her plain expression.


    It was for that reason exactly why I decided that one of these days, I would ask her directly.


    



    That day was followed by another.


    Like usual, we were there, sitting on the second floor of the sports hall.


    I really did find it quite comfortable up there. My heart felt like it was resting on something soft.


    Truly, this was my sanctuary. Haha. I guess that was one way to put it.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    I had a dream last night.


    In it, I was soaring through space on the head of a giant Yashiro.


    It was quite fun.


    I can remember myself grinning. Of course, were I to ever find myself that high up in reality, I'd probably feel more uneasy than anything. It's one of the reasons why I'm of the opinion that dreams should always stay just that, dreams.
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    The same languid sense of melancholy marked both the end of summer break as well as the start of the next school term.


    It had been some time since I'd woken up, and yet, I still continued to lie in bed, refusing to accept my defeat to the bitter end. Starting from today, I would need to adjust my sleeping schedule and in general start getting up earlier, all so that I wouldn't be late for school. Naturally, that wasn't possible for me; summer break as I'd just experienced it had robbed from me the energy necessary to do so, leaving even my spine to feel limp and powerless. Tiredness and laziness alike covered me like a thick layer of sweat, eating at my heart and causing my eyelids to grow heavy. This sensation made its way through my skin. Not even the deepest parts of my eyes were safe from it.


    No longer could the song of the cicadas be heard. That was what I found myself thinking about as I lay there, my back turned towards the window. Summer was slowly but steadily coming to an end. The days I could not return to would turn into memories, leaving me with no choice but to proceed to the next season.


    Fighting against the flow of time hadn't been possible last year, and it wouldn't be possible this year either.


    Rather, I found myself in the exact same situation as previously, once again experiencing the changing seasons first hand.


    That was all to say, would me going back to sleep here really change anything? Or would the world just keep trucking along?


    I felt like the latter was true.


    It'd be fine. Probably.


    Zzz...


    "Wake up!"


    All of a sudden, I felt someone kick me on the butt. Pulling my blanket along, I instinctively rolled away, only for the pair of feet to follow me. Did the woman really find such joy in kicking her own daughter? She didn't stop chasing after me till I hit the wall, forcing me to reluctantly get up. There was a wide grin on her face, the kind that left her teeth visible. They were really white.


    Glancing to my side, I noticed that even my sister was still in bed. How strange. She was usually the first to get up.


    "Morning."


    "What time is it?"


    My heart creaked as if my biological clock was in disorder. I'd clearly not gotten enough sleep.


    Mom didn't answer my question, instead choosing to state the following while still grinning:


    "A friend of yours is waiting for you outside."


    "Huh? Who?"


    Shaking my head from side to side as if trying to wake myself up, I asked the woman to repeat herself. However, by that time, she had already left the room.


    A friend... Outside... It obviously had to be either Adachi or Tarumi. Moreover, the fact that today marked the day of our school's opening ceremony further whittled the possibilities down to just Adachi.


    If it had turned out to be Nagafuji or someone else after all that thinking, I would've laughed. I would've laughed so hard.


    First things first, I should probably check who it was. To do so, I walked over to the curtains, pulled them open, and had a look. To no one's surprise, the person I saw standing there in front of our house was none other than Adachi. The light of the morning sun shimmered off her, leaving me to assume that her forehead must already have been covered in sweat. Despite that, her shoulders remained at a stiff 90-degree angle. Why? Was she angry? In a similar manner, both her cheeks and neck were bright red, and I could only assume it was her holding her breath in order to maintain this blocky posture which made them that way.


    "Hmm? Is she waiting for me?"


    It appeared so. I turned around, left the window, and making my way down the hallway, headed towards the front door. While her strange posture had left me wanting to spend some more time observing her, it was exactly the difficulty she appeared to have maintaining it which caused me to decide that the sooner I went out to see her, the better.


    And so, I ended up leaving my room still in my pyjamas and with my hair totally unkempt. Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since I'd last seen Adachi. We had talked on the phone multiple times, sure, but the last time we'd met in person had been during that particular summer festival. Knowing Adachi, I'd figured that I'd find her knocking on my door the very next day, but she hadn't done so. It appeared that she too had some things she needed to think through first. Or not. That possibility felt just as likely.


    Still, I had to say, that night sure had been quite the ordeal. So warm, truly.


    For one thing, getting Adachi back home with her being only half-conscious hadn't been easy in the slightest.


    I even found myself wishing that she would've saved her confession till after we got back. Uncouth, I know, but that's how I felt in the moment.


    It was exactly that which I felt to be my biggest flaw.


    Thinking back to it now, the whole thing kinda made me blush.


    "How embarrassing."


    I'd never had a girlfriend before. Fair enough, I suppose; most girls didn't. Wait, but what if they actually did? What if they were just hiding it? I mean, take Hino and Nagafuji for an example. Those two were pretty close. Suspiciously close, you might even say... Well, whatever. That hardly mattered to me. The more important question here was how I was supposed to approach the situation.


    What changes came with us going from just friends to girlfriends?


    What things should change?


    In that moment when Adachi confessed to me, I left all those questions for the future me to think about.


    Well, it was the future now. I had to think about this stuff.


    I had become the future me.


    "Help me, Doraemon..."


    There was still one more piece of homework left for me to take care of before the end of summer break.


    Normally, girls didn't have girlfriends. Well, at least not in general. Probably.


    The point is that this differed from what was normal for Adachi.


    It had likely been in that moment when I'd allowed our relationship to become what it was now that what was normal for me had changed as well.


    "How embarrassing. Seriously."


    The short span of time it took me to walk down the hallway wasn't enough for me to draw a solid conclusion. Obviously not. I'd never expected it to be.


    In the end, I was left opening the front door, figuring that the usual would do.


    "Morning."


    As if frightened by my greeting, Adachi proceeded to shiver, all the while maintaining her blocky posture. It was there that our eyes met. Unlike her shoulders, there was no sense of stability to how her eyes moved around. The fact that she was wearing her school uniform seemed to imply that she was here to go to school with me.


    It appeared that this year, she had no intention of cowering on the second floor of the sports hall.


    I had changed myself, too. Not only was my hair a different colour, I'd found myself someone to go to school with.


    All these tiny changes that in the moment hadn't felt all that meaningful had piled up, leading us to where we were right now.


    The second summer break of our high school lives had come to an end. The only thing still the same was the suffocating heat all around us.


    Her shoulders maintaining their rigid angle, Adachi walked over to me. The way she moved almost looked like she was taking tiny hops with each step, leaving me to assume that the joints in her knees were equally stiff.


    "Hmm."


    The state she was currently in very much resembled that of a super ball. So bouncy. Also sort of fun.


    I couldn't help but greet her with a smile.


    A few steps later, Adachi had made her way to me and was now standing before my eyes. There was something about the sheer normality of this situation that made it feel strangely novel to me.


    Though Adachi had yet to say a single word, both her lower lip and eyes were already shivering. Nothing unusual there. She hadn't changed, had she? What a relief. Just as I thought that, Adachi made a sudden move:


    "I l-look forward to our time together!"


    This statement was followed by a deep bow.


    I could practically hear her stiff body cracking in multiple spots as she forced it to bend.


    Where was all this coming from? I thought about that for a moment before quickly reaching a conclusion.


    "Oh, right. Yeah."


    We were going out. Though we'd already been doing so for multiple days now, somehow, it felt to me like today marked our first day together. I could only assume that Adachi thought that too.


    Something about the realisation caused me to feel a bit embarrassed.


    "I should be the one to say that..." I added quietly. If I had to take a guess, I would assume that it was likely me who felt the most troubled by this whole thing.


    Why was that? Well, for one thing, I still wasn't quite sure what the relationship between us was.


    I could recall there having been times in my life where I had prefaced doing something by telling the other person not to blame me if they got hurt. Looking back to it now, it might be that those words were exactly what I ought to say here.


    "Still, you sure are, hmm, early, huh?"


    Still bowed down, the top half of Adachi's body leapt upright as I said this.


    "Well, I... I figured that we could go to school together, and..."


    "I see."


    Was I supposed to interpret her coming to get me this early as her wanting to turn me into a top student?


    "I mean, we're... you know... girlfriends now."


    Adachi appeared visibly tense as she forced these words out from her mouth. Her tongue wasn't the only thing shivering; her teeth were as well.


    "Hmm? Oh, yeah."


    The plural there was important. We were both each other's girlfriend—in other words, girlfriends. Confusing, I know.


    "R-Right?" Adachi asked as if seeking for confirmation, all the while taking another step towards me. The impression I got was that she was about to grasp my hand.


    She lifted her chin, bringing her nose right next to mine.


    I distinctly remembered her asking the same thing when we'd been talking on the phone. Was she worried? Anxious? Looking back to the events of that night and how she had acted throughout it, there was certainly a possibility that Adachi couldn't remember anything that had taken place. It wouldn't be strange at all for her to confuse it with a dream.


    As such...


    "Yep. We are."


    Pushing back the slight embarrassment I felt, I went ahead and took Adachi's hand. I wrapped my fingers around her fingers, placed my palm against her palm. Based on the way her expression grew stiff and her shoulders jumped up, I was left to assume that Adachi was quite startled by me doing so. Staring at her, I slowly raised her hand.


    "You love me, and I love you. Right?"


    Simple, huh?


    Step by step, Adachi transitioned from being startled to hanging her head. Her back curved too, almost as if she was a plant in the process of withering away.


    All the tension that had just moments ago held her body upright appeared to now have left her. Matching this, her cheeks and neck were being painted in a thick shade of scarlet.


    "Right..."


    What an unusually calm reaction for her. Hmm... There was a part of me that felt just a bit unsatisfied with it.


    A few moments passed until I heard footsteps behind me, prompting me to immediately let go of her hand.


    "Hello."


    That person was Mom. For some reason, she too had decided to come outside. I tried telling her to go away by pointing at the house, only to be completely ignored.


    It didn't stop there; not only did the woman ignore me, she went as far as to grab my head and push me down.


    "You're quite early, Adachi. Have you eaten breakfast yet?"


    Adachi appeared a bit startled. Made sense, I suppose; she was being addressed by her friend's mom here, after all. Wait, no; now that I thought about it, it might have actually been because of me that she was acting this way.


    "Oh, no. I never eat breakfast..."


    "That's perfect then. Come inside and have some."


    "Huh?!"


    Before she could protest, Mom had already grabbed Adachi's arm and dragged her inside. There really was no room for argument when dealing with her.


    "You get inside too", she beckoned at me next. I gave her some vague response resembling an affirmation, followed by a deep sigh.


    Right before closing the door, I had one last look outside.


    "It's so early. What need is there to hurry?"


    They were all so hasty. All of them.


    I chased Mom and Adachi to the kitchen. While my sister wasn't there due to still being asleep, a certain other little girl was. I was of course talking about Yashiro. She sat in her usual seat with her cheeks stuffed full of cabbage. There was a massive plate of it in front of her, accompanied by a cup of miso.


    "This is a good breakfast."


    "Really?"


    Thinking about it some more, I kinda had to agree; while I obviously didn't approve of her marching in without permission to get it, the food she was eating, it looked sort of delicious.


    "Oh, Shimamura. And Adachi", the girl greeted us. Her voice didn't sound the slightest bit muffled, which was quite strange considering the sheer speed at which she was moving her jaw up and down. It was almost as if her speech wasn't actually dependent on her mouth. While this would've been extremely suspicious had it been anyone but her, given the girl's multiple other strange parts, it hardly stood out among the rest. I greeted her back and took a seat next to her, prompting Yashiro to in turn push the plate of cabbage towards me.


    "Want to eat some?"


    "No, thanks. I'm good."


    Me turning down her offer acted as a signal for her to resume munching. I didn't normally get up this early, and yet, each morning I came down to get breakfast, she was still in the kitchen, eating away. What was up with that? Was she like a mouse in that she needed to eat all day long in order to calm down? I'd never seen a mouse with blue hair before. Also, I wonder, what sort of conversation had to take place for Mom to offer her a plate of cut cabbage? They were both quite the personalities. So mysterious.


    Seeing Adachi act a little lost as she tried to decide where to sit, I decided to help her out and pointed her to the chair Dad always used. He was nowhere to be seen, which I could only assume meant that he had already left for work. It really was true; all the members of our family with the exception of me were morning people.


    I always tried my hardest to get up early. I truly did. And yet, whereas they succeeded, I failed. What was it that caused this difference between us?


    Staring hard at me, Adachi proceeded to slowly sit down. She placed her butt on the very corner of the seat, which honestly made her look awfully suspicious. Fortunately for her, none of the people currently present in the kitchen were the types who were going to catch onto that.


    "Today we're starting the day off lively, I see."


    "Yeah, you can say that again. Hahaha."


    Yashiro's cheerful comment earned an equally light response from Mom. While at it, she placed plates in front of both of us.


    "You won't have a long day in school today. A slice of toast should be more than enough, I think."


    "Yeah. Thanks."


    "What about you, Adachi? Want yours with butter or jam?" the woman proceeded to ask her, holding up jars of both she'd grabbed from the fridge. I could see Adachi's eyes bounce between the butter and the jam—strawberry jam specifically.


    "Oh, it's... Err... Jam, please."


    While she had obviously been about to say "it's fine" with her goal being to refuse the woman's offer, she ended up taking those words back the last possible second. The impression I got was that she was doing so solely to please Mom. Hmm... I would've liked for her to understand that it really wasn't necessary for her to do that.


    Mom pulled out another slice of toast from the bag and placed it on the plate in front of Adachi. She then added the jar of jam next to it.


    "Here you go."


    "Thank you very much", Adachi stated politely with her eyes cast downwards and her legs shaking restlessly beneath the table. It was clear that she wasn't good at dealing with Mom. Well, that went without saying; the woman was my mother. What I meant was more that her behaviour here seemed to suggest that she would've acted just as awkwardly in the presence of her own mom. Her hand stiff as if she was suffering from a muscle spasm, Adachi took some jam—an extremely small amount at that—and spread it on her slice of toast. Then, she kept spreading it without adding any more.


    "Feel free to use as much as you want."


    Like her, Mom added while pointing at Yashiro—currently in the process of drenching her cabbage in miso.


    "The more you add, the better it tastes!"


    Those were the last words the girl said before once again going back to munching. Yeah, let's just leave her be for now.


    Between hanging her head and moving her eyes around, Adachi appeared quite hectic. Having managed to calm herself down somewhat, she then thanked Mom one more time followed by a deep bow before taking a bite out of the corner of her bread slice. She pecked at it, almost like a bird. In a lot of ways, the way she was acting here made it clear that she didn't find the situation to be all that comfortable. It was like she couldn't quite wrap her head around why she was being given breakfast. Well, not that I really got it either.


    And yet, what mattered was that Mom didn't mind one bit. Speaking of, the woman soon placed a slice of toast on my plate as well.


    "Here. Eat."


    "Why didn't you ask me which one I want?"


    "Because, I don't care."


    Now that's just rude.


    And so, I ended up having my toast with butter.


    Taking a seat by the table herself, Mom proceeded to fix her eyes on Adachi. She reacted to this by coughing lightly, almost as if she was having trouble forcing the tiny bits of bread she was biting off down her throat. Looking back to it, had there ever been a food Adachi had appeared to enjoy the taste of? Not as far as I could remember there hadn't. The impression I was left with was that she lacked anything that could be called an appetite. I wonder, was that the reason why she at times appeared so pale to me? Not pale as in physically, but rather, emotionally. Perhaps "expressionless" was more akin to the word I was looking for?


    Just imagine it: Adachi, eating something with a grin on her face. What would I have to do to be able to see that?


    "Hmm, hmm."


    "Err..."


    By this point, Mom had laid the upper half of her body flat across the table and was now staring at poor Adachi from below. Seriously, what a weirdo.


    "Can you go away please?"


    "Hahaha."


    Mom paid little mind to my request—or a command depending on your perspective—choosing to respond solely in the form of a flat laugh. You could just do that? The sheer nerve of this woman. I couldn't help but find myself slightly amazed.


    "So, you came to pick up our little miss sleepyhead here, huh?"


    "And who might you be talking about exactly?"


    "Oh, umm... Yeah..."


    Why is everyone ignoring me? Stop it.


    "You came quite early for that, I feel."


    "Sorry. Shimamura, you were... err... still asleep?"


    Adachi's shoulders drooped in a very apologetic manner as she shifted her eyes from my messy hair to the pyjamas I was wearing.


    "It's fine. Really, don't worry about it. It was about time she woke up anyway."


    "What makes you think she was talking to you?"


    Constantly having to make objections was quickly becoming an incredibly tedious ordeal, and not least because the person I was making them to wasn't paying any attention to me.


    Just as I was thinking that, Mom turned to look at me with a grin on her face.


    "You've found yourself a good friend."


    "Hmm, I suppose."


    There was one thing wrong about her statement: Adachi wasn't my friend. She was my girlfriend.


    I kinda felt like that was the one thing I could say to Mom that would render even her speechless. Or was I wrong in assuming that? Would she simply accept it like it wasn't a big deal at all?


    Hmm... No, she probably wouldn't. Laughing at my own conclusion, I shifted my focus to the side, only to notice something there.


    "Stare."


    That something was Yashiro, currently staring at my hands with a piece of cabbage hanging out from the corner of her mouth.


    More precisely, her eyes were pointed at my half-eaten toast slice. It didn't take a genius to figure out what she was after.


    "Here you go."


    I spread some butter on the corner and held it out to her, and immediately, she caught on. And I mean that literally; like an animal that had fallen for bait, she sank her tiny teeth into the piece of bread. Not only that, the way she pushed her head out made her neck look super long for a second. Was my mind playing tricks on me? Yeah, that must've been it.


    A few moments of munching later, a satisfied grin formed on Yashiro's face. She then proceeded to pass something both green and yellow into my direction.


    "Here is some cabbage as a sign of my gratitude."


    "I'm good, thanks."


    There was no arguing with the girl, and before I knew it, my toast had been covered in a mix of cabbage and miso. Miso-cabbage-butter-toast. Now that was a new invention. It was sort of like a miso cutlet sandwich, except without the cutlets. While certainly not happy about it, I decided to go ahead and try it out anyway just for the heck of it.


    "Hmm... It's honestly not that different."


    I wouldn't go as far as to say that I wanted to start eating it regularly. Rather, it was more the case that the cabbage added a kind of... how to put it... nice, grassy smell to the bread that it otherwise lacked.


    "Hm?"


    It was there that I noticed that Adachi was looking my way. Hiding her mouth behind her own slice of toast, she stared directly at me.


    The expression on her face wasn't one that I would call favourable, and from that one fact alone, I could glean all the information I needed.


    "Wanna trade bites?"


    "Yeah."
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    Adachi's face lit up as I said that. It appeared it was exactly what she'd wanted. We proceeded to tear off a piece each and give it to the other person.


    Munch, munch.


    "Hmm."


    You could barely taste the jam on Adachi's toast. That was how little she'd used.


    Some more stuff happened, we finished eating breakfast, but even so, it still wasn't quite time for us to leave for school. With my sister sleeping in our room, I decided that it would be better for me and Adachi to head to the one upstairs. Oh, and in case you're curious, Yashiro was still eating. Like I said, a mouse.


    "It's pretty hot up here, but I hope you can take it", I informed her, earning myself a series of nods. The colour of Adachi's ears kinda resembled her toast; slightly red, but not all that much. Though clearly nervous, she would probably be fine. Probably. There was always a chance she'd end up transforming into a block again.


    Unlike her mouth, her body was surprisingly dexterous. That was one aspect of her that I couldn't help but admire.


    We'd just entered the room when Adachi sat down on her knees with her back straight. Restlessly, her index finger drew circles on the surface of her knee. Rather than being unable to calm down, the impression I got off her more resembled a child who'd done something bad and was now being called for a talking. Truly, what a bother. I found myself scratching my head.


    First things first, something should be done about the heat. I pulled out an electric fan and flicked it on.


    Just in that moment.


    "I... I look forward to our time together!"


    This statement of hers was followed by a deep bow. I was just about to lower my head in response when I realised something. Something very important.


    "We already did this earlier."


    "One more time!"


    "Seriously? Whatever..."


    She was far too passionate for me to want to bother arguing with her. Right; as far as she was concerned, this appeared to be a pretty big deal.


    "I'm, so, err... so incredibly happy right now... and..."


    With the breeze from the fan playing with her hair, Adachi tried her best to convey her feelings to me despite stuttering like crazy.


    There must have been so many different words bouncing around inside her.


    "Right."


    Keep going, I urged her. And yet, Adachi didn't. Clear signs of helplessness could be seen in her eyes as she turned to look the other way.


    Was this simply something she would never be able to get across in a logically coherent manner, no matter how much and for how long she thought about it? Likely so. Adachi truly did lack experience, and not only when it came to this, but in general. Not just that, I was left feeling like that was something that could no longer be made up for in this point of her life.


    And yet. And yet, those honest feelings of hers backed up with thorough thinking always managed to make a great impression on me.


