

  



  



  



  



  



  



  

    


    



    



    



    "Ah, Shimamura."


    I was just on my way home from school when I heard someone call my name. Curious, I turned around, only to catch sight of a familiar face riding a bicycle.


    Me stopping in my tracks was immediately met by the winter wind hitting the back of my thighs, making me painfully aware of the cold surrounding me.


    "Yo. Been a while", I lifted my hand and greeted the girl. She was someone I knew in middle school. More precisely, I'd been a mentor of sorts to her at the basketball club we'd both attended.


    Her name was... err... what was it again? I'd always been horrible at remembering the names of people.


    Whatever the case, I was pretty sure her name had "Yama" somewhere in it. Yama... kawa? Hmm, no. That didn't sound right. Tana... ka? Whatever. I'll see if I can remember it.


    "Did you always live in this direction, Shimamura?"


    "Yep."


    One look at her uniform made it clear she went to a different high school than I did.


    "Do you still play basketball at your new school?"


    "No. I'm not part of any clubs, actually."


    "Oh, really? I still play, at least for now. I'm not really serious about it or anything."


    "Right."


    The only reason I'd ever chosen to play basketball was because I'd been curious to find out why it had a girls' club when neither baseball nor soccer did. That, and whereas bouncing a ball against the floor during regular gym class was more than enough to earn an angry comment from the teacher, I was free to do so while practising without anyone getting mad at me. Otherwise, I would have been perfectly fine with doing ballet or something similar. 


    There was something very alluring about that, being able to do something you weren't normally allowed. So alluring that I'd ended up basing my choice of middle school club on it.


    Looking back to it now, it really was quite strange, was it?


    Were I to be given the permission to do something like that these days, I'd probably just say "No thank you" and go to bed.


    But, enough of that. I found myself quite shocked as I stared at the girl. She really had gotten a lot taller since middle school, hadn't she?


    "You've gotten pretty tall."


    Right away, my words were met by the girl waving her hand in front of her, followed by a quick laugh.


    "And you've gotten pretty round", she then stated, still grasping her bike's handlebar.


    "You think so?"


    "No, but I heard it said that whenever someone used to speak ill of you back in the day, you'd kick them."


    "You must have heard wrong."


    I hardly had the courage to resort to violence. It took a lot of willpower to hit another person—willpower that I lacked.


    Being as soft as I was, such things were far beyond my capabilities.


    "I do know for a fact that you never passed the ball to those you didn't like."


    "Hmm... Yeah, I might have done that..."


    I ended up mumbling there. Why? Because there were a lot of things hidden in my past so embarrassing I'd rather not touch on them.


    "I need to ask, have you found yourself someone? You feel so different now."


    "Huh?"


    "Come on, you know what I'm talking about. This thing."


    Giggling to herself, the girl showed her middle finger to me.


    "You picking a fight or something?"


    "Oh, crap. Which finger was it again..."


    This one? Or this one? she mumbled as she went through all of her fingers one by one. She even lifted her ring finger, to which I have to ask, how was she able to do that while keeping the rest down? I certainly couldn't do it.


    I went ahead and tried it out to see, but unfortunately, all I managed to accomplish was to make my fingers tremble.


    Putting all that aside, it was now clear what the girl was trying to ask me.


    "Hmm... I wonder."


    I have found myself a girlfriend, yes. While that was the truth, I couldn't help but wonder how she'd react were I to tell it to her. Would she stare at me in shock with her eyes wide open? Most likely.


    "I guess I've just matured or something."


    "Haha."


    What was the laugh supposed to mean? Was she impressed by me? I'm going to assume that she was.


    Another gust of cold air soon assaulted my legs, causing my body to shiver. The girl seemed to notice this as well.


    "Well, anyway. Bye now."


    "Yeah. Bye."


    We waved each other goodbye before parting ways. She was quite tactful, that girl. I definitely remembered talking with her quite a bit during practice.


    Err... Nakayama. Yeah, that sounded about right.