    The ideal best and the best you were capable of weren't always one in the same, and they didn't have to be.


    "I-I'll do my best!"


    There were so many things that could've followed here, all sorts of questions and replies, but we skipped straight past them.


    Instead, what came at the end of the conversation was a very Adachi-like proclamation. There was something about it which made me smile.


    While not able to say everything she wanted to, she still managed to convey certain things.


    One of them being that the amount of time you'd spent with another person was a very important factor and not at all to be taken lightly.


    Lowering my hips, I too sat down.


    "The pleasure is all mine", I stated before placing my palms against the floor and bowing in a very polite manner.


    While a strange thing to do for sure, it also caused me to feel very much satisfied.


    There was something quite fun about letting the resulting sensations have their way with me.


    



    Through this and that, it eventually came time for us to leave for school.


    "Don't turn into a delinquent."


    "I'll be waiting for my souvenir dough-nut."


    "No to both."


    Seen off by both my sister and Yashiro, I stepped outside and saw that Adachi had already gotten her bike ready and was now waiting for me. Slowly, she rolled in my direction. Or rather, her bike rolled. She was walking.


    "Do you mind if I toss my bag in?" I asked her, prompting Adachi to hastily pull her own bag out from the basket. Wait, no. There was definitely enough room for them both. I went ahead and stuffed both of our bags in with a wry smile on my face.


    Now empty-handed, I set off. I'd only taken about two steps forward when I noticed that Adachi wasn't actually riding her bike. I turned around to see what was up, only for her to awkwardly wobble the rear wheel from side to side.


    "On the... back..."


    "Oh, I should get on the back?"


    "Y-Yeah. I'll, err... pedal real hard. So don't worry about it. Yeah."


    While not a terrible attempt at a joke, it did come out way too delayed to be at all effective. Regardless, it wasn't the case that I necessarily disliked it.


    Once again giving up on my aspirations to be a model student, I hopped on the back of her bike. There was something quite nostalgic about the act of placing my feet on either side of the rear wheel and my hands on Adachi's shoulders. Compared to how they had been back in the day, her shoulders felt much more stiff right now.


    "Are you sure you're okay? I mean, it is the first day after summer break and all."


    "Umm, I... I'll be fine. Yeah. You're as light as a feather, Shimamura!"


    What a nice thing to say. If not for the "umm"s and "yeah"s, I would've given her full points.


    "Ehehe."


    "Hehehe."


    Alright. Time to get going.
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    With both the sun and the wind blasting against us, our bodies began moving forward.


    And so, accompanied by Adachi, I began my second school term for the second time.


    A sound slightly weightier than when a single person was riding it was emitted from the wheels of the bike as it travelled down the road.


    All I had to do was maintain my balance, and before I knew it, I would find myself at school.


    I had to say, this was honestly quite enjoyable. If she were to do this every single day—come pick me up for school—I don't think I would mind that one bit.


    At the same time, it was true that such an arrangement would effectively turn Adachi into a bus. And that felt wrong. I mean, at the end of it, she was my girlfriend. Yeah.


    "Hmm..."


    Things were still mostly the same as they'd always been.


    When you became girlfriends with someone, it was strange for things not to change, right? Probably. That was my impression at least.


    Rather than pay attention to the scenery around us, I instead chose to spend this time thinking about everything that had happened.


    What a tough situation indeed. Actually going out with someone, putting a lot of effort into it, it was anything but easy.


    She was my girlfriend now, huh? Hmm...


    I suppose that the fact that I was struggling so much with this could be traced down to my previous lack of meaningful relationships.


    I ended up agonizing over these questions for the entire duration it took for us to get to school.


    It was for that reason I even forgot to hop off the bike before riding through the main gate. Luckily, there were no teachers there to yell at us, and instead, we were able to smoothly make our way to the parking area for bicycles. I'd just placed my feet on the ground and stretched out my back when a random thought crossed my mind.


    "Shimamura?"


    With Adachi now having let go of the handlebar, I softly took her hand and stared at her.


    "Sakura."


    Why did I call her that? Just to try it out. Adachi's eyes immediately grew wide, followed by her shoulders twisting in a weird angle, almost as if someone had punched her. Her back was shaking. A strange sound I didn't quite know how to describe could be heard coming from behind her arm she was using to hide her face. Was she coughing, perhaps? That was kinda what it sounded like. Trying my hardest to suppress the desire to poke her sides that had been left completely defenceless, I waited for her to recover. We were so lucky that no other students arrived to store their bikes there in the meantime.


    Why? Because viewing the situation with no context, it really did look like I'd just punched Adachi.


    "Are you okay?"


    There was something about the way she was suffering here—almost as if she'd taken a far too large sip of water—that made me feel slightly guilty. Had it been wrong of me to surprise her like that? Possibly. At the same time, it was also true that you couldn't exactly preface these sorts of things without completely ruining the intended effect.


    What to prioritize, her health or the mood? Hmm... What a profound question.


    While I was busy thinking about that, Adachi recovered. A few tears had appeared in the corners of her eyes. Was it really that bad? Staring at her, I felt like this time, I might end up getting flustered.


    "Sorry about that."


    "No, no. It's... fine", she stated, accompanied by the sound of her drawing in snot through her nose. Was that really something a maiden ought to do?


    Slowly, Adachi drew circles on my palm using her finger. She was like a child learning how to write. It kinda tickled. This exercise was followed by her stating the following:


    "H-Hougetsu..."


    "Present!" I responded with a smile. A blush appeared on Adachi's face as she drew her head in. The way she did that, she kinda looked like a turtle. Turtle Adachi.


    "It's pretty tough to say."


    "I bet."


    Of course it was; my given name hardly ever got used.


    Even assuming that she was mostly joking, which she probably was, something about her calling me "Hougetsu", it made me struggle a little trying to decide how to react.


    "Yeah, no. I think you'll always be a Shimamura."


    "Perhaps."


    That was certainly the name I was most used to personally. In a similar manner, as far as I was concerned, the person standing in front of me was definitely "Adachi".


    Knowing that we couldn't spend the rest of our lives standing there, we set off. All the while still holding hands. Hmm? I quickly turned my head to give Adachi a glance. She appeared a bit puzzled by my stare, giving me the impression that she wasn't particularly conscious of the fact that she was currently holding my hand. I honestly found it kinda fun how me simply looking at her could cause her to start acting all suspicious. Was I really that scary?


    No, that probably wasn't it. If I had to make a guess based on everything I knew about her, I'd say that it was interacting with another person she was scared of.


    "H-Hou..." Adachi went ahead and stated out loud, her neck as stiff as it could be. While definitely a strange nickname, the way she said it was even weirder.


    "Now that's something I've never been called before."


    "Well, in that case... What about Shima?"


    "Cough."


    Putting her actual suggestions aside for a moment, what she was doing here, she was looking for a way to become even more intimate with me, wasn't she?


    If nothing else, I had to admire her willingness to just keep on trying.


    With even the school building being mostly devoid of other students due to us coming so early, we ended up reaching our destination still holding hands. Of course, given that there was no way we could step in like that, the hallway preceding the classroom had to be where we let go.


    Truly, what an unfortunate place it was, this world we lived in.


    Had we been the only two people who existed, then that would've solved that issue. But, we weren't.


    I wonder, would we be able to live like that? Without anyone else? Probably. And yet... And yet, there was something about it that felt off to me.


    Well, whatever.


    Adachi looked quite reluctant to let go of my hand. I replied to her with a smile, prompting her to ask something different from me instead:


    "That thing, could you say it again?"


    "What thing?"


    "My first name."


    Adachi was staring at the floor as she said this. Not only that, she wasn't even blinking. I didn't have to touch her to be able to tell that her heart rate had gone up.


    How keen, how acute were the sensations surrounding her. I found myself feeling just slightly jealous.


    Why? Because in that moment, I hardly felt anything.


    "Sakura."


    I went ahead and called her by her given name one more time, just like she'd asked me to.


    Like the flowers of a sakura tree, Adachi's face became tinged with a reddish tone.


    She didn't cough this time. Was that a sign that she was adapting to it?


    



    It was only morning, and yet, so much had happened already. I could only assume this was the reason why the opening ceremony felt very much like a dream to me.


    "Yawn."


    The day came to an end with me still dozing off. Figuring that I'd go for a nap once I was back home, I got my bag sorted out.


    "......"


    Who also loved sleeping? Gon. He spent so much of his days sleeping that he was barely seen awake. I couldn't help but smile a little as I thought about that; had I already turned into an old lady myself?


    My grandmother messaged me quite frequently. Sometimes, she would even send me videos of Gon. Some of them were a bit silly. Others were completely surreal. And yet, the one thing that they all had in common was the whirlpool of emotion they created in my heart. While not all of those emotions were necessarily positive ones, it couldn't be denied that they caused me to feel something. And not just a little bit, but in a big way.


    I was changing, transforming. This left me confused. It gave me goosebumps.


    More than that, it allowed me to feel strangely calm, a sensation accompanied by a slight feeling of nausea.


    "Yawn..."


    Time to go home.


    It was there that I noticed a shadow being cast across my desk. I lifted my head, only to see that at some point, Adachi had shown up next to me. Realising that I'd noticed her, she proceeded to grab the sleeve of my uniform and pull on it slightly. This was exactly how my sister used to behave way back when.


    "L-Let's go home..."


    "Hmm, sure. Let's do that."


    Did it really count as us going home together if we were going to part ways immediately after exiting the school premises? Whether it did or didn't, I guess it was all the same.


    "I'll, err... give you a ride."


    "Huh?"


    "I just mean, I'm your gir—"


    "Right. Sure, got it. Let's get going then."


    Worried that she might actually end up blurting out what she'd been about to say right there in the classroom, I quickly placed my hands on her shoulders and shoved her to the hallway. Don't let your guard down, Adachi.


    Looking like we were imitating a train, we made our way through the hallway and down the stairs. While me shoving her from behind was clearly causing Adachi to grow incredibly flustered, that wasn't the only emotion she gave off; the awkward smile which soon appeared on her face made it clear that she was simultaneously enjoying the situation somewhat.


    She really was bad at smiling, wasn't she? Then again, I could only assume that the reason why was that she'd never had to smile before.


    Perhaps I could help her get better at it by smiling at her more?


    "......"


    I found myself staring at her armpits—left slightly exposed by her summer uniform. Should I tickle her? No, no I shouldn't. Still, her arms sure were pale. It almost seemed like whereas the rest of the world had gone through summer to get here, she alone had skipped straight past it.


    We'd just exited the school building when I spotted a pair of backs slightly off in the distance, one of them short and the other one tall.


    Having noticed me back, the two figures proceeded to wave at me.


    "Ohh. Shima-chi, Ada-chi."


    "Chi."


    While Hino's greeting was the same as ever, Nagafuji's was clearly lacking something.


    "Chi."


    However, as I tried it out for myself, I came to realise that it was actually quite convenient. It had just the right amount of familiarity to it. Casual, but not too casual. Most importantly, it was something you could just say out loud without having to think about it too hard.


    Whereas Nagafuji hadn't changed at all over summer break, Hino on the other hand was burned to a crisp. Her skin was just as dark as that of my little sister, giving me the impression that there wasn't much, if any, difference between the sun over at Hawaii and the one here.


    "So, what have you guys been up to that hasn't gotten you tanned?"


    "Huh? Oh, err. Just the usual. Studying mostly."


    "Liar, liar."


    My obvious lie earned me a laugh.


    To be completely honest, a lot had happened this year. For one, I'd found myself a girlfriend. I wonder, how would the two react if I were to casually bring that up? Hino would probably end up with her eyes wide in shock, but Nagafuji. Hmm... I kinda feel like she'd give me an applause. Was there anything in this whole world with the power to shock her? My impression of her was that of an eraser stuck on a desk, unable to be turned over.


    "Oh, that reminds me. Shima-chi-chi."


    "Why do you keep adding more of them?"


    "Yesterday, your mom came to buy stuff over at Nagafuji's place."


    "I'm aware."


    The croquettes at the dinner table were a clear sign of it.


    "Wait a minute. Why are you bringing this up, Hino?"


    It would've made a lot more sense for Nagafuji to say that considering she was the one who lived there. The girl in question gave me a laugh, all the while pushing up her glasses in a very proud manner for some reason.


    "Do you have potato stuck between your teeth?"


    "Huh? What are you expecting me to answer to that?"


    What a weirdo, seriously. I couldn't help but smile a little.


    Come to think of it, Adachi hadn't said anything the whole time, had she? I turned my head to see what was up with her, only for our eyes to meet. Unlike me, she wasn't smiling in the slightest. Not that I'd expected her to be. Wait... Why hadn't I expected that? I lifted my hand in the air and waved at her, and immediately, she grabbed onto my wrist. This was followed by her breaking into a sprint and dragging me away with her.


    "H-Hey!"


    While Hino and Nagafuji were clearly taken aback, they also seemed to understand what was going on here.


    "See ya."


    "Bye bye bye!"


    Truly, what a classic situation. Waving at the two, I parted ways with them.


    Adachi ended up dragging me all the way to the parking area for bikes. The fact that she'd been looking forward the whole time had made it difficult for me to tell what sort of an expression she had on her face, but now that she had come to a stop, I decided to check it out. Partly because I was worried. Or really, mostly. One look at her eyes jumping around in a very awkward manner, almost as if she was trying to avoid looking at me, let me know that even she herself questioned the way she had acted. And yet, it appeared that it was what her heart had told her to do.


    I looked at the row of bikes, then the sky. A few moments later, a realisation hit me.


    "Oh, I get it. You're jealous."


    Jealous because I'd talked with another girl.


    Furiously, Adachi shook her head from side to side.


    "Ada-chi."


    "N-No, that's not it!"


    It was written all over her face that it definitely was.


    Really, what was I going to do with her? My faint laugh was met by Adachi turning around to look at me. Importantly, her fists were clenched.


    I ended up assuming a defensive pose without even thinking about it.


    "That's not it.." Adachi mumbled, her eyes and cheeks red, her lips pouted like those of a sulking child. "I just don't want you to... cheat on me."


    "Huh? I was cheating on you just now?"


    Slowly, Adachi nodded her head.
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    "I mean... You're my g-girlfriend now."


    "Right."


    In the same way, Adachi was my girlfriend too. Truly, what a complicated situation.


    "I get that. Still, I do think your criteria for what counts as cheating is a bit harsh."


    "No it's not!" she lashed out, her voice carrying enough intensity to cause the scraps of paint hanging off the rusted pillars near us to tremble.


    I could feel the smile on my face fade away.


    I'm not sure if it was witnessing first-hand Adachi's hidden claws that did it or what, but for some reason, I found myself slowly drawing my head in.


    "I don't... think it is..."


    Done being a beast, Adachi quickly transitioned back to acting like a small animal. The way she shrivelled up almost made it seem like someone had smacked her on the head. And yet, it wasn't the case that I could simply ignore her outburst. Why? Well, for one, it had attracted the attention of every single person around us. So yeah.


    Anyway, let's put them aside for a second.


    "Right", I stated randomly just to say something before pinching Adachi's cheeks. This caused her to panic, but I didn't care. Instead, I simply continued squeezing her soft flesh. Though they'd been cold at first, with every second that passed, her cheeks grew warmer and warmer.


    A few, broken-up mumbles left Adachi's mouth. While I couldn't be sure, it did sound like she was trying to say my name.


    "Hmm..."


    Acting all serious, I spent the next few moments like that.


    Was this enough to cancel out the oppressive ambience her earlier outburst had created? Probably. If nothing else, that was what I chose to believe.


    Here I was, trying to calm down my angry girlfriend and get her back in a good mood. There was something about that which made me feel like I'd become her boyfriend all of a sudden.


    What did that actually entail? Was it even a good thing? Well, I didn't really know. Regardless, as it had allowed me to pull through in this specific situation, I decided to deem it acceptable.


    Today's me had done enough.


    As for the remaining problems, those would be tackled by the me of tomorrow.


    



    And so, our second school term began.


    This also marked the end of the 24-hour futon show (i.e. days where I could sleep whenever I wanted to). While Doraemon hadn't shown up, I did get fireworks, and I guess that made up for it.


    Once again I was back to the same old weekly routine of a long, tedious trek followed by a weekend of rest.


    Having made it through yet another boring week, I now found myself enjoying a precious Saturday afternoon in front of the TV while munching a sandwich. What was on? A show where they interviewed high school girls. While I wasn't paying full attention and therefore couldn't say for certain, it appeared that the interview was centred around club activities. One of the girls' answer to a question I hadn't heard was something akin to them viewing their time in high school as time for self-improvement and consequently being very happy that they were getting good results.


    "How can two high school students be so different?"


    This sarcastic quip came from Mom, currently passing by with her hands full of laundry.


    Hmph. Honestly, that was exactly what I'd been thinking.


    "Still, I do love you too, my sloppy little Hougetsu. Pat, pat."


    Grind, grind, more like.


    "Can you stop patting my head using your jaw just because your hands are full?"


    Mom then ran off, but not before taking a bite out of my sandwich. It appeared that was what she had been after in the first place. Munching on the remaining bread, I shifted my focus back on the TV, only to see that the interview had already come to an end and was now replaced with a different news topic.


    "Hmm... Making the best of the time you have been given..."


    That expression definitely had a certain ring to it. To the me who preferred spending her days lying flat on her desk, it seemed almost alien.


    What had I been like before becoming a high school student? More importantly, how would I have changed after it was all done?


    For some reason, I felt like the answer to the latter question lay not with me, but with Adachi.


    "My girlfriend is so jealous."


    Hahaha. Right now, this whole thing was still very much a laughing matter, but I wonder, what was going to happen with it going forward? What if it got worse?


    ...Haha.


    Adachi, she... loved me. Well, yes. Obviously. I knew that. However, I felt like she wanted something more, something beyond that. And I don't mean like kisses and that sort of stuff, but rather, something that could be summed up as being truly special.


    A special, unique relationship. That was what she wanted. She wanted it so desperately.


    While I did get it, I just... I just felt like her attempts at tying me down were going to be met by me turning into boneless ham. Then, eventually, the tied ham—i.e. me—was going to end up being eaten by her. That was how I saw the situation.


    "Scary, scary..."


    Munch.


    "Oh! Shimamura."


    It was there that Yashiro toddled in. She always acted so incredibly carefree, almost like there was nothing in the whole world that could get her down, and I could only assume that was how she felt on the inside too. She certainly didn't seem like the sort of person who would put up a front. Lately, I'd begun finding myself feeling slightly jealous of her.


    "You are eating something quite wonderful", she stated straight away, her tiny eyes growing fixated on the egg sandwich in my hand. "It is an egg sandwich. Yes, I am very versed when it comes to these sorts of things."


    Why did she say that like she was speaking some foreign language? I had no idea. Regardless, the girl had walked up to me and was now standing by my side as if waiting for something. As for what that something was, well, you could probably tell. The thing I found so amusing—or rather, interesting—about Yashiro was that even if I chose not to share the sandwich with her here, she wouldn't get the slightest bit angry. There was this one time she'd asked me something similar and I'd turned her down for whatever reason, and in response, all she'd done was state how regrettable it was before gleefully sprinting off.


    She didn't drag it out or make it a big deal or anything of the sort. Rather, the whole matter was settled just like that.


    Sure, it didn't really make sense for her to get angry when she wasn't given food seeing how she was basically a freeloader to begin with, but even so, my personal experiences gave me the impression that people in general had great difficulty avoiding reacting at least somewhat negatively when their expectations weren't met. Whereas kids would shout, adults would feel depressed. While certainly different, those were both expressions of the same base emotion. As for us stuck in between, well, we would go either way.


    Yashiro on the other hand was different. She didn't choose either.


    There were always weirdos like here out there who broke the established norms.


    She reminded me of a block of pure ice that had remained solid since times immemorial.


    "Here you go."


    I held what remained of the sandwich out to her, and right away, the girl began munching on it ecstatically.


    I wonder, would this be counted as cheating as well in Adachi's eyes? Hmm, no. Probably not. It was more akin to feeding an animal. Wait... Was that it? She came over because we fed her? I kinda got the feeling that I hadn't thought things through well enough before starting, although at the same time, I guess it was pretty late for it now.


    "I have to say, you sure look like you're enjoying it."


    "Mhohoho!"


    "Yes, yes. Just don't bite my fingers, okay?"


    All of this combined with the delicacy of her appearance really made her seem like she had been created artificially.


    Just where had she come from? Where could you find a creature this innocent?


    "Say, have you ever gotten jealous?"


    "I do love jello."


    "Right."


    Ahahaha.


    In the end, all that was left of my sandwich got eaten by Yashiro.


    "Hmm... Alright. I guess now is as good of a time as ever."


    "Huh?"


    Leaving Yashiro to enjoy the aftertaste of her meal, I got up and went to get my phone.


    What I came across as I entered my room was my sister busy with her homework.


    "My, how diligent."


    "Don't group me with yourself, thanks."


    "Hmph."


    "Hyah!"


    After showing the cheeky girl who was the boss by, well, squeezing her cheeks, I grabbed my phone and called Ada-chi, only for her to immediately pick up. Not a single beep of the ringing tone managed to go off. Honestly, it was kinda impressive. She was like one of those people at a trivia contest with their hand on the buzzer.


    "Yes, yes? What?"


    "Don't run inside. It's dangerous."


    While I obviously couldn't see her, the intensity of her words more than made it clear what she was doing. I could practically imagine her leaning forward with her phone in hand.


    Truly, she was so easily read.


    "It's pretty, err, rare for you to call me, Shimamura."


    It was rare, and yet, she'd managed to react that briskly? Truly, Adachi ought to be feared.


    "Is it really?"


    "Y-Yeah. It is."


    A hint of disapproval could be heard in her voice. I got the feeling that this could make for a pretty annoying topic if we were to get into it.


    "Anyway. I have a suggestion, Adachi."


    "Sure. What is it?"


    She waited a moment before responding. Was she hoping that I'd ask her to come hang out with me? That was the impression I got based on her tone. While I certainly wasn't against the idea, it was something that we could have always done, and had.


    The idea I had was a bit different. I figured that we could start something new, something that would reflect the change our relationship had gone through.


    "I was thinking, what would you say about us packing each other lunch?"


    "Huh?"


    "You know. I'll make you lunch and bring it to school, and you do the same for me."


    Simple enough, right?


    To tell you the truth, it had been my original plan to make her lunch without telling her and then surprising her on the very day. However, knowing how weak Adachi was to surprises, I had ultimately decided against that. It would definitely attract a lot of unwanted attention if she were to have one of her fits in the classroom. Plus, there was something very unequal about me being the only one doing it.


    Why? Well, we were both each other's girlfriend. That's why.


    "Lunch... made by Shimamura..."


    Her voice sounded very soft as she said that.


    "Sure, sounds good. Sounds really good."


    This time, her voice had gone from soft to sharp.


    I was honestly a little shocked how favourably she was reacting to this.


    I mean, sure, I'd never thought it would be a tough sell, but still.


    "So... You'll make lunch just for me?"


    "Yeah. That's right. And you'll make it just for me, right, Adachi?"


    "Right. Got it."


    I couldn't help but wonder if she really did get it. Considering how obviously sincerely she was taking the whole thing, I would've expected there to have been some more weight to her answers.


    "Still. You know how to cook, Shimamura?"


    "Hahaha."


    What a thing to ask.


    "What about you, Adachi? Do you know how to cook?"


    While she did work at a restaurant, it appeared that her role there was serving the customers, not making the food.


    "Oh, err... I have made chocolate before."


    "Huh."


    I'd never done anything of the sort myself, and it was for that reason I was so taken aback. How did that stuff even work in practice? I didn't have a clue.


    Thinking about it, I did seem to recall a time she'd sent me a picture she had taken of some chocolate. Hmm... Wait a minute. Could it be?


    "I-It'll be fine. Same for you, Shimamura. I'll eat it no matter how it turns out. I promise."


    "Now that's reassuring."


    Not that I expected it to turn out badly. It was hardly my intention to push any sort of culinary boundaries here.


    With both of us having agreed to that, we then ended the call.


    "Now then."


    What was something that I could make for her? Wondering about that, I walked down the hallway before taking a peek inside the living room.


    "Oh, yeah. That's it."


    "Hmm?"


    Seeing Yashiro lying flat on the floor brought just the answer into my mind: A sandwich. I should definitely be capable of making a sandwich no problem. A safe choice, yes, no doubt about that, but if the other option was aiming too high and then failing miserably, I felt like I'd much rather choose the path that guaranteed success.


    Besides, I was pretty sure that what mattered was not so much the food itself but rather the fact that I was the one to make it.


    "Shimamura. Are you free?"


    Still lying on her stomach, Yashiro squirmed to my feet like a snake.


    The sparkle in her eyes—blue like the ocean—made her intentions clear. She was asking me to play with her.


    "Go play with my sister."


    "I would, but Shou says she's busy with home-work."


    "Oh, right... Well, in that case, why don't you read manga or something?"


    Though I'd been free until just now, currently, I was extremely busy.


    Busy because of Adachi.


    That was going to become an increasingly common occurrence going forward, wasn't it? I couldn't quite make up my mind about whether or not I felt like that was a positive thing.


    "Ah, yes. That is a good idea. It'll make for good language practice too."


    While I didn't exactly understand her reasoning for it, Yashiro ultimately chose to go along with my suggestion. I took out a few volumes that no longer fit in the bookshelf and had instead been stuffed inside a cardboard box and handed them to her, and immediately, the girl began sprinting in the direction of my bedroom where my sister was, the books raised high above her head. It was quite the thing, being that close to someone.


    My sister was so terribly afraid of new people, and yet, she'd chosen to open herself to Yashiro. Was it exactly this cheerful personality of hers that was being displayed here that had led to that happening? I could only assume so.


    There were certainly things that I could learn from her. However, at the same time, I also felt like it was far too late for that now.


    Why? Because I was already halfway to becoming an adult.


    Once that happened, once you became an adult, you needed to start following things other than your own heart.


    "It's important to at some point re-examine what you've learned reading textbooks."


    You could even say that it was necessary if you wanted to live normally.


    Doing things for other people, trying to understand them, stuff like that was crucial.


    The world had taught me that.


    From now on, I was going to make an effort to follow its teachings. That was what I decided.


    



    It went without saying, but the most important thing to do during a day off was of course to rest.


    As for how you ought to go about doing that, well, that part varied from person to person. Just as there were those who preferred doing nothing at all, some people felt the most calm when they were running around. In the same vein, while others might think that I was lazy for lying idly in place, that was actually just me staying true to my body's desires.


    All I wanted was to forget that the sun was ever going rise again and fall deep asleep.


    That sensation of my body melting down in the river of time, I wanted to be swallowed by it.


    "Wake up!"


    "Hyah!"


    Just then, I was pulled out from underneath the sheets. Wait, really? Was I sure that it wasn't the sheets that were pulled off me? It was difficult to distinguish between the two, but whatever the case, the end result was that my peaceful sleep was disrupted. Turning my eyes towards Mom, I asked the woman what reason she had to wake me up on a day when I didn't have school. She answered this question by pointing her finger in the direction of the hallway. I went ahead and looked. There was nothing there.


    "You have a guest."


    "A guest?"


    Still wearing my pyjamas, I got up and entered the hallway. I understood it was because I'd just come from a room where I was protected from both light as well as the flow of time, but the sun, it really hurt my eyes. I could feel myself growing dizzy as the light around me swallowed me whole.


    It was only when I reached the entrance that I managed to get a grip of myself.


    I opened the door, and there, in front of our house, I saw Adachi standing with her hands full.


    It was currently Sunday.


    "Wait, wait. Wait. Hold on."


    This surprise attack of hers had truly come out of nowhere. She hadn't even reserved an appointment or anything.


    I got why she was here. That wasn't what confused me. No, what did was her bag; it was far bulkier than what I would've expected.


    "Err... Weren't we going to be making each other lunch for school? You know, during the week?"


    That was the idea I'd had when I'd made the suggestion. Don't tell me, she hadn't chosen to interpret it as me inviting her out on a picnic, had she? Hmm, no. Probably not. That didn't really make sense now that I thought about it. I should also point out that the shirt she was currently wearing had the words "love is difficult" printed on it. Difficult, huh?


    Coincidentally, that was also how I would describe Adachi's taste in fashion.


    "I haven't even gotten started making your lunch yet."


    "Oh, yes. That's fine. Totally fine. You see, this is, umm... a practice run."


    "Huh?"


    "That, and an investigation. I was wondering if something like this would work and wanted to hear your opinion on it."


    The way the strap of her bag dug into her shoulder seemed to imply that she'd gotten a bit carried away while cooking.


    "Hmm... That's so like you, Adachi."


    Still feeling slightly hesitant, I chose to approach the matter head-on. The cap of the water bottle peeking out from inside her bag could be seen glimmering as light reflected off it.


    What might she have cooked up for me? While it hadn't been all that long ago since I'd eaten breakfast, I couldn't help but find myself growing slightly curious.


    "Sure, why not. It's going to be a lot more relaxing eating it here compared to a lunch break at school."


    I bet Adachi too would be able to act much more naturally with no people around to stare at her.


    Doing my best to resist the urge to yawn, I invited her to come with me upstairs.


    It went without saying, but my life truly had gotten a lot more busy since I'd started going out with her.


    This extended to my days off as well, and so, the time I would normally have spent sleeping was swept away to make room for reality.


    For the old me, the one who found immense tranquillity in the act of falling asleep, that would've been utterly unacceptable.


    "......"


    However, for the current me, things were a bit different.


    Seeing Adachi's eyes sparkle with excitement, I decided that it'd be just fine.


    "Welcome, welcome", Mom greeted us as we walked through the hallway. She'd been mopping the floor, but as she raised her head, she immediately noticed the massive bag Adachi was carrying. A puzzled look appeared on her face.


    "Are you here to take another bath?"


    "Huh? Oh, no."


    "She packed some lunch and asked me if I wanted to eat it with her."


    "Here? At our house?"


    You could see Adachi's face turn slightly red as the woman asked that. Her head tilted to the side, Mom then shifted her focus on me.


    "What an interesting friend you've found."


    "I guess."


    This had really been the natural outcome of me deciding to approach something unexpected in a positive way.


    "Still, it's quite nostalgic having someone else pack lunch for you, isn't it? How long has it been since I last packed you some? A year? Even longer than that?"


    She followed this statement up by letting out a hearty laugh. Was that really something you ought to be happy about?


    "I mean, it's not like anyone is stopping you."


    Not once had I told her that I didn't need her to make me lunch.


    "Nope!" Mom exclaimed, followed by her wiggling all over. Pretending like I couldn't see her, I turned towards the stairs and began making my way up them.


    "You quite resemble your mother, Shimamura."


    "You think so?"


    We were still in the process of walking towards our destination when Adachi said this. I quickly went ahead and pinched both my cheeks and my nose. I hadn't really thought about it all that much, but yeah, she might have been right.


    "I don't think I'm quite as commendable as she is as far as my personality goes, though."


    "I suppose..."


    "Huh? What?"


    "Nothing."


    Adachi's reply came briskly, which honestly, was quite rare for her.


    I ended up guiding her to my dusty study room. I made sure to keep the place ventilated, and yet, after every night, particles of dust could always be seen dancing around in the air. Why was that? Moreover, where did dust even come from? I kinda felt like that was something we'd been taught in school once, although since it had never come up in an exam, I'd simply ended up forgetting all about it. That really wasn't a good thing to do, I felt.


    With the kotatsu between us (it never had ended up being cleared away), Adachi took her heavy-looking bag and placed it down.


    I grew worried just looking at it; had she really made that much?


    "Here."


    Looking quite nervous herself, Adachi took out a small box and handed it to me.


    "Thanks."


    Rather than this being a packed lunch she'd made specifically for me eat in the middle of a long school day, it almost more felt like she was sharing the stored leftovers of her meal from yesterday with me. All this because of the plastic Tupperware container she'd chosen to use.


    Regardless, it appeared that this was all she'd made. That left me with a question; what else did she have in her bag?


    Whatever. I guess I didn't need to know that right now. I pulled the container open, revealing something flat and light brown inside.


    "You made okonomiyaki?" I asked her, all the while pinching a piece of onion that had been sticking out between my chopsticks.


    "I've done it at work before, so I figured it'd be a good idea."


    "Right... You still work at that Chinese place?"


    "Yeah."


    I went ahead and poked the okonomiyaki using my chopsticks. I then flipped it over, only to reveal that below it, there was yet more okonomiyaki to be found. This made for two pieces of it in total. Yeah, I should be able to eat these no problem.


    "Too few?"


    Adachi followed this question by reaching for her bag in a very ominous manner. While I didn't know for certain, I could kinda assume what she was planning on doing.


    "No, no. It's fine. Really. I don't think I'd even be able to eat more than this."


    "Oh. Sure."


    Slowly, she put the bag back down. I guess that proved it; she had made more after all.


    While Adachi didn't pull out any more food, she did take out a water bottle filled with green tea. Memories of a time when I'd used to play "house" came rushing back to me as she placed it on the table. I distinctly remembered getting bored of it right away and quickly running off. I guess that didn't really count as me playing it then, did it?


    "H-Here you go."


    "Thanks."


    After repeating the same exact exchange from just moments earlier, I went ahead and rolled up my sleeves. Or rather, I pretended to; I wasn't actually wearing a shirt with long sleeves.


    Never before had I eaten food made by someone from my class. It was a completely unknown experience, and honestly, kinda made my heart beat.


    "Alright then. Let's dig in."


    I quickly pressed my hands together before extending my chopsticks. I then cut off a piece and brought it to my mouth.


    There was something about the intensity of her glare that caused my throat to start growing dry.


    I chewed. I swallowed. I gave her a glance.


    The anxious look Adachi had in her eyes kinda made me feel like her staring at me was going to cause me to catch whatever it was that was affecting her.


    "Do you want me to be honest, or would you prefer vapid praise?"


    What I was saying there—if you couldn't tell—was that it wasn't all that good. I'd definitely eaten better.


    "Err... S-Something from the middle."


    From the middle, huh? Sure thing.


    "It's cold."


    "Ah!"


    Panicking, Adachi reached for her bag. She then pulled up multiple other, similar-looking plastic containers. Called it.


    "Umm, this should be warmer, I think."


    After examining few of the containers, she picked out a single one and handed it to me. I pulled the lid open and took a bite.


    "Oh, yeah. Much better."


    Flour-based foods really did tend to feel awful in your mouth after they got cold. Hmm, yes. I'd even go as far as to say that this was quite delicious.


    Not bad. Not bad at all. She'd really managed to pull through here. The one thing that still stuck out to me was the sheer amount of food on offer. Just who was going to be eating the rest? Right as I was wondering about that, Adachi circled to me around the table, almost as if she was sliding on the floor.


    "Adachi?"


    "Aaah."


    "......"


    An utterly bizarre sound left Adachi's mouth. Well, not really. She was simply holding her mouth open.


    Was this what I thought it was? More than likely. Using my chopsticks, I cut off a piece of the okonomiyaki.


    However, before feeding it to her, I decided to first peer inside Adachi's mouth. Why did I do that? Well, I didn't really have a reason other than that it wasn't something I got to do often. Hmm, yes. She had all of her teeth intact, no doubt about that. I have to say, her mouth was much more pink on the inside than I would've thought. Was it the contrast between it and her white teeth that did that? Possibly.


    "H-Hurry up please."


    "You have a piece of onion stuck between your back teeth."
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    Adachi proceeded to urge me to hurry up by clanging her teeth together. I kinda wanted to continue joking around, but as doing so seemed like it might lead to me being bitten, I decided to do as I was told instead. Now, where should I place the okonomiyaki? On her tongue? Unable to think of a spot that would work better, I did just that, prompting Adachi to wrap her tongue around the piece, almost as if grabbing it. Having made sure that she got it, I pulled back the chopsticks.


    "Is it good?"


    Why was I the one asking her that?


    "Yep."


    Equally confusing was Adachi's satisfied reply. While her eyes were cast downwards, she wasn't quite able to hide the smile on her face.


    If the end result was that we were both satisfied, then did it really matter how we'd gotten there? No, no it didn't.


    "I'll do it next."


    Adachi was just about to take the chopsticks from me when all of a sudden, a phone rang.


    My phone specifically. I'd left it on the corner of the table.


    With Adachi here, who could've been calling me?


    Oh, right. Tarumi.


    I'd completely forgotten about her.


    "Sorry. It's my phone."


    Doing my best to fake being calm, I picked the device up. One glance at the screen confirmed what I'd been suspecting; it really was Tarumi.


    "Could you give me just a second."


    No response came from Adachi. Instead, she chose to simply follow me with her eyes. Hmph...


    It was only after I'd exited the room that I answered the call.


    "Hello."


    "Ah. Yo."


    When had been the last time I'd heard Tarumi's voice? I was honestly having difficulty remembering that. Was it when I'd turned down her invitation to visit the summer festival? It might have been.


    "Yeah, so. Hello."


    "Hello."


    Making my way down the stairs, I greeted her back.


    "I'm just gonna go straight to it. Are you free right now, Shimamura?"


    "Hmm..."


    Though faint, the sound did not escape my ears.


    "Just a moment."


    "Huh?"


    Making sure that I was covering the phone's microphone under my palm, I turned around towards where I'd come from.


    "...Hey!"


    As if a pebble had been tossed against the clear surface of a lake, she leapt up from her hiding spot. By "she", I was of course talking about Adachi. Slowly and hesitantly, she revealed herself.


    Her eyes were turned upwards like those of a child who'd just been caught making mischief.


    "But..."


    "No buts."


    I gave her a soft chop on the forehead. The shadow being cast from my extended fingers lined up perfectly with her hairline, splitting Adachi's head in two.


    "Hey, Adachi. I really think you ought to act with more confidence."


    "Huh? Are you, err... telling me to stay and listen? That sort of confidence?"


    "Umm, no. Not exactly."


    How should I put it so that she'd understand what I was trying to tell her? Hmm... Perhaps words weren't the best choice here after all. Maybe I should give her a concrete example.


    I knew pretty much exactly what it was that Adachi wanted. Alright.


    Brushing away the hair from her forehead, I went ahead and pressed my lips against her skin.


    It felt just a bit bumpy. You could get a good sense of how skinny she was.


    As I pulled my mouth away, Adachi immediately grew stiff. She then quite literally fell on her knees. Her face was... hmm... Her face was honestly quite red at the best of times, so that part's probably not worth a special mention. Regardless, looking at her kinda reminded me of a strawberry.


    "You're the only one I'd do this to."


    Currently.


    Now that I thought about it, when was the last time I'd done something like this to another person? It was quite a while ago now, but I definitely remembered doing it to my sister before she started going to school. Adachi resembled how she'd been back then in more ways than one, which was the reason why I'd figured that it would work on her too. However, as we now saw, it might have been a bit too effective.
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    "Got it?" I asked her, earning myself two small nods in response. Good. Following that, I urged her to go back to the room: "It'll take just a moment. Alright?"


    Adachi nodded one last time before turning around and retracing her steps. The way she walked made it look like she might topple over any second now.


    Looking at her, I couldn't help but see a resemblance between her and a bird scuttling away after flying into a window.


    She was acting just as she'd been during the night of the festival.


    "Shima?"


    I quickly brought the phone back to my ear.


    "Yeah, I'm here. Sorry. I have a friend over."


    "Oh... Is that so. Should I, err... call you back later?"


    "Hmm... Yeah, probably. Right. Sorry about that."


    I could feel my guilty conscience rattling around inside my mouth.


    "Catch you later then..."


    "Right..."


    Three steps forward followed by four backwards.


    The faint sense of awkwardness I felt as I ended the call was accompanied by intense self-loathing.


    "This isn't good. No, not good at all."


    I couldn't help but feel like I truly was a heartless person.


    "Hmm... Heartless? Is that really so?"


    Perhaps a more accurate description would've been that, instead of lacking one entirely, my heart was simply cold as ice. Yeah, that sounded much better. It really summed up who I was perfectly.


    My heart was cold, and therefore, shallow. Sure, it didn't really make sense physically speaking, but as far as expressions went, I felt like it fit quite well.


    It was for that reason exactly that from time to time, the excess amount of sentiment would cause me to tear.


    I was just like one of those paper ladles you used to catch goldfish during that one festival game.


    While my grandmother has praised me for being both fair and just, a person gifted with beauty and intelligence alike, when it came to dealing with Adachi, justice wasn't really something I could base my approach on, was it? What made me say that? Simple: She was my girlfriend. And because she was, it was perfectly fine for me give her special treatment. Or better put, I felt like I had to do so. At the same time, it was also true that doing that by its nature led me to act cold, almost negligent towards other people who weren't her. Hmm... Regardless of how this all sat with me, it was simply something that I would need to get over.


    I needed to be careful or else I might end up becoming someone who gave up immediately at the first sign of difficulty.


    The specifics of a given situation bred strength. They created thoughts. For example, had Mom not been my mother, I would simply have thought of her as an extremely annoying adult. In the same way, since Adachi was my girlfriend, I ought to act and think accordingly when dealing with her. But how? What did "accordingly" really mean here? That was something I was still trying to figure out.


    I returned to the room, only to find Adachi sitting on the floor with her knees held up. She'd been gently stroking her forehead using her fingers, although as soon as she noticed me, she quickly pulled her hand away, almost as if trying to pretend like she hadn't been doing it. Had I ended up getting saliva on her or something? How unclean.


    I sat down, and immediately, Adachi got up for some reason. What was going on? I gave her a questioning glance, only for Adachi to squeeze herself between my body and the table. Let's just say, this was anything but a refreshing experience. It almost felt like a lump of warmth had been placed on me.


    I decided to poke her upper arm as a test, and yeah. She definitely was warm.


    "Hmph. You're like a baby."


    "Is that bad?"


    The response I earned myself almost made it sound like she was pouting. It wasn't often that she showed such a side of herself.


    While I didn't personally mind any of this, the room being totally closed did make it quite warm. At the same time, I could only assume that Adachi loved it here.


    She'd found the place where she belonged right between my legs.


    Using the chopsticks, I cut off small pieces of the okonomiyaki and brought them to her mouth. Occasionally, she would do the same for me. While eating them like this was definitely a bit more difficult than normal, I didn't think it was bad at all. I was reminded of all those times when I'd held Gon between my legs.


    I had said it before and I'd say it again: Adachi truly had the personality of a dog.


    I watched as the corners of her mouth and eyes moved about like ocean waves.


    With her hands placed against my legs, I could feel her arms tremble.


    "Shimamura, I... I love you. I really do."


    Ever her voice sounded shaky.


    "Thanks."


    Never before had anyone outside of my family told me that they loved me this many times. Not just that, there was a possibility that no one ever would.


    Eventually, there would come a day when I found meaning in that person being Adachi.


    I was sure of it.


    "......"


    Yes.


    I'd start thinking of our time together, the moments when we got to touch one another, as being something precious.


    While serenity and peace were nice, they didn't need to last forever. That was the one thing I wanted to train myself to believe.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Hino and Nagafuji"


    



    



    "Ah, I knew it. You were here."


    This sudden voice prompted me to shift my attention away from the fishing float. I looked up, only to find Nagafuji staring down at me. I was initially using her head to block the sun, but as she closed the distance between us, that soon became impossible, leaving me all but blinded. The intense light shining behind her caused both the rims of her glasses as well as the letters printed on her shirt forming the word "pupil" to glimmer. She was my pupil now? Since when? I couldn't for the life of me remember ever taking one.


    "Rare seeing you around here", I stated before raising my hand to greet her. Nagafuji normally never came fishing with me. Apparently, she found it too boring.


    There was one time I'd forced her to join me, but having learned my lesson the hard way, I never did it again after that.


    "Yeah. I went by your house, but they told me you'd gone fishing."


    That was the reason why she'd gone out of her way to come all the way here to the pond. She didn't actually say that last part out loud. Rather, it was implied through her mannerisms.


    Being the only one here not carrying a fishing rod, she really stood out.


    "Huh? You went to my house? Seriously, you need to tell me you're coming beforehand."


    She was aware that such an invention as the phone existed, right?


    "Yeah, but if I did that, then you would've come to our place instead."


    "Hmph. You know me well."


    I did definitely prefer visiting her to calling her over. There was just something about spending time at her house that I found to be so incredibly relaxing.


    Don't get me wrong, it wasn't the case that I disliked my own family. Far from it. Rather, large houses simply didn't mesh well with who I was as a person.


    There were times when I found myself thinking about how nice it would be if I were able to change where I lived as easily as the fish after they were caught.


    Then again, I doubt the fish really wanted that.


    While I was busy being lost in thought, Nagafuji went ahead and sat down next to me. She then proceeded to stare at the still surface of the pond with a vacant look in her eyes. All this was accompanied by a familiar smell of summer, giving me the impression that the very soil beneath us was being burnt up by the sun. Despite it currently being the weekend, not all that many fishing lines had been cast into the water.


    There never were many people here at this time of the day. It was exactly why I'd decided to drop by, because I felt like I'd be able to relax, and yet... I took a glance to my side.


    The reason why bringing Nagafuji along meant that I was no longer able to fish was because she kept getting in the way. She could stay still for maybe about five minutes in total, after which she'd start doing stuff like placing her jaw on my head and smacking my legs. No way could anyone maintain their calm with that happening to them.


    "I'm thinking that today, I'll join you, Hino. I'll do your hobbies with you."


    "Well, that's nice. Any particular reason why?"


    "Yep. It's so that you'll do my hobbies with me the next time."


    "Hmm... Sure, why not", I mumbled back, all the while casting a line. "Speaking of, what are your hobbies?"


    Nothing really came to my mind now that I thought about it.


    Given that we mostly did the same stuff over and over again whenever we were together, I'd never really paid much attention to those sorts of things.


    "Me?"


    I wasn't sure why, but for some reason, she sounded very proud of herself as she said that.


    "There's something about me you don't know? My, you need to study more, Lil' Hino."


    "Shut up."


    "My hobby is the boomerang."


    "Oh, right. Right. I remember now."


    "I do have a second one as well, that being adoring you, Hino", she continued explaining in an equally proud tone of voice. Of course, none of what she said really explained anything.


    "...You're talking about how you always hang out with me?"


    "Yep."


    In that case, how was that any different from normal? What exactly was it that she wanted?


    What a weirdo. Seriously.


    Using the tip of my fishing rod, I created a few splashes on the surface of the water.


    Splash, splash.


    "......"


    I then drew the rod back and loaded all the stuff I had out into my bag.


    "Alright, I'm done. Let's go back."


    I sprang up, prompting Nagafuji—who had already been looking like she might start yawning any second now, mind you—to stare at me with her mouth wide open.


    "Huh? Really? You don't want to keep fishing?"


    "It's not about what I want. I know you find it super boring."


    "Hmm, yeah. I do."


    Given that, there was no reason for us to stay here.


    "Also, when I say we're going back, I'm talking about your place."


    "Huh? Why?"


    Because of food. You see, it was just about time for lunch, and my folks, they always went way too light on the seasoning. If not always, I at least occasionally wanted to eat food that actually tasted like something.


    Why was it that they liked their food so bland? Was it because our family was very traditional? Yeah, that probably was why.


    As it turned out, abiding by the views and positions that had been handed down to you was surprisingly important. There were many things there that one simply couldn't ignore. It was through these sorts of mechanisms that the town we lived in operated.


    We'd just left the fishing pond when Nagafuji took off her glasses. Not just that, she went as far as to put them away entirely.


    "Are you sure you'll be fine? I mean, I know you can see somewhat well even without them, but still."


    As far as I was concerned, the version of Nagafuji who didn't wear glasses was the one I was more familiar with. Why was that the case? Well, that'd be because she hadn't worn them when I'd first met her nor in elementary school, making that my default impression of her. Then again, the difference in height between us hadn't been nearly as big back then as it was right now, but regardless.


    "I just remembered why I started wearing glasses in the first place."


    "Hmm? Is it not because your eyes are bad?"


    "Close, but not quite."


    "What is it then?"


    "I wear them because you're so small, Hino."


    "Huh? What the hell are you talking about?"


    Not just that, why did she have to grin while saying that? There was something about that which quite pissed me off.


    "The glasses make it so that I can see you no matter how far away you are."


    This additional explanation of hers served only to piss me off even further, prompting me to raise both of my eyebrows. Nagafuji paid little attention to this, however, instead choosing to face forward while looking all calm and collected.


    Before her stood the building of our old elementary school, its design antiquated and its walls tainted.


    "That's why I don't need glasses when you're close by."


    "Seriously... What the hell are you going on about..."


    What on earth was I going to do with her? Right as I was scratching my head trying to think that question through, Nagafuji went ahead and took my hand.


    She'd gripped my hand. She'd gripped it tight.


    "Huh? What are you—"


    "I caught you, Hino."


    She followed this by raising my hand in the air, almost as if drawing me in. No restraint was shown in how she moved, and before I knew it, I'd been made to stand on my very tiptoes. I couldn't help but find myself all flustered; had she perhaps grown even taller since the last time? If so, then how? How was she still getting bigger?


    Perhaps we needed to start eating more meat at our house.


    Then again, even amongst my own family, I was the only small one.


    We then proceeded to continue walking. The only difference was that now, we were doing so while holding hands.


    "It's been a while since we last did this. Held hands, I mean."


    "Hmm, you might be right."


    She never did do things in a linear order.


    "It's pretty nice."


    "Yeah, but it also makes my hand sweat."


    While based on the lack of cicadas and the shape of the clouds it was clear that summer was coming to an end, its warmth still continued to linger with us.


    The intense sunlight ensured that it would take some more time for the town we lived in to cool down.


    Conversely, after that happened, Nagafuji's hand would be too warm for me to hold.


    "I like it", Nagafuji stated, followed by another smile.


    What was she talking about? What did she like? A mere moment later, I'd already figured it out. Walking in silence, I proceeded to swing her hand.


    "Hmm... I suppose."


    It didn't take all that long for us to get to her place, but that didn't matter.


    Today, I'd joined Nagafuji in a hobby of hers.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    I looked through a window. She was smiling.


    I stared at the surface of the bath. She was laughing.


    She was in the mirror too with a grin on her face.


    The "she" was me.


    I was so happy, so incredibly happy in a big way.
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    Still, what if I was wrong?


    I wanted Shimamura to only ever look at me. That was the desire resounding in my heart which had led to us going out. However, as of late, I had begun ever so slightly questioning whether or not that really was a reasonable thing to ask of her. That firm smile of hers, it caused ripples to be created in my heart. I wanted her to smile at me. I wanted her to smile more gently. Actually, no; she was definitely always gentle. What I mean more was that from time to time, her expression had a tendency to grow awfully stiff. No, no. That didn't sound quite right either... Regardless.


    Did there exist something that she'd prefer to be doing in favour of continuing to gaze at what was most precious to her?


    Of course not. There couldn't be. As long as we were talking about what was truly the most precious to her, then that something could not, by definition, exist.


    I was her girlfriend.


    Her girlfriend...


    While I was busy being lost in thought, our teacher at last finished talking.


    She then proceeded to write the following words on the blackboard behind her in giant letters.


    "A school trip, huh?"


    Apparently, that was something that was going to be happening next month. I'd had no idea. Not until now, that was.


    I'm not lying when I say that I have no recollection of the school trips we'd gone on in elementary and middle school. What had been our destination? Where had we gone? I couldn't remember even that. My only memory was that, for the entire time we were there, I'd wanted to be back home as soon as possible. However, this time, I felt like things might play out a bit differently.


    This was not any old school trip, but rather, a school trip with Shimamura. Thinking about it that way brought with it a whole different level of excitement.


    It sure was nice, going somewhere distant. Hmm... One day, I'd like to go somewhere with just Shimamura and I. It would be our real trip together.


    Speaking of Shimamura, I soon met eyes with her. There was still some more time left till the next lesson, and weaving through our classmates as they came and went, I caught her staring my way. Making sure to do it in a way that didn't stand out, she then lifted her hand and waved at me.


    While this act might seem trivial for some, for me, it was enough to cause my heart to pound in my chest.


    I went ahead and waved back at her, all the while trying my hardest to keep myself in check.


    Ever since the start of the second school term, it had become a common occurrence for me to find myself unable to think of anything but Shimamura. Sometimes, this even happened during class. So, just like usual then, huh? Well, yes. Except much more frequent. At all times, there was something gorgeous dazzling before my eyes, almost as if I was viewing a flower that had just come to bloom.


    It really felt like at any point, I might end up humming out loud were I not constantly on alert. In fact, I actually did that one time at home, earning a curious look from my mom who'd just been passing me by. She asked me if I was in a particularly good mood, to which I responded that I wasn't. While an obvious lie, it did the trick and let me avoid having to talk with her. Well, I say that, but I did feel slight regret afterwards. Maybe I should've thought more about my reply. Maybe I should've actually tried talking with her.


    Of course, saying that in retrospect and actually doing it in the moment were two completely different stories; because Mom spoke to me so rarely, I'd been caught completely off-guard when she actually did so.


    Not that I was complaining. Were she as carefree in the way she approached me as, say, Shimamura's mother for example, that would definitely be troublesome in its own way.


    Shimamura truly resembled her mother in more ways than one. Not only did she quite look like her, they also shared a few key aspects as far as their personalities were concerned. As for what those were, well, it's difficult to put into words, but if I had to try, I'd say that... they both felt slightly dispassionate behind their cheery exteriors? Or something? Like I said, difficult stuff.


    The lesson soon came to an end, and I couldn't for the life of me remember a single thing that we'd been taught. I'd been that busy trying to make sense of the thoughts filling my head. Regardless, the lunch break came next, and quickly, I headed over to where Shimamura sat—with my bag in hand. Clearing away her pens and papers, she welcomed me.


    Ever since the start of the second school term, we'd been eating lunch together every single day.


    In case you were curious, I was once again having okonomiyaki. I still had six whole boxes of it left.


    The meal cooked by Shimamura that I was so eagerly waiting for was sadly on hold till I finished these.


    "I just mean, it feels like such a waste."


    Regardless, this hardly felt like a situation where it was appropriate for me to act selfish and try to force my will through, not least because she was willing to eat the okonomiyaki with me to help me get through it faster.


    I spread the Tupperware container open on her desk, and so, Shimamura and I began having lunch. While I had made sure to reheat the okonomiyaki before leaving for school, enough time had passed that it was now cold. And yet, Shimamura didn't complain. She didn't even look like she minded. No, she just kept on munching.


    "Of course I don't mind. Why? Because you're the one who made it, Adachi."


    Or something...


    She didn't actually say that. Sadly. As embarrassing as it was to admit, I kinda wished she would have.


    While we were eating, I found my eyes focusing on her lips.


    Those were the same lips she had pressed against my forehead the other day.


    I'd been too dizzy in the moment to accurately recall every last detail, and yet, I knew for a fact that it had happened. I was sure of it.


    Why was I so sure? Because I remembered the sensation. It was so warm, so soothing, almost as if bubbles made of hot air had been blown across my face.


    More importantly, she'd told me that she wouldn't do something like that with anyone else. I was the only one. There was nothing that could've made me happier than those words coming from her mouth.


    Even so, it was hardly the only thing worth mentioning. There was the angle at which she had done it, too. And also how it had felt in general.


    Having her embrace me in that way, it really made me feel like I was hers. Like we'd placed our feet on the tall staircase before us and started climbing it. Wait, no... What was I even talking about? While I wasn't quite sure myself, for some reason, that was the impression I was getting.


    I kinda wanted to do it again. I was determined that this time, I would do whatever it took to make sure that a memory of it remained in my mind.


    Thinking about that, I once again found my eyes focusing on her mouth.


    "Hmm? Is something wrong?" Shimamura asked me, having noticed that I was staring at her.


    "No, no. It's nothing", I quickly blurted out, all the while shaking both my head and my chopsticks from side to side. Obviously, that was a lie. This was very much something.


    How did Shimamura choose to interpret my words? Did she see right through them? Her reply consisting solely of an "Alright then" followed by a smirk didn't exactly tell me much.


    "Here. Say 'aaah'."


    Using her chopsticks, she cut off a piece of the okonomiyaki and held it out in my direction.


    The smile on her face was slightly mean-spirited, almost as if her goal here was simply to mess around with me.


    Huh? What? What was going on?


    Was it really okay for us to do something like that in the classroom? Nervously, I scanned our surroundings.


    It didn't feel like anyone was looking at us. At the same time, it wasn't difficult to imagine that they all might have been. This was all to say that I couldn't see anything.


    My eyes spinning, I did what I was told and opened my mouth.


    Her placing the piece of okonomiyaki on my tongue was accompanied by the slightest bit of pain as the tips of the chopsticks poked me.


    That was something that had happened.


    It had, and yet, I should do my best to not get too carried away regardless. That was what I thought to myself as I lay there on my bed, reminiscing about the events that had taken place earlier that day. I'd screwed up majorly that one time while talking with her on the phone, and the last thing I wanted was to end up repeating my mistakes. Seriously, I needed to do everything in my power to avoid ending up like that again.


    "I can't let it happen. I can't."


    I went ahead and gave my cheeks—currently painted red by the memories—a few slaps to force myself to calm down.


    The fact that I had managed to keep my cool at the bicycle parking spot despite nearly losing it was a clear sign that I was making progress. Probably, at least.


    I leapt up and clenched my fists.


    "Still..."


    This was followed by me quickly falling to my side, almost as if I was withering away. I knew I had been in the wrong. I knew that there was no possible way to justify my outburst.


    And yet, I couldn't help but wonder, who was that girl she had attended the summer festival with?


    Regardless of what Shimamura said to me, regardless of how many times she told me that everything was fine, it really did bother me still. A lot.


    I knew this was something I would have to overcome or else I would never be able to relax.


    If I had to guess, I'd say that it was likely the same person who had called her the other day. In other words, Shimamura had a friend that I didn't know about. Fair enough, I suppose. I guess that only made sense. And yet. And yet... Holding my head in my hands, I found myself rolling back and forth on my bed.


    The fact that there were aspects to her that I didn't know of scared me. It scared me senseless.


    I wanted to love her in the entirety.


    The only way that was possible was if I knew everything there was to know about her. As such, it was what I had to do.


    That was what living meant for me.


    At the same time, it did seem like pressing her on it too hard might run the risk of Shimamura starting to dislike me. Hmm... Trying to figure out where to draw the line was going to be a difficult balancing act, and not least because I knew it'd be tough for me to resist the urge to go all in. I found myself rolling back and forth on my bed as I thought about that. It was almost as if sparks were raining on me from the sky and I was trying to put them out.


    I spent the next few moments like that, doing my best to combat the worldly desires that filled my mind, pushing back all the greed and want.


    It was only after I'd made sure that these emotions had been shoved deep inside my chest where they belonged that I got up.


    All the rolling around had left my hair looking like an absolute mess.


    "Alright. Now, I want to see Shimamura."


    Maintaining a slow yet steady approach was important when it came to fulfilling wishes.


    With that in mind, I went ahead and grabbed my phone to call her.


    All this to fill up even just one of the many holes inside me.


    "Yes, hello? What is it?"


    There was something about the way she spoke here that made it sound like she was already in bed. I wasn't sure why, but lately, I'd started being able to pick up on stuff like that.


    Was it the case that I now understood Shimamura better than I had before? Thinking about it that way, I couldn't help but feel a bit proud of myself.


    "Err... Next Sunday..."


    "What about it?"


    "Let's go on a d-d-date!"


    "A d-d-date? What's that?"


    I was so nervous that I accidentally ended up adding extra letters to it.


    "Just remove the first two, please..."


    "Ahaha. Aren't you modest, Adachi", Shimamura teased me before getting back on topic: "Anyway, next Sunday, huh? Sure, got it."


    "O-Okay."


    "Still, is there a reason you felt like you needed to call me? Couldn't you have just asked me tomorrow at school?"


    It was only when she pointed it out that I realized how strange it was myself.


    I didn't have a specific reason for it. It was simply what I had wanted to do.


    "That'd be because... Because I came up with it just now."


    "Hmm... Right. I see. That's a pretty good reason, I think."


    "Y-You do?"


    While I didn't exactly understand what she meant, I was never going to complain about having Shimamura praise me.


    "So then, where would you like to go?"


    "Where...?"


    Where?


    What place was it that would lead to her kissing me on the forehead again?


    Where?


    "Hey, Adachi? Where are you staring?"


    Where?


    "Can you hear me? Hello?"


    Where. That was the question I asked myself repeatedly as I sat there holding my head in my hands, my elbows propped up against the desk. No bits of wisdom appeared into my mind despite my best attempts at squeezing them out. I'd spent the entire day thinking about this, and yet, the only thing I was left with by the end of it was an intense headache. My ears rang and I also felt nauseous, so nauseous that I could throw up any second now. This might straight-up be the first time in my life that I had thought this hard about something.


    Laying there over my desk, I'd thought about taking a quick break to calm myself down, but before I knew it, I had ended up getting lost in thought all over again.


    Did such a place truly even exist? A forehead cafe? No, definitely not a thing. Forehead cinema? That sounded kinda boring. What about a forehead shop? What would they even sell there? It appeared that it simply wasn't possible to make the date forehead themed. At times like these, my only saving grace was that Shimamura was the taller one of us two. Wait... That wasn't true. I was definitely taller than her. While the fact that she was constantly patting my head might give you the opposite impression, I was the bigger one, not her.


    A place where I would have to lean over... Hmm... Where could I find one of those? If that was out of the question, then what about somewhere Shimamura would need to stand on her tiptoes? While that did sound very convenient, I had to wonder, did such a place even exist? The more I thought about it, the more I started feeling like I was approaching the situation the wrong way.


    If an opportunity was not going to present itself to me, then I would simply have to create one. I would do so using my own strength, my own two hands.


    That being said, what if I just went straight to the point and asked her to kiss me on the forehead again? Would that be okay? I reached for my phone. Wait, but... That wasn't weird, was it? It didn't make me sound like a weirdo? While it was true that I did act strange at the best of times, I also felt like that was something I needed to work towards fixing, not embrace. Hmm... Yeah, I probably shouldn't ask her that. Of course, if I didn't, then I'd need to keep looking for a location for our date. What was the right thing to do here? My brain was working overtime trying to answer that question. Anyway, let's just call her. Yeah.


    Lately, I'd started finding that what I wanted the most after coming home from school was to hear her voice.


    It honestly felt like all this was simply me looking for a reason to call her.


    Shimamura would pick up whether I had a reason to call her or not. That wasn't the problem. No, I simply didn't want us to end up without anything to talk about.


    I'd never been one for small talk. I was so incredibly inexperienced when it came to all that stuff, and as time went on, I was really starting to hate it. How I wished that I would have interacted with more people in my life. At the same time, had that been the path I'd chosen, I was unsure if I would have ever ended up meeting Shimamura.


    For better or worse, it was my past decisions which had led to us where we were right now.


    "Yes, hello?"


    I pressed the call button, and only a few moments later, Shimamura picked up.


    "Ah. Good evening..."


    "I feel like lately, all I ever do is talk with you on the phone."


    "You do?"


    Though I knew exactly what she meant, I decided to pretend like I didn't.


    "Not that I really mind. So then, what is it today?"


    "I actually have something I'd like to ask you."


    "Hmm? Sure. Go ahead."


    I took a deep breath before opening my mouth.


    "Where... date... forehead...?"


    "I can't hear you."


    "Err... Umm..."


    "Now I can't make any sense of you."


    Where could we go for our date that would get you in a mood to kiss me on the forehead?


    That's what I meant to ask her. However, it's not quite how it ended up coming out.


    Let's just skip over this part. I don't want to think about it any more than necessary.


    "Huh?" Shimamura exclaimed loudly, letting me know that she was very much confused. "That's a little... Sorry. Give me a second."


    I honestly couldn't recall her ever having been this taken aback by anything that had happened. Not that I could really blame her.


    Looking back to it, even I wasn't able to make sense of what I was saying. And yet, without a doubt, this was the same conclusion I had arrived at after all that time spent thinking about it.


    What a mystery, seriously. What was going on in my head? What was wrong with me?


    "In other words, you want me to kiss you on the forehead?"


    "Yes..."


    And so, I ultimately ended up asking her directly.


    "Really? In that case, you should have just asked me and I would've... Ah."


    "Huh? You would?"


    The way I immediately latched onto her statement kinda made it seem like I was trying to pin Shimamura down and force her commit to something she likely hadn't meant.


    "Hmm. Actually, no. I don't think I will."


    "Huh!?"


    "I have a feeling that you'll get me in the mood for it during our date. Yeah."


    The tone of her voice here sounded more than a bit mean-spirited. It was obvious to anyone that she was messing around with me. Quickly, feelings of frustration flooded my mind.


    "But, I... I don't think I can. That's why I called you and..."


    "No, no. I'm sure you have it in you. Good luck", Shimamura stopped me mid-sentence to offer me her encouragement. In response, I found myself crossing my arms. "Frustrated" really was the best word to describe how I felt.


    At the same time, it wasn't the case that I could just keep asking her for stuff. There eventually came a time when I'd need to be the one taking action. With that in mind, I decided to give it my best shot.


    Regardless of the situation, if Shimamura was encouraging me to do something, then I wanted to meet her expectations.


    Having ended the call, I went ahead and scrolled through my call history just to see what it looked like. There was only a single name anywhere to be seen. "Shimamura".


    It was only when witnessing the sheer length of the list that it dawned to me that talking with her on the phone really was the only thing I did these days.


    "Ehe. Hehehe."


    This was no time to be laughing. I quickly opened my calendar.


    There were six more days till Sunday. That was to say, I was so incredibly impatient that I was making Sunday's plans on Monday.


    And yet, despite that, it wasn't the case that I had time to spare. Not in the slightest.


    What should I do? What should I do? What was I going to do?


    "Hmm... What if I smear cream on my forehead? Would that work?"


    These idiotic thoughts only led me to once again realise what a moron I was. Intense despair rushing through my mind, I went ahead and hid my face behind my hand. And yet, even as I was doing that, the second hand of the clock just kept on ticking along. It was neither to my benefit nor to my detriment. No, it just happened.


    Time never showed any hesitation.


    



    School had just come to an end. Trying my hardest to resist the temptation to leap over to where Shimamura was, I nervously exited the classroom. I turned to look behind me, only to find Shimamura staring my way. My eyes wide open, I waved at her. She waved at me back. It was so difficult not to turn around. And yet, I did it anyway. I forced myself to walk through the door and began heading towards the bookstore.


    I obviously wasn't expecting to come across a magazine with clear instructions as to how you should go about preparing a date that would earn you a kiss on the forehead. Of course not. Rather, it was my goal to find anything at all that could be used as reference. I hadn't even decided where we were going, and so that was also something I'd have to think about. It'd be pretty boring if we just went to the mall every single time. Then again, given where we lived, it wasn't like we had all that many choices available to us.


    I was getting more nervous with each passing second. That being said, it was quite nice actually having a clear objective to work towards for once. Whereas normally, my feet were practically moving by themselves, I could now clearly feel their weight. There was a certain indescribable sense of satisfaction that came with shaking that feeling off and forcing myself to move forward. It really felt like I was somehow connected to my bike.


    It took me crossing a single bridge to get to the bookstore. The store was one that had been there for as long as I could remember, its front wall painted in a colour that brought to mind the image of bricks. There'd been a time in the past when the parking lot used to be always full of cars, but that wasn't really the case anymore. It appeared that they lost a lot of their customers after they made a rule against browsing without buying. On a side note, the large establishment next door that used to sell games and CDs and stuff had also closed down at some point and was now replaced by a pharmacy.


    I entered the store and immediately started looking through the first floor. Why the first floor? Well, on the second floor they sold stuff like textbooks and manga and also writing utensils, and I didn't really have need for any of those. Not at the moment. In any case, it really had been a while since I'd last been here. I didn't read that much, and I also didn't study hard enough where it was necessary for me to replace my pens all that often. Now, back on topic. Was I really going to find magazines that were openly focused on dating on sale here? Did such brazen things even exist?


    As it turned out, they most certainly did.


    My cheeks were already starting to grow red, and I hadn't even picked the magazine up yet.


    It ended up taking me only a few moments to find what I was looking for. Not that they were exactly hidden or anything like that. If anything, I'd say that they were placed in the most conspicuous location possible. Nervously, I took one of the magazines. Girlfriend edition. Would this one do? I was a girl, and so, I guess it fit. What about Shimamura though? What sort of a date would she prefer?


    While my own goals were important, I did want Shimamura to feel like it had been worth it for her to come as well.


    "Ohh."


    The sudden voice I heard behind me completely caught me off-guard. My mind was nearly wiped blank.


    My heart pounding like crazy, I turned around, only to be shocked once more. Why? Because the face of the person who had spoken was right next to mine.


    The way she squinted at me gave me the impression that she was having trouble seeing.


    "I knew it. It is you, Chi-Chi."


    She put on her glasses to confirm. But why? Why didn't she put them on before approaching me?


    "Oh... Nagafuji."


    Did I sound rude saying it like that? We weren't particularly close, nor were we classmates anymore. At the same time, it was also hardly the case that we didn't know one another. And yet, for some reason, I found it really difficult to feel close to any of the people I knew with the sole exception of Shimamura.


    Nagafuji appeared to think little of the way I had approached her. Instead, her eyes were focused on the magazine in my hand. Oh, crap. Lines of cold sweat began dripping down my back. This was going to let her see right through me. Through me?


    "A date?"


    "Err, that's... Anyway. Where's Hino?"


    "She said she had some things to take care of back home so she left already. I don't have anything like that, so I'm still here."


    A hint of pride could be heard in her voice. But why? All she was saying was that she had some free time. It was hardly that impressive.


    Moreover, I also wondered how she'd gotten here before me. I'd come straight from school, and I had a bike. Hmm... Mysterious.


    "Just so you know, I also have no business with you, Chi-Chi."


    "Oh, okay..."


    What a weirdo, seriously. But, wait... She could be a good person to ask, couldn't she?


    She and Hino did get along quite nicely. Kissing one another on the forehead definitely seemed like something they could do. Maybe they already did do it?


    With no one else available for me to ask for advice, I decided to view this as some sort of fate.


    I made sure to point at the magazine I was holding before stating the following:


    "I have something I want to ask. But, it has nothing to do with this, okay?"


    Did going out of my way to make that clear actually cause what I was about to say sound less suspicious, or did it have the exact opposite effect? I didn't really know. Regardless.


    "Hmm. Unrelated, huh? Sure, okay."


    She sure was quick to agree. But why? The expression on her face was one that made it impossible to tell whether she was serious or not.


    Unlike Shimamura, she offered nothing to grasp onto.


    "Right. Unrelated. Now then, umm..."


    "Yeah. Shimamura. What about her?"


    I hadn't even gotten to that part yet.


    "Let's say I had... err... a request? A thing I wanted to ask her? Something like that. What would be a good way to... to make... to make the mood right for it. To ask her. Or something..."


    As it turned out, trying to ask for advice while simultaneously keeping the subject matter ambiguous was really difficult. I ended up taking so many detours that I almost flew right off track and into the distance. I could feel lines of sweat dripping down my forehead.


    "Hmm, yeah, I think I get what you mean. In other words, you want to have a showdown with her."


    "Huh? A showdown? But, why?"


    I'd yet to finish explaining, and already, Nagafuji had drawn a conclusion. An incorrect one at that, it seemed.


    "No mistaking it. Nuh-uh", she added. How was she so sure? She probably didn't even have a clue what was going on. Rather than just being confident, the impression I got off her was that she simply didn't think. "And what you're asking me is how you can triumph over her. Yeah, I get it."


    Nagafuji followed this by nodding her head. She didn't get it. She didn't get it at all.


    "That's not really what... Actually, no. Sure. Let's say that's what it is."


    "Yep."


    While not exactly the situation at hand, it should lead me to the same conclusion I was after. Probably. Now then, there was just one more question left to answer. What exactly did she mean by a "showdown"?


    "I do have a recommendation for taking Shimamura down."


    "Umm, sure...Tell me."


    "Challenge her using the boomerang. That's what you should do."


    At first, I had no idea what she'd just said to me.


    A boomerang? What?


    "...Why?"


    "Because, it's unlikely that she has practised using one. All you have to do is learn the basics and you'll best her no problem."


    "You want me to throw it at her?"


    "Good children mustn't aim at people."


    This statement was followed by Nagafuji spinning her arms in the air. She then pulled them to a halt with her fingers pointed at me.


    "But, Chi-Chi. If I remember right, you're a delinquent, correct?"


    "No, err... I'm not. Not anymore."


    Not that I'd ever decided to become one. At some point, people had just started treating me like that.


    "I guess you can't throw them at people then... But, that's not the only thing boomerangs are good for. You can use them for all sorts of different matches and contests, too."


    "Umm, thanks, but this explanation really isn't necessary. I'm... I'm not interested."


    "Let's go buy one", Nagafuji stated before grabbing my hand without a warning. While she did almost manage to drag me with her, I was ultimately able to plant my feet on the ground and force her to stop.


    "I do already own a boomerang..."


    I was of course talking about the one Shimamura had bought me. It still sat on my shelf as a trophy having never been used.


    "Oh, really?"


    A certain sparkle could be seen in Nagafuji's eyes as she asked me this.


    "You're into this stuff, Chi-Chi?"


    "No, not at all."


    I shook my head sideways. As I did, Nagafuji's eyes also moved from left to right. She then paused for a moment before stating the following:


    "A boomerang is what you need to best Shimamura! Why do I say that? Because, I'm going to train you."


    "Huh? Train me?"


    "You want to defeat her, yes? If so, then you'll need to train. Just makes sense."


    What on earth was she talking about?


    Whereas my mind was full of questions, it appeared that Nagafuji had already made up hers.


    "Now then, let's get started. It's time to train."


    "Err... Sure, I guess."


    "Let's get our stuff and then meet at the park over there. You know it? You know the location? Good. Now, let's go get our boomerangs."


    Something was wrong here. Something was definitely wrong. And yet, as Nagafuji wouldn't hear objections, I ended up being dragged along against my will.


    A touch of discomfort burning in my chest, I parted ways with her for now.


    So... A boomerang, huh?


    What the heck?


    Also, I just realised this, but she'd called me "Chi-Chi" the whole time. Could it be that she didn't remember my real name?


    I wouldn't even be surprised.


    



    "You made it, Chi-Chi."


    This confirmed it beyond a shadow of a doubt; she'd definitely forgotten my name.


    Whereas I was still wearing my school uniform, Nagafuji had gone out of her way to change her clothes. She had a shirt on with the word "Master" written on it.


    "......"


    I decided that it'd be for the best to feign ignorance for the time being.


    We were the only people there at the park located next to the... shopping mall? I'm not quite sure what to call this. It was more of an amalgamation of different shopping facilities built over a strangely large area. In any case, I had to say, it was quite shocking to me that there wasn't anyone else here besides us. While the fact that it was currently a weekday might have been a factor for sure, it was also true that kids didn't really do that as much as they'd used to. Play outside, I mean.


    It was just how the times were.


    Never had I expected that there would one day come a time when the boomerang that had spent so long collecting dust on my trophy shelf would actually be put to use. I showed the thing to Nagafuji, and immediately, she began bending its wings slightly, all the while making very interested noises. Soon, however, she paused before tilting her head to the side.


    "Hmm? This boomerang, it's... Oh my."


    "What's wrong?"


    "Nothing. Now, let me just tune this for you real quick."


    Having said that, Nagafuji began bending the wings of the boomerang into a slightly different position compared to how they'd been originally. As for me, all I did was stand there watching her do so.


    "Go ahead."


    The way I said that definitely sounded a bit distant, and for that, I earned myself a slight humph.


    This was followed by her pushing out her sizeable breasts as well as her stomach—the latter not particularly noticeable, at least not in comparison.


    It was clear to anyone what she was emphasizing here. Not only that, it appeared that she wanted me to say it.


    "...Master."


    "Hehehe."


    While a simple act, me calling her that seemed to bring Nagafuji great joy. There was a part of me that couldn't help but feel like this had been her goal all along.


    Nagafuji also had a boomerang with her. The surfaces of its three blades were covered all around in a number of small holes.


    "If I adjust the blades like this, that'll give it more lift."


    "Oh, really."


    It really did sound like she knew what she was talking about. Not that I was planning on putting any real effort into learning how to throw the thing.


    "The important part is giving it spin when you throw it. To do that, make sure that you don't grip it too hard, and also remember to relax your wrist."


    "Hmm."


    "When it comes to throwing a boomerang, spin is everything", Nagafuji continued explaining. She then raised her voice without a warning before finishing with the following: "Control the spin!"


    "......"


    "That's something I've always wanted to say."


    "Umm, okay..."


    "Namely, what you need to do is achieve a spin matching the golden ratio and... Well, whatever. Just throw it sideways. That's what matters the most."


    Now done adjusting it, she handed the boomerang back to me accompanied by that piece of instruction.


    I kinda felt like I'd heard something similar before, but where?


    The park was located between a river and a small road. As far as shelter went, there were a few parasols scattered about, but that was pretty much the extent of it. All in all, it seemed like I was free to throw the boomerang kinda however I wanted without having to worry about where it landed.


    "I suggest you focus. You might end up hurting yourself if you don't toss it the right way."


    "Got it."


    I went ahead and held it sideways—just like she'd taught me to do.


    "World's first (probably) high school girl boomerang novel!"


    Was that supposed to help me focus?


    "Oh? Chi-Chi, you're left-handed?" she asked me while watching me get ready to toss the boomerang.


    "Yep."


    "Well, in that case, I better tune the blades the opposite way."


    I gave the boomerang to her one more time and watched as she bent the blades the other way around.


    "Hmph..."


    While I didn't exactly understand the details of what was going on here, the impression I got was that she really was serious about wanting to gain more boomerang buddies. Did Hino not do this with her? They were together all the time, and yet, even they had things between them that they didn't have in common? How curious.


    I began wondering if the approach I'd chosen to take with Shimamura—the one where I wanted us to understand each other to the fullest extent—might not be the best one after all.


    "Wind is blowing from... Over there. Alright. Toss it in that direction."


    Done tuning the boomerang for a second time, Nagafuji handed it back to me, but not before checking the wind and telling me where to aim. Apparently, there was a whole lot more to this than I had initially thought. I'd kinda figured you just threw the thing and that was it.


    "Boomerangs are not thrown using raw strength. You need spin. Spin is what makes them fly."


    She was still going on about that? Paying no attention to her ramblings, I went ahead and tossed the boomerang forward, making sure that my arm was relaxed the entire time.


    I barely felt a thing as the boomerang left my hand. And yet, shockingly enough, it ended up flying way higher than what you might have expected based on that. I watched as it soared through the sky tilted in a slight angle before changing trajectories midway, almost as if it had gone for a walk through the park and was now done.


    Its wings spread wide, the boomerang flew towards me.


    Why? Why was it coming back? I found myself staring at the flying object with utter bewilderment.


    Well, I say that, but the boomerang wasn't as much returning to me as it was heading into my general direction; based on its trajectory, it seemed like it was going to be landing quite far from where I was standing. Following it with my eyes and running sideways after it, I was somehow able to catch it from the air. Doing so put me in a position where my hand was stretched out in front of me and my hips were bent in a slightly awkward way. While certainly not the best way to do it, I still figured it was at least acceptable.


    Nagafuji gave me an approving nod as I returned to her with the boomerang in hand.


    "I have nothing to say."


    "Huh?"


    "They leave the nest so young."


    The smile on her face was that of a master seeing off their student.


    Personally, that was not at all the impression I'd been under. Rather, I had felt like the goal here was to help me—an absolute beginner—get the hang of the basics, nothing more than that. To that point, my performance was not even close to being something extraordinary.


    "Oh, but, I should say one thing."


    Using her fingernail, Nagafuji went ahead and drew a circle around me. If I had to estimate, I'd say that it was about half a meter across.


    "Keep practising till you can get to a point where you are able to catch the boomerang while staying inside this circle."


    "Is that even possible?"


    The way she nodded her head in response made it seem like "yes" was the answer.


    "Once you can do that, all you need to do is challenge Shimamura to see which one of you can catch the most and you'll be able to defeat her no problem. Well, the real competitions are to see who can keep it in the air the longest, but as long as you beat her, I guess it doesn't really matter how you do it."


    "Err, yeah... Right."


    Why was she so adamant about me challenging Shimamura to a boomerang contest anyway?


    Had I made the wrong choice deciding to ask her for help?


    Then again, it wasn't like anything else came to my mind.


    "That does it for the training. Starting tomorrow, Hino will be free, and so I'll be too busy hanging out with her."


    "I see. Sure."


    Sounded fair enough, I suppose. 


    Wish you good luck! Nagafuji stated in a way that honestly didn't sound all that convincing before dashing off. And no, she wasn't riding a bike. She was on foot.


    Come to think of it, I definitely remembered hearing her say that she didn't know how to ride one a while back. That she always had Hino give her a ride whenever she needed to go somewhere.


    That sure was nice. I would've loved to be given a ride by Shimamura myself.


    Unfortunately, I already knew how to ride a bike. Not only that, it was far too late for me to unlearn those skills.


    I was just crossing over the small bridge near the park when something happened that pulled me straight out of those thoughts.


    "Good job."


    This sudden voice prompted me to pull my head up so fast that I nearly fell on my backside.


    It was Shimamura. Shimamura was there in front of me.


    "Huh? Shi... Shimamura?"


    Why? Why was she here? What was happening?


    "Hmm? Just earlier, I saw you walking with Nagafuji, and so, I decided to come have a look."


    "You did? Oh, umm... Right."


    This sure was a massive shock. Unlike me, she'd already changed to her casual clothes, giving me the impression that she was on her way back from somewhere.


    More importantly, it didn't seem like she'd seen what we'd been up to at the park.


    "Quite rare for you to spend time having fun with Nagafuji."


    "Right... Right, it is."


    Shimamura proceeded to stare at me before stating the following:


    "Still, Adachi", she said quietly, having taken a step towards me. "You really shouldn't cheat on me like that."


    I could practically hear all the blood being drawn from my face.


    As for Shimamura, she seemed to find the situation quite enjoyable. That was certainly what the smirk on her face as she pulled her mouth away from my ear seemed to imply.


    "You go so hard on others, and yet, when you're the one doing it, you give yourself a free pass? You're just horrible, Adachi."


    "Ah! That's—That's not what I—! You have it all wrong! You're my only one, Shimamura!!"


    "Making excuses now? How awfully suspicious... Or not. I'm just messing with you."


    I immediately jumped to defend myself, to which Shimamura responded with a wide grin. She then turned around and began walking away, leaving me to desperately chase after her.


    



    Every now and then, I found myself thinking about it. Thinking about how things would have turned out had I never met Shimamura.


    It was more than likely that I would spend all of my days—even those when I didn't have school like this one—sitting in my room with my eyes fixed on the clock.


    All the while remaining unsure whether I wanted this period of my life tinged with laziness to come to an end or to keep going.


    I thought about it sometimes. Thought about what would have happened had the emotions rushing through my mind never reached a point where they were strong enough to dissolve my old self.


    In all likelihood, I would have ignored the fact that her eyes were looking somewhere else and simply accepted the situation as such.


    It had nothing to do with me. That's what I would've decided.


    And yet, right now, I was here.


    Shimamura's voice caused my heart to pound faster. Simply thinking about her, I could feel myself being filled with warmth. It felt so painful, almost as if I were constantly on the verge of losing something precious. Matters that I could do nothing about continued bringing me both anxiety and frustration. There were some positive emotions as well; I really felt like if I tried hard enough, I would be able to overcome the situation I found myself in. Feelings of resentment and difficulty that in no way existed inside me forced me face to face with the world outside. They'd all been given to me by Shimamura.


    That was all I was.


    Now then. It was currently Sunday—the day of our date.


    The fact that I'd barely slept at all last night was already starting to take a toll on my body. That being said, considering that this was exactly what tended to happen every single time I met Shimamura outside of a school day, I'd gotten plenty used to it by now. More than that, I could also feel my eyes growing dry, most likely because I was far too focused on waiting for her to show up to even blink.


    All those other times had simply been us having fun as friends. This marked our first actual date together. It only made sense for me to be nervous.


    I could practically hear my dry eyeballs scraping against my skin.


    The sky above me was full of clouds—the small and round type to be precise. Their appearance made it clear that autumn was coming. With each passing day, the scenery surrounding us changed ever so slightly. The early autumn tinged with the warmth of the late summer, it marked the beginning of our time spent together. In the same way, just like how it had happened last year, our relationship was once again about to enter a whole new phase. If this kept up, then... Then what would the next autumn bring with it? I'd yet to even think that far.


    Whatever the case, I had to wonder, had it really been the right choice for me to prepare for the date only by learning how to toss a boomerang?


    Nagafuji hadn't tricked me, had she?


    Only the boomerang currently stuffed inside my bag knew the answer to that question.


    We'd chosen to meet outside of a sports gym. It was the same one I'd visited with her a while back, the one completely lacking in elegance.


    "There? Hmm... There, huh... Well, whatever. Sure."


    Those had been her exact words. I couldn't help but wonder why she'd sounded so hesitant at first.


    "Heyo."


    Speaking of Shimamura, she then showed up, carrying her bag on her shoulder.


    "Whoa..."


    Looking at her again, I was once again made to realise that she really did look cute no matter the situation.


    The width of her shoulders, her manner of walking, the roundness of her hips. Her clothes did little to stop her from appearing both fluffy and sparkly all at the same time as she approached me.


    Heck, even the bottoms of her shoes were cute. Probably. It wasn't like I could really see them.


    Whatever it was that was affecting me, I felt like it was serious. I truly did.


    "Morni—"


    I'd only gotten halfway through my greeting when all of a sudden, Shimamura pulled right up to me.


    "Wh-What?"


    Standing on tiptoes, she stared at my forehead.


    Was it already happening? I could feel my fingers moving about anxiously.


    "Hmm."


    She pulled away just as swiftly as she'd approached me.


    "Huh?"


    "I was thinking that you might have honey or something smeared on your forehead."


    "Cough, cough."


    "Are you okay? Do you have a cold or something?"


    No, it's fine, I assured her in the form of waving my hand from side to side.


    Even so, just to make sure, I decided to go ahead and ask her.


    "What if I had done that? What if I had... err... smeared honey on my forehead..."


    "In that case, I would've made you wash your face. But, anyway. Where will you be taking me? Not the gym, I assume."


    "Oh, right. Over there."


    The destination I'd planned out for us—a small park owned by the city—was located just nearby behind two crosswalks plus a corner. It seemed that today, no sports teams or student clubs had arranged to meet there. That really was quite fortunate. The only people that could be seen were a couple of children playing catchball.


    "You better not tell me that you want to play two-player soccer."


    She followed this statement by putting up her guard as a joke. And yet, in the look of her eyes and the reverb of her voice, the faintest hint of what I might describe as nostalgia could be seen. Was I simply imagining things? Perhaps. Or maybe that was something she'd done with someone a long time ago.


    But with whom? With her little sister? Or with the girl whose identity I still didn't know?


    Simply thinking about it led to my teeth grinding together out of frustration.


    "Here."


    Doing my best to ignore such thoughts, I went ahead and pulled out the boomerang from my bag. I could see Shimamura's eyes grow just the tiniest bit wide as I did so.


    "Oh. I see."


    "Huh? What?"


    "Nothing. I was just thinking about what the series of events must have been that led us back to the boomerang. So then, what are you planning on doing with it? Are you going to return to your youth, to the days of old?"


    "I'm going to... challenge you..."


    And then, if I win, then... Cough, cough.


    Her eyes jumping between the boomerang and my hand which held it, Shimamura repeated that word to herself. "Challenge."


    A few moments later, the right corner of her mouth rose slightly to form a smirk.


    "That doesn't sound fair. Admit it. You've been practising behind my back, haven't you?"


    "Cough."


    It appeared that she'd read me like an open book. Made sense, I suppose. I was kinda like that, a book. What was I supposed to do here? If she were to turn me down here, that would mean that all of my efforts had been for nothing.


    "You tried your hardest, huh? Well done."


    ...What? She was... praising me? Now that wasn't something I'd been expecting to happen.


    "Anyway, sure. Toss the boomerang and catch it, and I'll be really impressed."


    Those were the words she said before sitting down on the bench nearby. Huh? Really? That was all I needed to do?


    Was Shimamura truly that kind? No. No she wasn't. I knew that to be the case.


    Something was definitely off here.


    "You only have a single try, so do keep that in mind", she followed with a mean grin on her face. See?


    A single try, huh? While I had eventually gotten to a point after enough training where I was able to catch the boomerang most of the time, "most" wasn't "every".


    That was to say, I'd definitely had my fair share of failures.


    "If I do happen to mess up, then... Then that's not just that then, right? Right?"


    "Hmm, I wonder."


    She gave me another smirk. Hmm... I couldn't help but notice that she was smiling a whole lot more than she had been in the past.


    Though they were usually the charming sort, now, they were full of malice.


    I swept my hands clean of sweat and pointed my eyes forward.


    Even if it was one-in-a-thousand chance, failure simply wasn't acceptable.


    Doing what I could to get my body excited, I slowly assumed the proper stance and got ready to throw.


    The blade I was gripping onto was already covered in the sweat being emitted from my hand.


    Concentrate. That was what I told myself, all the while thinking back to what I had learned.


    I adjusted my breathing and loosened my grasp.


    Control the spin.


    The words of my master echoed in my mind.


    She truly was a nuisance to the end.


    Go. Go. Go!


    Putting all of my strength into my knees, I shifted my centre of mass from one side to another.


    I got myself ready for the throw of destiny.


    My wrist relaxed, I hurled the boomerang forward.


    Praying for it to fly, I then released it.


    The boomerang did just that. It soared through the air in a beautiful arch. Good. All I needed to do now was catch it.


    Calmly and precisely, I followed the boomerang with my eyes, watching as the scenery behind it grew warped in its wake. The intense nervousness I felt made it impossible for me to focus on anything that wasn't in the very centre of my vision. Not only that, I was starting to have trouble breathing as well. Focus, I repeated to myself. If there was such a thing as a do-or-die moment, then this was it.


    I tried my hardest to focus on just the boomerang.


    Nothing else that was happening around me mattered in that moment. A meteorite could have fallen on me, and I wouldn't have cared. The world appeared to me almost like I was viewing it through a red filter; I saw everything, yes, but the majority of it didn't register in my mind. Only what truly mattered did. That was the way I lived my life.


    The boomerang turned around and began making its way back to me. Alright, that was the prerequisite out of the way. What came next was the actually crucial step.


    This was it. Matching the way the boomerang moved, I began running sideways.


    I then held out my hand.


    If I was able to catch it here, then my future, my tomorrow, they would be secured.


    Feeling like a certain old man who'd just gotten his hands on a bag of rice seeds for some reason, I stretched out my hand and body alike.


    Then.


    Grab.


    Having been sitting still until just now, Shimamura caught the boomerang mid-air.


    "......"


    "Oh, sorry. It flew past me, and I just..."


    "......"


    In an instant, my entire back was covered in sweat. It caused my body to shiver.


    Shimamura averted her gaze awkwardly, all the while bending the wings of the boomerang using her fingers.


    "Err... Hmm... Let's call this... Co-operation of love. Yeah, that sounds good."


    "R-Right! That's, err... Yeah."


    What was happening? What was happening to me? Where was this situation going to lead?


    The sweat which now covered my hands was so intense that I could smell it.


    "So then, is that everything you wanted to do, Adachi?"


    "Umm... I mean..."


    It was in that moment that I realised that I'd been too busy making sure that I succeeded to even explain to her what the point of this all was.


    "You're always so deliberate. I don't dislike that about you", she stated, still smiling awkwardly. She'd deliberately said that she didn't dislike it in favour of something more direct, and combined with her tone and general attitude, I couldn't help but feel the slightest bit disheartened.


    "Right... Okay. Should we go have some lunch or something now?"


    It just happened to be the perfect time for that.


    Shimamura was the one who'd chosen our time of meeting for the day. That led me to wonder, was it perhaps the case that she'd figured that whatever I had planned wouldn't last for long and picked a time based on that? She truly was kind. I had no real way of telling if that was what she'd done, and yet, I chose to stick to my interpretation regardless.


    "Want to buy something? Or should we go somewhere to eat? Oh, and you don't need to worry about the money. I'll pay. I, err, I have enough savings."


    I'd yet to spend the majority of the money I'd earned through my part-time job. I'd simply never had all that much to spend it on.


    "Huh? Adachi, do you seriously think I'm dating you for money?"


    Shimamura proceeded to raise both of her shoulders in a way wholly uncharacteristic of her. Of course I didn't think that. That's what I was going to tell her at first, but after thinking about it for a few seconds, I decided to try out a different approach. I went ahead and bent my body backwards in just a slightly exaggerated manner.


    "Y-You're not?"


    "No, I am."


    "Huh?!"


    My attempt at a joke was met by a flat refusal. For a second, Shimamura's face grew stiff.


    "Haha. I'm just messing with you. But, still. You're rich, huh, Adachi?"


    Shimamura then proceeded to stare me down. I could almost feel her gaze brushing my skin as her eyes bounced between my jaw and temple. It tickled a little.


    "So... Both money and good looks... Hmm..."


    "...What?"


    "I'm just thinking out loud. Looks like I've made quite the catch. Good for me. Ahahaha."


    The grandiose way in which Shimamura laughed left her mouth wide open, exposing even her back teeth.


    "Aha... Hahaha."


    To match her, I too went ahead and let out a laugh.


    While it did kinda feel like she was only congratulating my money and my looks, it still filled my heart with warmth.


    "I do find it kinda odd how often you made me buy you food back when we first met if you were actually rich all along."


    "Huh?"


    "Well, whatever. Anyway. We don't need to go buy anything today."


    "Huh?!"


    I'd been on my way to the entrance of the playground when all of a sudden, her comment forced me to pull to a halt.


    Shimamura reached into her bag and pulled something out.


    "I packed us lunch."


    Just like had been promised, I was given a sandwich wrapped in plastic alongside a smile.


    "Ah..."


    I was overcome with emotion, and with that, my voice got stuck in my throat. The words I meant to say refused to come out.


    As if all strength had left my body, I went ahead and sat down on the bench with a thump.


    "It's just a simple sandwich, though. I'm not really capable of much better."


    She followed this statement of hers with a slightly awkward laugh. Her goal was clearly to smooth things over, and let's just say, it worked wonders on me.


    "Whoa..."


    The contents of the plastic wrapping she'd now spread open appeared in my eyes as all the colours of a rainbow.


    "Here you go."


    Shimamura took out the egg sandwich and handed it to me. I was just about to grab it when I noticed that, instead of giving it to me straight, she was planning on bringing the treat to my mouth herself. Could this mean what I thought it meant? Yes. It definitely did. Keeping my head still, I went ahead and took a bite.


    "Was it good?"


    The intense chewing carried out by my back teeth ensured that the taste of the sandwich was spread everywhere throughout my mouth.


    "Y-Yes. It's... delicious."


    "Haha. That sounds like a total lie."


    Just like that, she'd seen right through me. Regardless, I opened my mouth and once again proclaimed:


    "No, it really is good."


    "Hehe. Sure. Still, it does feel good being praised even if you are just paying me lip service."


    Flattered, Shimamura took the rest of the sandwich and shoved it in my mouth.


    "Umm, hey. Shimamura", I said with my head hung, all the while swallowing the bits of the sandwich that remained: "Can I ask you something?"


    "What is it?"


    Given her good mood, I figured that this was as perfect of an opportunity as I was going to get.


    Was this going to make things super awkward? Possibly. And yet, I was going to go for it anyway.


    I would have to ask her eventually regardless. Might as well do it now.


    "Some time ago, you visited a summer festival with someone. Who was that person?"


    Having realised how fast I was talking, I stopped myself to breathe.


    "Hmm, I wonder..."


    Forcing myself to lift my gaze, I stared right at her.


    The smile on Shimamura's face vanished. She then let out a sigh before answering:


    "She's an old friend of mine. She asked me if I wanted to go."


    An old friend? From like, before she met me?


    Never before had I heard about such a person existing. I had no idea who she was. Why hadn't she told me? Why was she keeping this friend of hers a secret from me? Did she feel like she didn't need to tell me? But why? I was her girlfriend, wasn't I? I was. And in the future, I might be... might be... Anyway.


    The thought alone had caused my face to grow warm.


    We were in public, and yet, I felt like I might burst into tears. If I did that, it'd ruin everything. All I had done to get here would've been for nothing.


    If there was anything my experiences with Shimamura had taught me, it was that I ought not to act on emotion.


    I took a deep breath and calmed myself down.


    I adjusted my posture as well.


    "From now on, could you only go with me?"


    No sooner had those words left my mouth than I began observing her to see how she'd react.


    A deep groan left Shimamura's mouth as she averted her eyes awkwardly.


    "What a hopeless child you are", she then stated, all the while patting my head.


    At first, her fingers jumped up and down, almost as if she was playing a piano. Then, she softly placed them against my hair.


    Hmm...


    I'd now finished swallowing the sandwich. And yet, something still remained.


    "Is something wrong? Your cheeks are all puffed up."


    I knew it. I hadn't been making up things when I'd felt that there was something lacking about her touch. The proof of it could be seen on her face.


    "Yes. You're acting like you were my mother."


    "You think so?"


    She proceeded to stare down at her palm that she had just moments earlier used to pat my head. It appeared that she didn't share my impression.


    "Right. Still, that's just how I feel when I look at you, Adachi. What would you call it? A protective instinct? Something like that."


    "I don't like that one bit."


    While I'm sure that Shimamura didn't mean anything bad by it, there was something about her actions that brought out a strong negative response from me.


    "Is that so? Well then, how would you like me to treat you?"


    A faint hint of malice could be heard mixed in her voice. The impression I was left with was that she already knew the answer.


    Do I really have to say it? I asked with my eyes.


    You do, she responded with a smile.


    Hmmm...


    "L-Like your girlfriend."


    "Really now? Like my girlfriend, huh..."


    Having said that, she then stood up and circled in front of me.


    Resting her hands on my shoulders, she placed herself between me and the sun.


    "Like this?"


    Without thinking, I swallowed all the saliva left in my mouth, alongside the last remaining bits of bread.


    "Like this..."


    My shoulders were throbbing with pain. My throat was tense, and my stomach felt like it was being constricted.


    "D-Do it slowly..."


    This time, I wanted to get a clear look of it. I wanted to burn the image to my eyes.


    "Slowly, you say? Alright then."


    Lacking speed, her face grew close to me.


    While my forehead was obviously what she was aiming at, the angle at which she approached me made it seem like soon, I might find her lips pressed against my own.


    My fingers were left dancing about on the surface of the bench like a bunch of mice.


    She wiped my hair out of the way.


    Just like that, her lips touched my forehead.


    The impact was massive. It really did feel like a clot of blood that'd been stuck in my heart had just been released.


    Inside me, I could hear the sound of someone praying. The voice was much deeper than mine, and for some reason, I found it really difficult to picture.


    I'd been able to hear it all this time.


    The world around me grew blurry.


    Little by little, I managed to get hold of Shimamura's outline. It was as if I was viewing her through the surface of a lake.


    "Is that good?"


    Haha. How embarrassing.


    That appeared to be how Shimamura found the situation; scratching her cheek awkwardly, she moved to pull her body away.


    I stopped her and took her hand. Staring up at her from below, I then stated the following to her.


    I told her what I felt in my heart.


    I exposed myself to her in full.


    "I love you."


    "Yep."


    "I really do."


    "Yep."


    "I want to be with you, forever."


    "...Yep."


    No amount of thinking about it was going to let me get anything out of my mouth except the words most mundane.


    And yet, Shimamura, she responded to each and every one of them with a smile.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Bonus chapter: "Yachii? The Visitor"


    



    



    On my way back home, I noticed the back of a person that I immediately recognized. I quickly broke into a sprint and caught up to her.


    While summer break might have been coming to an end, summer itself was anything but.


    It was for this reason that the mere act of running was enough to cover my skin with so much sweat that it made it look like I was being blasted with rain.


    "Heyo!"


    Softly, I reached for her back. She then turned around, her cheeks all puffed out, almost as if she had stuffed them full of something.


    "Hmm?"


    "Huh?"


    The person now staring at me hadn't been Yachii at all.


    ...Huh?


    "W h a t?" she asked me in a really strange way, all the while raising both of her short arms in the air. Even now, she continued munching whatever it was that she had in her mouth.


    "Oh, err... umm... Sorry."


    Looking at her from the front, the two didn't seem similar at all. Take the length of their hair, for example. Totally different. So was its colour. And their eyes, different colour there as well. To top it all off, she was even smaller than Yachii was. Why on earth had I mistaken her for Yachii? That truly was a mystery.


    The one thing the two shared in common was that the same sparkly light was emitted from both of their hair.


    However, whereas Yachii's light was blue, hers was silver.


    "Sorry. I mistook you for a friend I have."


    They had appeared so similar from behind. How? What part of them?


    "That's it? Okay."


    The girl then began walking away. Really? She wasn't angry or anything? That was good. However, right as that thought passed through my mind, she turned back around and walked to me. Unlike Yachii's, her eyes were deep blue. Staring at them was like staring at the depths of the ocean.


    "Why did you mistake me for her?"


    Here came the questions. A bit late, I felt. It appeared that she was the sort of person who did things their own way.


    "It's just, you looked like her from behind, and so I thought you were her."


    "She looks like me?"


    This statement was apparently meaningful for the girl in some way as what she did next was start counting using her fingers with her head tilted to the side. What was she counting? I couldn't quite tell. Whatever the case, the way she did it quite reminded me of Yachii.


    "Hmm, no. That seems impossible. It's just too big of a misunderstanding."


    "Huh?"


    "Anyway. Thank you. You helped me remember something I already knew."


    Farewell, she then waved at me before running off. A few steps later, she took a sharp turn to her right. I could hear her mumbling something about this being the right way. The trails of light that she left in her wake were even more fleeting than the summer sun.


    "Err..."


    Just who on earth had that girl been?


    Unless I was mistaken, there was a graveyard in the direction where she was heading.


    



    "Besides, I feel... strangely serene."


    "......"


    Yachii was currently lying about in the corner of our room while reading one of Sis's mangas. As usual, she was speaking the dialogue out loud. She always did that whenever she read manga. I'd asked her why earlier, and the explanation she'd given me was that it made reading easier for her. I didn't really get it personally, but then again, this was hardly the first thing in the world that Yachii did her own unique way.


    Just like most days, she had once again come to our place, almost as if she belonged here.


    Where did she come from, and where did she go when she left? That I didn't know.


    "While I'm not sure what the story is about, this is perfect for practising the Earthling language."


    Having finished reading the book, Yachii put it aside and walked over to me.


    "What about you, Shou? Are you finished with your home-work yet?"


    "Hmm. I still have a bit more to do."


    I really felt like there was something messed up about them using summer break as an excuse to drown us in homework.


    The whole purpose of a break was to rest.


    "That is unfortunate."


    Crawling on all-fours, Yachii returned to the corner where she'd come from. There, she rolled on her back and grabbed another volume of manga.


    She didn't go to school. She really didn't. Truly, what a mystery that was.


    While a part of me was definitely jealous about her not having to do homework, I also found myself slightly worried; what about her future? What if she grew up to be a delinquent like Sis? That would be pretty bad. Then again, since she didn't go to school, I guess she was already a delinquent.


    I turned to take a look behind me. There, I saw Yachii lying on her side, her hair spread out on the floor. While it was actually quite deep in its blueish tone, the intense light that was being emitted from her hair made it appear much lighter than that. A distinct similarity could be seen between it and a sky without a single cloud.


    While I was so used to it by this point that it barely registered as something out of the ordinary to me anymore, actually thinking about it, her hair truly was a strange colour.


    I found myself staring at her.


    I wonder, how must Yachii have interpreted my stare for her to lift herself up and let out a giggle as she did.


    "I can see right through you, Shou."


    "Huh?"


    "You're quite sharp-sighted to have noticed my rice crackers."


    Having said that, Yachii pulled out a bag of crackers from within her clothes. I'd had no idea that she'd had something like that with her.


    "So, you know how to utilize the staring technique too, huh?"


    "The staring... what? I've been staring at you?"


    "Yes, you have. For a while now."


    Had I really? For whatever reason, I found myself feeling really embarrassed all of a sudden. Though I wanted to argue with her, tell her that I hadn't, one look at the amount of progress I had made with my homework was more than enough to prove her correct.


    "Here you go", she said as she pulled the bag open and held it out to me. I suppose this was as good of a time for a break as any.


    Surprisingly enough, even though Yachii had been rolling on the floor, the crackers were perfectly intact. It was quite often that these sorts of mysteries took place when she was around. That, or maybe the strangeness lay with the crackers? I went ahead and took a bite, and immediately, the faintly sweet taste of sugary soy sauce filled my mouth.


    "Mmh, mmh."


    The way Yachii bit into her cracker made it seem like she found it at least ten times more delicious than I did mine. Not just that, the glimmer of her smile was totally different as well.


    Staring at her, I felt like something deep inside me was rising to the surface.


    That something was far warmer than the water which surrounded it.


    "The other day, I mistook another girl for you."


    "Hmm?"


    Quickly, her eyes—shining with a light that did not exist in the world that I knew—turned my way.


    "She didn't look that much like you. Or really, at all. But, there is one thing that you both share. It's... how to put it..."


    "Are you talking about my look-alike? Because I do have one of those."


    She continued munching on her cracker as she said that.


    "You see, the person I used as reference when I modelled my face, she's still out there."


    "O-Oh, really?"


    "Yes."


    She then swallowed with a gulp. When she "made her face"? I didn't really understand what she was talking about.


    I tried using her expression to gauge whether she was serious or not, but just like usual, what I was met by was the same joyful smile.


    Was she lying, or was she telling the truth? I did have an idea.


    "Yachii, are you really an alien?"


    "Of course."


    Having said that, she fell silent for a moment.


    I could see her eyes jumping about. Then, she grinned.


    "Actually, I'm not."


    "Huh? You're not?"


    "Nope. I'm just your average youngling."


    "Youngling?"


    While I didn't know what exactly she meant by that, it was clear that there was nothing average about her.


    As if done with the topic, Yachii then hid the bag of crackers inside her clothes before rolling back on the floor. But why? If she wanted to keep it a secret, then sorry, it was kinda late for that now.


    I also returned to my desk, but even there, I found myself still staring at her.


    Light like white waves on the surface of the ocean was being emitted from both her hair and eyes.


    "Those are all the crackers you are going to get for the day, Shou", she stated, lifting her eyes from the manga to look at me.


    "R-Right."


    Flustered, I quickly averted my gaze.


    "There's always tomorrow."


    I could hear her smacking her feet against the floor. Tomorrow? I kinda felt like it was too early for that.


    At the same time, it was also very much like her.


    I'd meet her tomorrow, once again.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    Today's Adachi


    



    



    Say that we'd gone to different schools.


    Say that our gym didn't have a second floor.


    Say that I'd been a slightly better student.


    If any or all of those things had been true, would something still have sprouted between us?


    Fate, it truly was a curious thing.
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    I had a tendency to sleep incredibly well.


    I wonder, was that the reason why I saw more dreams than your average person? Most likely.


    What part of me did it feed? What sort of nourishment did it grant me? I'd yet to determine the answer to those questions.


    In order to find it, I decided to go back to sleep.


    Zzz...


    



    Dreams are nightly adventures.


    That was something a person had once said. What person? I honestly couldn't remember.


    Whereas Mom often called me lazy for spending my entire summer break in bed, this way of viewing the situation was much less cold and heartless. Night was when a person's heart opened. There in the deep darkness, an occasional sparkle of light could be seen.


    That light was what people called "memories".


    Without the glimmer of memories, a person's heart would be consumed entirely by darkness.


    They'd be left unable to go anywhere.


    In the darkness, someone called to me.


    Shima!


    I turned around, only to be met by the clear blue sky.


    It could be bright all the time in your dreams if you so desired. After all, they only consisted of your most vivid memories.


    A young version of Tarumi ran up to me. Swiftly, she passed me by. I turned to look in the direction where she was running, and there, I saw standing myself but smaller. I could barely remember what she looked like. This was before I had begun paying attention to my own face, back when my eyes had been constantly pointed at the world around me. So, this was what it'd been like, huh? Those were the thoughts that passed through my mind as I chased after the two.


    There was no need for me to run. Rather, I could keep up with them by walking just slightly faster than normal.


    I truly had been tiny back in the day. That was something that was made beyond clear to me.


    Such stumpy limbs, yet so free. I could simply reach for anything I wanted and grab it.


    We were currently walking down a road located near where I lived. No cars passed through here. Looking around, I saw that the buildings were not the same ones from the past, but rather, those from my current memories. The only thing unchanged was the blue sky above me. I went ahead and held out my hand. Just like back then, I still couldn't even begin to reach it.


    Taru. Squshy.


    I sure had been a weird kid. What even was that sound that left my mouth? Was I laughing? Squshy.


    Shima. Ahahaha.


    Based on her laugh, Tarumi seemed to find it odd as well. I remembered us having conversations like these pretty often. We'd just laugh, and yet somehow, it felt like we understood one another. It was like there was a connection of some sort between us.


    The awake me had barely any memories left of the time we'd spent together. It was only in my dreams that I was able to see her. Speaking of Tarumi, back then, her nose used to run all the time. Not just that, she always had this boneheaded look on her face. I kinda feel like if I were to point that out to her now, she'd argue against it, deny that that was how things ever were. Not that I'd seen her in a while.


    Not just that, I hadn't heard her voice once after bluntly ending that call on her.


    She'd cling to me, and we'd part ways. She'd approach me again, only for us to grow distant once more.


    Was this going to result in us losing touch? Had we already?


    While unfortunate in some ways, it wasn't like there was anything that could be done to stop it.


    After all, if I did go see her in secret and Adachi found out, she'd end up in tears. I was sure of it.


    She was now my girlfriend, and she was definitely acting the part.


    What about me though? Would I be able to pull through here? Probably. As long as I did my best to fulfil Adachi's wishes, then everything would be just fine. At the same time, even though Adachi was so in love with me that it kinda scared me, I wasn't entirely sure whether I had it in me to reciprocate her feelings. Not yet, at least.


    I wasn't as starved for love as she was.


    Why? Because I'd already received so much from other places.


    Where are you going today, Shima?


    "Where am I going? Hmm..."


    Dunno. Maybe the school playground?


    "Oh, right. I remember that."


    I'd gone to visit the sports ground of an elementary school located near my house to throw a ball with Tarumi. Those had been simpler times, and as such, even those not part of any relevant clubs were able to just walk in.


    I used to love nothing more than playing with a ball.


    I assume that Tarumi liked it too. If nothing else, she joined me quite often.


    Could it be, was it actually me who she liked? What a conceited thing to even consider.


    Regardless, it was me being the way I was that made me unable to stay with her forever.


    "......"


    Hmm?


    Turning just her head, the small me took a glance in my direction.


    I know what you're going to do, Shima. Once you make friends with the other girls, you'll cast me away.


    The small Tarumi also turned to look at me. The gentle smile on her face faded away, replaced by something far colder.


    The image that came to my mind was that of ice-cold spring water I'd once touched while on a holiday with my family.


    It was currently summer, and yet, I found myself shivering to the core.


    There was something so unworldly, so inhumane about the face of a child stripped of happiness.


    "Cast her away... Is that what I did?"


    With my head tilted to the side and with my face twisted to form a forced smile, I stared at this manifestation of guilt.


    Human relationships always required the participation of both parties. That was to say, the reason why ours had failed was because she'd tried to make me carry it all by myself.


    Had she really thought that I was the sort of person capable of valuing these things?


    Me, a child constantly running around and hitting her head on stuff.


    Yep. Sorry, but that's how it is.


    That was what the small me told her.


    Still. You shouldn't be sad, Taru. I'll always be with you.


    Always?


    Yes, always.


    Having said that, the small me grasped her hand. Tarumi looked very pleased as she sniffed her nose.


    I'd been so philosophical.


    Still, what was going on here?


    The part of the conversation that I recalled, that I understood.


    However, these words of Tarumi that talked about the future, where had they come from?


    This was my dream, and as such, everything here should've originated from my mind. And yet, what she'd said didn't.


    Who was it that created dreams?


    I looked up at the sky. Did there exist someone beyond it?


    Someone who I didn't know about with the ability to peer into my memories.


    Staring at the sky, I found my consciousness fading away.


    



    That was a dream I'd had.


    I already kinda knew that it was the case, but as it turned out, fully immersing myself into a dream allowed me to spend much more time in it before waking up. I had a hard time agreeing to the statement that dreams were nothing but illusions of one's mind. Why was that? Because occasionally, they would open me a window to the past. The things I'd seen tonight, there was a definite sense of reality to them.


    It was still completely dark in my room—a rare sight for someone like myself who normally never woke up in the middle of the night.


    I went ahead and rolled to my side to see if I'd be able to go back to sleep.


    "Zzz..."


    I was.


    



    I found myself walking down the same road once again. It was almost as if the dream I'd seen last night had been a film or something.


    "A pretty boring film, I have to say."


    To other people, it must have seemed like I was merely walking. Perhaps they even thought that I was an especially dull person, someone doing their best to avoid paying attention to the people she passed by. I couldn't really blame them. Tarumi, the young me, neither of them were here anymore.


    They would've blended right in with this background, I bet. The two, such good friends.


    No longer did this scene exist in reality. It was only my memories that kept it alive.


    I really didn't feel like things could work out anymore between me and Tarumi. We'd met again after all these years, reconciled, become friends anew. And yet, here I was, actively working towards breaking away from her like I had done in the past. Even I myself could tell that much. If my goal was to stay with her, then I needed to do something right about now. And yet, there was a certain force that held me back, stopped me from going.


    That force was Adachi.


    It was all because of Adachi.


    My relationships had all failed because of her.


    Thinking about it rationally, it was actually quite a serious issue. Bit by bit, Adachi was eroding me. She was setting up all these rules while completely ignoring my feelings and circumstances.


    She was not just, not even when dealing with me.


    You had to look no further than this bias of hers to see why she felt the way she did, where the intense emotions she harboured in her mind came from.


    Jealousy, disagreement, affection. Those were just a few terms I'd use to describe how I felt about the sheer strength of her will. They were completely contradictory, yes, but at the same time, I truly did experience every single one of them all at once. A person's thoughts and feelings were always complicated. There was no rhyme nor reason to them, and there was not meant to be.


    And yet, Adachi, she held no contradictions in her mind. She was straightforward and to the point.


    Her feelings were like ore from under the ground—completely raw and untreated.


    If I had to name a specific part of her that I felt attracted to, perhaps it'd be that.


    A shadow of white passed by my feet.


    Sprinting like a manifestation of the wind, his tail brushed against my eyes.


    It was Gon. Though already old, he was walking just like he used to back in the day.


    Why was that? Because I was picking out only the best parts and discarding the rest.


    Closing the distance between us, Gon snuggled up to me.


    "Hehehe. Aren't you energetic today."


    He was so old, and yet, here he was, acting like a puppy.


    Dreams sure were nice.


    Feelings of all sorts kept flowing through my mind. I wanted to chase Gon, but simultaneously, I also wanted to start crying. After thinking about it for a moment, I decided to do both at the same time. I ran after him in tears. There was no one around. No one was looking my way.


    So what? So what if someone saw me crying? Why did that matter?


    Once I woke up, not even I could remember what had happened.


    I ran at full speed. My torso felt light, almost as if I'd left my lungs behind. In that vein, since I didn't need to breathe, there was nothing to stop me.


    I ran and ran. And yet, it didn't feel like I was getting anywhere.


    I was incapable of reaching Gon. Though the street as I knew it wasn't all that long, no end could be seen to it now.


    That was a good thing, I felt.


    It meant that I could keep chasing him forever.


    The world around me spun like a whirlpool.


    With each step, my surroundings grew lighter and lighter. Both Gon and the town were fading to white.


    Like a piece of paper, the ground beneath my feet too wrapped in on itself.


    It was almost impossible for me to chase Gon at this point. Both him and I were disappearing.


    I didn't want that. I didn't want either of us to vanish.


    I wanted to stay right where I was.


    



    I woke up, and this time, what I saw was grey light. The pale glow of the morning sun was shining in through the gaps in my curtains.


    Just a bit longer, and the day would start. I decided that I might as well get up from bed and do some gymnastics or something while I waited for the rest of my family to wake up.


    Hmm, or maybe not. I turned to my other side.


    As I did, I could feel that my cheeks were warm. It was like I'd yawned so hard that tears had started flowing down them.


    Yeah, figures. It was too late. Softly, I closed my eyes once more.


    "Zzz..."


    Nothing was impossible for me.


    



    This time, there was no one waiting for me.


    "All alone, huh?"


    Just like usual.


    Still, I had to say, I sure did sleep a lot. That was the realisation I came to as I stared at the sky above me.


    Was sleeping thirteen hours a day enough to qualify me as a resident of Dreamland? I had to assume so.


    Dreams were becoming my reality.


    There was something quite nice about that, being freed from all the things bothering me.


    If I had to name one problem, I suppose you could say that not being able to sleep in a dream qualified as that.


    The thing I found most enjoyable in life had been robbed from me.


    Putting that topic aside, what surrounded me currently was an endless field of darkness so thick and deep that not even the dawn could shine through. I felt myself being swallowed by it. And that wasn't a metaphor; I straight-up couldn't see my hands in front of me. The concept of me as a person felt like it was on the verge of disappearing, fading away.


    I turned my head and scanned my surroundings, but no bits of light could be seen anywhere. This dream was one completely lacking in memories.


    I decided to move my feet around a little. The sound of my own footsteps sounded so very distant. There was definitely a floor beneath me, yes, but whether I was actually walking on it or not, that was difficult to tell. It was as if my feet were sinking into something, like the scenery that surrounded me was moving up and down. Was I actually moving forward? I wasn't sure.


    While obviously based on nothing more than my own impression of the situation, I kinda felt like this was exactly what Adachi saw each night. It just seemed to me like she didn't have all that many good memories to form dreams around. That, or perhaps her dreamscape was covered entirely in pictures of my face. While she might have been satisfied with that, personally, I found it a bit scary. Then again, I suppose it was the world that she wanted.


    All she wanted was me. As long as she was able to be with me, then that was all she needed. Nothing else mattered to her. That being said, if Adachi were to ask me to walk to the ends of the world with her, I would say no. If she urged me to take the world to ourselves, then I'd refuse. I'd prefer being by myself at that point.


    I'd discard all that was bothersome and walk forward all alone.


    As for living with Adachi, that was something I wanted to do surrounded by people.


    Why was that? Because if it was just the two of us, then that'd be the same as living in a place like this.


    There was a stark contrast between the barren scenery which now surrounded me and the lovely dream I'd seen earlier. At the same time, this too was very much something that existed within my heart.


    Moments of fun and enjoyment were always followed by winds so cold they made me shiver.


    The more fun I had, the more I found myself looking at what came after. The better things went, the more I became aware of the fact that eventually, it would all collapse. The darkness summoned by this way of thinking about the world acted as a repellent for memories.


    Time was like water; the more of it you added, the more dilute your memories grew.


    They'd only grow deeper if you left them be. That being said, there was definitely a point where, after enough time, your memories would begin diverging from what had actually happened. What about mine? Were they still pure?


    How deep had they grown by now?


    I could see light. A ball of pale light floated there in the air in front of me. What was it? Where had it come from? I decided to take a step towards it.


    "......"


    Just like that, the light was replaced by a head I'd seen plenty of times before.


    "Is it breakfast time already?"


    "It's always food with you, huh?"


    "Oh! Shimamura!"


    Why did she say that like some weird foreigner? I wasn't quite sure. The person now staring at me was none other than Yashiro.


    "Mura-Mura."


    "That's not my name. Still, you just kinda showed up, huh?"


    Showed up to another person's dream. Not just that, she came demanding breakfast.


    "It was easy."


    Yashiro proceeded to swing her arms up and down in the air. The faint glimmer of her hair allowed me to see that the expression on her face was changing as well.


    "Still sleeping, are we?"


    Somehow, it appeared that she was able to tell where we were. What a weirdo, seriously.


    "Yep. Just a little while longer."


    "In that case, allow me to join you."


    Her tiny feet clapping against the floor, the girl tottered up to me. It was almost like I'd pulled out a lamp or something. That's how glowy her hair was. I could now both see my own feet as well as hear the sound they made as I walked forward.


    "Hmm..."


    It was difficult to put it into words, but in a lot of ways, it didn't even feel like I was dreaming.


    "We went on a walk together the other day. Do you remember?"


    Now tottering by my side, Yashiro asked me this. There was a broad smile on her face.


    "Huh?"


    "I let you ride on my head, I think."


    "Oh, right. Yeah. I remember."


    She was talking about that time I soared through the skies.


    "How do you know about that?"


    "Of course I know. I was there."


    Hmm. Although her answer sounded very deep at first glance, I suppose it was correct in the literal sense.


    I shifted my attention to where the light shining from Yashiro's hair was guiding me. There, I could see someone standing. Her clothes combined with her mouth—twisted in a cheeky smirk—immediately let me know who this person was. I found myself letting out a short gasp.


    It was me from middle school—a time when my personality had yet to mellow.


    "Not really what I want to see."


    That being said, it wasn't the case that I could simply avert my eyes. Why? Because Yashiro was heading that way.


    If I lost Yashiro, then I'd once again be swallowed by the darkness.


    "That is you, Shimamura. But young."


    "Yep. There's no mistaking it."


    I was still young even now, thank you very much. Anyway, speaking of the other me, there was nothing about her appearance that immediately stood out. Her expression as she glared at me was stiff, questioning even, almost as if she wasn't really satisfied with the current situation. As for her clothes, she was wearing a basketball club uniform.


    What a mean look she had in her eyes, seriously. It was no surprise that no one liked her.


    "She looks angry."


    "She sure does. I wonder, what is it that's making her so unhappy?"


    It was as if she was fighting all by herself. Fighting against what? I tried thinking back to what had gone through my mind back in those days, but it all seemed so vague now. The number one thing was that I'd felt unsatisfied. Constantly. Never had there been a single moment where I wasn't battling with things that refused to go my way, struggling to get over them. Relationships, school, clubs, grades, my parents. All of them were enemies that I that I charged towards headlong all alone.


    The other me tossed me the ball she was holding. As she'd done so with no warning, I obviously missed my chance to catch it. Plus, the fact that it was pitch black all around me certainly did not help. I wanted to ask her what the heck she was thinking. Then again, I suppose this was exactly how the other members of the basketball club had felt like trying to catch her—my—passes. It was simply impossible to predict what I was up to.


    Thinking about it that way, I no longer wanted to lecture her; while youth came with enthusiasm, it also came with indiscretion.


    I'd been right in the middle of puberty back then, and honestly, it explained a lot.


    "This isn't a nice thing to look at."


    It filled me with shame being made to witness my own past.


    The single most important thing time had given me was self-awareness—self-awareness that had led to me drying up and becoming the person I was currently. I took a step forward and walked past the old me. I kinda thought she might spit on me or something, but no, she let me go without as much as trying to stop me. Even so, I was sure that seeing how she was going to end up in her future must have been a massive moment of disillusionment to her.


    "It's embarrassing."


    "What is?"


    "Then again, my life would not be nearly as soft nor fluffy as it is right now had I not burned out back then."


    A stranger from Planet Bothersome. Not that such a planet existed.


    Regardless.


    There was something that the middle school me had gotten right.


    You needed to fight to survive.


    No matter what you did to escape all the bothersome things—the number one enemy of the present me—they would eventually catch up to you and run you over.


    The me who'd always looked sour, the me I now found so embarrassing, she'd been correct the whole time.


    It did take a lot of courage to face that fact. At the same time, given that this was a dream, I could cry and yell all I wanted and no one would ever know. No one would witness my shame. I was able to act true to myself without having to keep up appearances.


    "Nothing really to do, huh?"


    Well, with the exception of her, I suppose.


    "I find that relaxing. You don't?"


    "No. Why? Because the sweets aren't sweet here."


    Hmph, she exclaimed, her voice tinged with regret.


    "This dream isn't sweet, you say? I suppose that makes sense."


    Yashiro herself was stating that as a matter of fact, but really, I kinda doubted there was any significant meaning to her words. However, that being said.


    Though you might get to a point where your memories didn't hurt to think about, they were never going to be sweet.


    Really, at that point, they'd only cause ever deeper cuts to appear in your heart.


    There might be a lot of masochists out there who enjoyed such a thing. But, I wasn't one of them.


    Not sweet. Not sweet at all.


    Grasping this realisation in my heart and with my fists clenched, I turned my head till I was staring at the other side of the darkness.


    Little by little, the darkness was disappearing. It was being cleared away.


    "Looks like it's time to wake up."


    The night had come to an end, and what was revealed in its place was a world filled with both light and things that I found bothersome.


    "It seems so."


    Having said that, Yashiro began floating to the sky. I couldn't help but gasp.


    She was just straight-up flying with no reason or pretext whatsoever.


    "I'll be waiting for you and your dough-nuts on the other side, Shimamura..."


    Why was there an echo to her voice? I had no clue.


    While this might at first glance seem like we were parting ways, somehow, I had a hunch that once I woke up, I'd once again find her hanging around our house as if she lived there.


    I suppose that was just fine.


    "Hmm. She did kinda help me out here..."


    I decided that I'd buy her a doughnut if I were to remember this dream come tomorrow.


    Well, not that a single one would be anywhere near enough to sate her.


    Having forgotten everything, all the thoughts that had run through my mind gone, I'd wake up from the dream.


    The things I was unable to perceive would vanish from my world.


    The so-called eternity only lasted for as long as I did.


    A limited eternity.


    I turned to look behind me, and there, I saw standing a dog and a child. Beside them was another child.


    Two people who'd wanted to touch each other, to understand each other.


    Though that was now gone, I still didn't want to forget about it.


    Every time I looked at them, I found myself thinking the same thing.


    What had sprouted from me, that something slightly prettier than the rest, I wanted it to last forever.


    



    It felt like someone was pushing down on my chest.


    Like the air in my lungs was flowing the wrong way.


    I was returning here.


    "...The phone."


    What had pulled me awake was the sound of my phone ringing. Slowly, I forced myself up from bed. There just so happened to be a clock on my wall, and staring up at it, I saw that the hour hand had rotated backwards by about an hour. Huh? It took me a few moments to comprehend what was going on here.


    Apparently, I'd slept for eleven hours straight. What a productive start to the weekend.


    Putting all that aside, I really needed to answer my phone as it was still ringing.


    I'd yet to pick the device up, but somehow, I already had a hunch that it was Adachi calling me.


    She had been the one to pull me back to reality. Without her, I would probably have ended up sleeping for thirteen hours, not eleven.


    Had something like this happened before? I kinda felt like it had. Whatever the case, my heart was most certainly pounding faster now than it had back then.


    I got up and sprinted to the other side of my room. Doing so cleared my head from all the fog that had been collected up there during the hours I'd spent sleeping. I could feel my blood once more spreading through my entire body and not just parts of it. The tips of my fingers tingled ever so slightly.


    Somehow, I got the feeling that I'd seen a lot of dreams last night.


    That was what I felt. However, as their contents were all mixed together in my head, I couldn't quite tell what they'd been like.


    Then again, as dreams were little more than fabrications of the mind, I suppose it didn't matter one way or another if I remembered them or not.


    Nothing was going to change just because I remembered my dreams. Nothing big, at least.


    As long as my heart felt pure and I was able to confront both reality and my past alike, then that was all that mattered.


    The real world was filled with all sorts of annoyances. I could feel myself growing tired just thinking about it.


    However, now, I had someone by my side to fight them with.


    I wasn't alone.


    That was nice. It made me so happy.


    "Hello? Adachi? Yes, yes. I remember. The date, right? Yes."


    Even I could tell that my voice sounded slightly ecstatic as I picked up the call.


    I wonder, did Adachi notice that as well?


    I quietly prayed that she didn't.


    Why? Because I didn't want my girlfriend to make fun of me.
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    I heard that the stars were going out in three days, and so, I decided to travel for two.


    It was quite exciting for someone like me who only knew the town I'd been born in to see how far I could go in my limited time. Live in the moment, I told myself as I left my house behind. My plan was to first travel for two days by myself, and then spend the third day with my family. That was to say, I'd devote a day to walking somewhere and another day to walking back.


    There were obviously no trains running as the world was coming to an end. Everything had stopped. Fair enough, I suppose. However, since I didn't want to stop myself, I was left with no choice but to travel by foot.


    Why was it that I was walking?


    Was I happy?


    Would tomorrow be a better day than this one had been?


    Going through these thoughts in order, I just kept on walking.


    In the dead of night, my feet carried me to a park I'd happened to spot. That was the destination of my journey—its goal.


    There, at the end of my life, I met her. I met a girl.


    She too was carrying a backpack, just like me. Not only that, it appeared that even our reasons for setting out were the same.


    There was no need for formalities. We didn't need to exchange either greetings or our names. No, the similarities between us alone acted as a bridge to let us open our hearts to one another.


    "You have any snacks?"


    "Hmm. If you mean sweet stuff, then yeah, I have some."


    Alright. We both took off our backpacks. After that, we proceeded to exchange the food supplies we'd brought with us.


    It appeared that just like me, the girl too was lacking a destination.


    "I wasn't really heading anywhere. I was just walking. The reason why I stopped here was because I got exhausted."


    Wearing the night like a crown, her pitch-black hair fluttered about. As for her face, that appeared so fleeting, so transient, almost as if it had been carved out from a thin layer of ice.


    "Myself, I intended to return home tomorrow."


    "Hmph."


    "You're not going home?"


    "No."


    "Hmph."


    "You're imitating me?"


    A slight smile appeared on the girl's face. Coldness reminiscent of the night could be felt in the way she conducted herself.


    "If you really don't have anywhere to go, then would you like to come with me to my town?"


    I decided to try asking her to join my journey—to become my fellow traveller. Why did I do that? Well, I figured that the way back home would be a lot more boring since I'd already witnessed the scenery once.


    It might be fun seeing what it was like travelling with someone else now that I had the opportunity. That's why I asked her.


    Rocking her feet back and forth and with her head hung, the girl replied to me with a smile.


    "Hmm, yes. That might be fun."


    It seemed that tomorrow was, in fact, going to be a better day than this one had been.


    "Say. What's your name?"


    In likelihood, this was going to be the last time I either heard the name of another person or gave them my name.


    In a mere three days—or really, closer to two by this point—her name would no longer carry any meaning to me.


    And yet, I wanted to hear it regardless.


    Say that the predictions had been wrong. Say that we were going to die tomorrow and not the day after that. I would still have gotten to hear her name.


    If it was our fate to fall into never-ending sleep just like the stars, then me meeting her here was fate as well. That was what I thought.


    



    For the human race as a whole, this would've been considered the distant future. However, for me, it was the present.


    Given that, it wasn't all that concerning for people living on a different planet to come live on ours. That was how I felt at least. However, for the generations slightly older than me, everyday space travel appeared to be kind of a big deal. They didn't quite know whether to approach it with worry or excitement. To give a concrete example, my parents used to never as much as talk with each other, but now, I'd often find them watching TV together. Myself, I chose to stare at the stars which floated across the night sky with cold eyes, so cold that sometimes, I even earned myself a few comments from the people around me.


    What I was more interested in were the coming exams and such—my future.


    There were a lot of things near me that I ought to think about first.


    Those people from another planet, they played no part in my life.


    That being said, given that I did live in the town located just near where their rocket had landed and would be able to see them passing through the streets as they were welcomed to our planet, I decided that I might as well go take a look—out of curiosity if nothing else. We'd been given a day off from school because of the incident, and that too played a big part in me making this specific decision. On top of it all, given that every single TV channel was going to be showing news programs about the aliens anyway, the choice was really between seeing them in person or through a screen. And that wasn't a difficult choice at all.


    The streets outside were all closed off. A bunch of the adults I saw were accompanied by bodyguards. As for curious onlookers such as myself, they were all being drawn near the marked spot, their composition resembling a lunch box tilted heavily to one side. I too became part of the crowd, and quickly, my body was swallowed by the heat and warmth the others emitted. I hated it. I really did. Regardless, since I'd come this far—and because turning back now would be at least twice as difficult—I decided to stick through it.


    It appeared that everyone wanted to see the aliens.


    I didn't really get why. I mean, we'd all seen what they looked like on the news, hadn't we?


    The aliens didn't have a bunch of limbs or anything silly like that. Their mouths also didn't extend all the way to their ears. Furthermore, it didn't seem like they were parasites of some kind that were going to be laying eggs into us either. Really, as far as their looks went, they weren't all that different compared to the people of our planet. If I was forced to point out something that stood out to me, then I suppose I would say that their eye colours were slightly peculiar. From what I'd heard, various experiments and studies had been run that confirmed that only humanoid creatures could thrive on a planet sufficiently similar to ours. Apparently, that was simply how the world functioned.


    As to why that was the case, that seemed to be the question that the scientists were currently trying to answer.


    All adults did all day long was think about these things that made my head hurt.


    Truly, they were something else. I hoped to never become one.


    I wanted my life to be more fun than that.


    Some time passed. It was about when my throat was starting to grow dry that a group of aliens at last showed up. They were riding in a convertible car and were escorted by a bunch of people who I assume were there to protect them. If I'm being honest, it was kinda wild looking at them. I almost felt like I was viewing a parade or something. Wait, a parade? Was that really the best comparison here? There weren't even a hundred people present. Whatever the case, this was an opportunity to see aliens with my own eyes, and I guess that was what really mattered. Just like I'd heard it said in the news, there was nothing about their physical appearance that stood out.


    I found myself letting out a sigh.


    These weren't just normal earth people lying to us and tricking us into believing that they were aliens, right?


    Looking around me, it didn't seem like anyone else shared my suspicions. I was left with the impression that they were too excited to even contemplate such a possibility. That, and too busy making noise; I really hoped that the aliens remembered to bring earplugs with them.


    I wonder, what did it feel like becoming—or rather, being made--the centrepiece of a spectacle?


    Were perhaps they afraid? Scared? There were a lot more of us than there were of them.


    The alien in the front, the one that looked like their representative or something, kept on smiling in a very sociable way.


    I guess there was nothing to worry about.


    However, right in that moment, right as that thought passed through my mind.


    The shock I felt was comparable to someone punching me without a warning.


    Had a burden this large, a tax this massive ever been placed on my heart? If it had, then I couldn't remember it.


    I was left unable to breathe for a brief moment.


    My eyes had met with a girl from the group that was being welcomed in.


    Was it because the sunlight was so dazzling? Or had something else caught my eyes? Like what? The wind? The clouds? Carrying herself in a manner that could only be described as being exquisite, the girl lifted her head and pointed her gaze towards me.


    It was in that instant that I spotted her too. From among the people I'd only been glaring at in passing, I found her.


    We proceeded to stare at one another.


    I'm not sure if it was the amount of light that did it, but the girl appeared pale, almost fleeting.


    Her hair was light blonde, and as for her eyes, those were yellow—a similar but deeper tone.


    One look at her made it clear that this was a sight that I wasn't going to forget easily.


    It almost felt like I was staring up at rings formed by the sun on the surface of water.


    Neither of us would avert our gaze.


    And yet, the moment didn't last; the car that carried her made sure of that.


    I continued staring at the girl. I stared at her till she turned her head back around and I finally lost sight of her.


    Even now that she was long since gone, I just kept on staring.


    The clatter of the crowd around me, the thick air and its warmth, all that had left my mind.


    A series of thoughts I had a hard time putting into words collected on the tip of my tongue.


    I was a girl. So was she.


    And yet.


    And yet, what I felt in my chest was a mix of excitement and impatience.


    The overwhelming amount of sustenance I'd received had been consumed in an instant.


    At the same time, my body also felt like it might crumble any second now.


    The girl from space.


    Given that she was the one who had come to our planet, it was not that simple for me to go see her.


    You needed to be an adult with specific qualifications to be able to do something of the sort.


    Conversely, that meant that doing so was possible.


    It wasn't like she was out there in space somewhere.


    The world we existed in connected us.


    I'd now decided it. I'd decided what I would do after school.


    I would keep going straight and become an adult as quickly as possible.


    Years later, it finally happened.


    Having obtained the necessary qualifications, I went to visit the district given to the aliens to live in.


    It was quite the nice place. Lots of greenery everywhere, few people to be seen.


    I suppose the latter might have been the reason for the former.


    It took me little time to find the girl.


    She was sitting on the lawn near the edge of the district, staring at the sky while the wind blew past her.


    The scene was so idyllic. So fresh and clear, like something from a painting. The intense nervousness I felt in my mind didn't suit it in the slightest.


    The sound of me stepping on grass as I approached her prompted the girl to turn her head my way. Instantly, her eyes grew narrow. I noticed that her hair was even longer than it had been back then. Simply watching it flow like a stream of threads made of gold caused my face to grow warm. Likewise, her eyes were still just as radiant as before. I felt myself being blinded by them.


    The girl opened her mouth wide.


    Her reaction showed that she recognized me. We had never exchanged any words. No, we'd only met eyes from a distance. And yet, just like I remembered her, so did she remember me. I could feel my eyes starting to spin as I thought about what that actually meant.


    As I took a step closer to her, the girl turned the rest of her body in my direction. She then stood up and greeted me.


    I couldn't help but notice that she was slightly taller than I was.


    I'd made sure to bring a dictionary with me, but now, its pages appeared empty to me.


    The words I thought I had memorized refused to come out. It was as if they had all vanished from my mind.


    My eyes kept spinning faster and faster.


    The girl appeared confused as to what I was trying to tell her.


    Likewise, as she responded, I too grew flustered.


    We had both been skipping our studies and were thus unable to convey our words properly.


    And yet, I didn't let that stop me. With the dictionary in hand, I went ahead and tried to introduce myself.


    Using gestures, I explained to her what sort of a person I was.


    The girl's lips moved as if she was using them to sound out my name. She then nodded.


    This was followed by her giving me her own name.


    I wasn't quite able to make it out.


    "Err... Umm, but..."


    Shimamura. That was what it sounded like she had said. Had I misheard her? Yeah, I must have.


    I doubt they had already started opening stores in space.


    The girl proceeded to let out a laugh. It appeared that the way I franticly searched the dictionary while simultaneously scratching my head was highly amusing to her.


    That smile of hers caused my heart to skip a beat.


    I could feel something seeping through my body in parallel to the lines of my wrists.


    I closed the dictionary shut.


    There was so much I wanted to tell her.


    And yet, in that moment, I chose to immerse myself in the coincidence of us meeting in the first place.


    The rapidly increasing rate of my heart beating was more than enough to convey how I felt.


    



    My eyes ended up moving towards the stairs on their own as I stood there at the subway station, waiting for the train to arrive.


    As usual, I was looking for a certain someone among the sea of office workers.


    That someone was a woman, a woman who boarded the same train I did every morning.


    Well, I say that, but we did take different carriages. I also didn't exactly know her or anything like that. Really, the relationship between us was such that every morning, I would wonder if she was here or not, and each time, I'd be surprised that she was.


    Why was I bringing this up? Well, you see, it just so happened that I had ended up sitting next to her by chance. There was something about her that I didn't quite understand that had drawn me in, something that had led me to asking what her name was. After talking for a moment, we then parted ways. Oh, and I should say, this had happened yesterday.


    We hadn't exchanged phone numbers. We hadn't arranged to meet again.


    That's right. We'd just been talking.


    We weren't friends.


    And yet. And yet, my encounter with her had immediately caused something akin to impatience to fill my chest.


    Unable to calm down, I thought to myself, was that really enough?


    Of course, this wasn't to say that we were now acquaintances or something. Hardly.


    I wasn't even sure if anything at all had taken place.


    Erring on the side that nothing had would've been the sensible decision. I knew that.


    And yet, for whatever reason, I found myself waiting for something to happen.


    ...That sure was a lot of contemplating I had done there.


    While I was busy focusing on things that honestly didn't matter, the lights of the train came in through the tunnel. Was she not coming today? Was she taking a different train? Thinking that, I glanced up the stairs one last time, and there, I saw her. I saw the woman among the people rushing to reach the platform in time.


    I could feel a smile appearing on my face.


    The woman made it down the stairs just as the train pulled to a stop. It was there that she noticed me.


    She stopped in place as if hesitating, but only for an instant.


    What she did next was walk up to me.


    The final step was one she took with her legs apart. It was almost like she was stepping across an imaginary finish line.


    We proceeded to smile at each other in a slightly awkward manner. How was I supposed to greet her? How was I supposed to approach this situation? I didn't really have a clue.


    To make sure that the train didn't leave without us, we got on without as much as exchanging greetings. There, we were left with no choice but to stand; this being the morning train meant that all of the seats had already been taken. How long was this going to last? How long we were going to be together? I had no clue. Given that we didn't work at the same place, the woman could get off at any stop for all I knew.


    "Yo."


    We took a moment to calm down, after which the woman bowed her head at me slightly. I quickly gave her a "yo" of my own.


    Why were we talking like this?


    "You were, err... You were late today, huh?"


    I used my fingers to gesture her making it to the train just in time. This prompted the woman to use her own to curl her hair around them.


    "Yep. I overslept."


    "Oh."


    "Not really a morning person."


    "I see."


    And so, our conversation came to a halt.


    This was it? This was what conversations were?


    I thought back to the ones I'd had with my co-workers, and yeah, I suppose that was so.


    Like taking two dry stones and placing them next to one another. I'd always thought that was a good thing.


    I wonder, why was it that I now felt differently? Why did I find myself unable to calm down?


    "Err."


    It was the woman who spoke. I saw her eyes being reflected on the glass panel of the door in front of us.


    "Would you like to go have dinner tonight? I know we work at different places so it might be difficult, but still."


    My hand gripping the straphanger grew stiff.


    "After work?"


    "Yeah."


    This time, I chose to look at her directly.


    "I don't know why, but I feel like we'd make good friends."


    A smile formed on her face as she said that. It was a smile of innocence, one that didn't show her age at all.


    I could feel all sorts of emotions flowing through me as I stared at her eyes.


    "Sure."


    What prompted me to say that? I didn't know.


    We were practically strangers. Nothing tied us together.


    And yet, there was something fun about not knowing.


    The way I let this brand-new experience carry me was how I had always done things.


    The only difference was that now, I was choosing to face things in a positive manner.


    Truly, it was something mysterious. That was what I thought to myself as my heart continued trembling in the rhythm of the train car.


    



    On Monday, while the sun was shining more intensely than usual, I exited my house.


    "G-Good morning."


    A yawn left my mouth as I thought about school. It was there that I saw her. Like usual, she'd been waiting for me outside the front door.


    The way she stood by my side almost made her look like my own private secretary.


    For a moment, I considered acting all pompous for the fun of it.


    Of course, I didn't actually do that. I just thought about it.


    "...Haha."


    I couldn't help but smile seeing how nervous the simple act of greeting me had gotten her. Her shoulders were all stiff.


    One careless moment, and her heart might sink in. She was working so hard to make sure that didn't happen.


    "Good morning, Adachi."


    



    I wonder, how many people were there on this planet right now?


    How many people would I never have an opportunity to meet?


    The one person I had met was Adachi. It was almost as if it had been meant to happen.


    In this world, there were so many people I'd never meet, but I had met her.


    


  




  

    


    Afterword


    



    What is fate? That's a question I'm constantly thinking about.


    There are times when it feels like I've made some big discovery.


    However, as for putting those discoveries into words, that's the one thing I never manage to do.


    I suppose there are certain limits to what humans are capable of.


    It is quite frustrating. However, as some time passes, I always find myself thinking about the topic again.


    Perhaps that in itself is fate.


    Apparently, you can write anything you want in the afterword, so this is what I wrote.


    



    Speaking of, and this hasn't happened yet, it seems that I'm going to be receiving some sort of an award. A prize for publishing enough books with Dengeki Bunko, or something. How many books have I put out? I'm not even sure myself.


    I'd like to thank both my dear readers and myself for allowing me to keep going for this long. Let us make sure that we are in good health so that we can live for years to come. And I do include myself in that because, well, these books wouldn't exist without me.


    No one else is going to write your books for you. It's something you have to do by yourself.


    The me of yesterday worked hard to get here, and as such, the me of now will do the same. Then again, I suppose that if I hadn't worked so hard, that would've left me with even more work to do. Not that having to work is a bad thing. As long as you aren't completely overwhelmed, then that's all that matters.


    Apparently there are people out there who feel that way.


    Personally, I don't yet.


    Perhaps I never will.


    There is something fun about not knowing.


    



    I can't say for sure, but I think this will be my final book for the year.


    Though it's a little early to be saying this, I'd like to thank you for sticking with me for yet another year.


    I hope we will meet next year as well.


    As much as I enjoy writing Adachi to Shimamura, I do want to write other books too.


    Oh, and I did write down a list of books I recommend, so do check those out as well.


    Give and take, as they say.


    Worth mentioning also, next year marks my tenth year as a writer, meaning that I'll probably also need to put out a book related to that.


    The next volume of this series will in all likelihood be about them going on a school trip.


    Where are they going? Well, I haven't decided that yet. Where do high school students go these days?


    I'll probably need to include an onsen scene too, huh? Hmm, I wonder how that will play out.


    Seriously, I don't know anything.


    



    Iruma Hitoma
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    Iruma Hitoma


    "What're you doing, Iru-kuma? Practising ball-tossing for the sports day?"


    "No. I'm collecting the balls of the never-ending journey that is one's life with the basket no. 7 on my back."


    "What? That makes no sense!"


    

      [image: ]

    


    Illustrator/Non


    I got two new cats. They are called Kijiko and Torako. They haven't taken to me, and also aren't cute at all. Totally not.
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