    "In the end, which finger was it? Hmm..."


    The sigh that left my mouth was met by yet another gust of wind.


    I decided that if we were to ever meet again, I'd tell her. Then again, it seemed very unlikely that we were going to.


    I spent the majority of my days doing a whole lot of nothing, and as such, these sorts of encounters tended to come about quite infrequently. That, and my poor attitude back then had left few of my classmates wanting to reconnect with me now.


    "How immature I used to be, seriously."


    I'd been really quick to react, almost too much so. At the same time, I also felt like my will had been much stronger compared to the present.


    Did something like this ever happen to Adachi as she walked down the streets of the town we lived in? While I couldn't say for certain, I had to assume that it didn't. Adachi's world was so very small. And yet, I couldn't say that was necessarily a bad thing. The world being small would have made all sorts of organizing quite easy. You could also get a look at everything around you all at once. Hmm, yes... Maybe that actually was preferable.


    A world needing only one little thing and nothing else.


    That "little thing" of course being me. I could feel myself sniffle as I thought about it, my cheeks growing slightly warm.


    Winter had come to town.


    "Bam!"


    I continued making my way forward, lost in thought, when all of a sudden, someone bumped against my shoulder. I staggered for a moment, but quickly realised who that someone was.


    "Oh, Shima-Shima."


    It was Nagafuji, appearing quite shocked herself for whatever reason. Bumping into me had caused her glasses to slip off her nose, and she was currently busy readjusting them.


    Given where she lived, it wasn't often that we ran into one another this close to my house.


    "You saw that?"


    "Only the part where you smacked her."


    "Err, no. Nothing like that happened."


    Sometimes I found myself wondering, how exactly did the world around her appear in her eyes? Were the lenses of her glasses perhaps not of the right strength? That, or maybe there was something more serious wrong with her vision.


    Whatever the case, I had to say, it was pretty rare seeing her by herself. Having seemingly sensed my confusion, Nagafuji quickly went ahead and explained in the form of drawing the outline of a person next to her. It was the outline of Hino. Air-Hino.


    "Hino threw me out. She said she had housework to do."


    "She's dumping her trash on the street? Can't say that I approve."


    What exactly was that supposed to mean? No idea. I just said it randomly. And yet, I still managed to earn myself a few approving nods from Nagafuji. I seriously had trouble understanding her sometimes—or really, most of the time.


    Moving on to the other thing she'd said, Hino was busy with housework, huh? That seemed like a pretty common occurrence with her. While her personality did cause me to ignore the topic most of the time, once I actually thought about it, it instantly became clear that her family was on a completely different level of living standards compared to the rest of us. Naturally, that also came with all sorts of ties and obligations. Not that Nagafuji seemed to care. No, she always hung out at her house as if there was nothing strange about it.


    "Anyway, I'm just loitering around now since I have nothing better to do."


    "That's honestly more or less what I expected."


    Her doing stuff without any real reason behind it, that was. Now, what part of loitering around the residential area did she find interesting or fun? That I couldn't tell you.


    "Ring ring", Nagafuji rang the bell of her bike as I thought about that. Or rather, she didn't; she wasn't even riding one. No, it seemed more like she was imitating the girl I'd talked with earlier. Why was she doing that? Again, I couldn't tell you. Whatever the case, she decided to even copy what came after: "You've gotten round."


    "Where?"


    "Hmm..."


    My question was met by her pinching my arms. Hey!


    "Looks like I was wrong."


    "Well, hooray."


    "Not that I know what you were like in the past."


    Figures.


    "Say, Shimama."


    "Sorry if this sounds weird, but do you even know what my real name is?"


    "Of course. It's Shimacchi."


    So, the answer was no, huh?


    "Hmm, hmm... Yep! Got nothing to add to that."


    "Well, hooray."


    What on earth was going on with the conversation here? Was this what Hino put up with every single day? It all felt completely unproductive to me.


    Then again, thinking about it some more, what exactly counted as a productive conversation?


    Most of the ones I had with Adachi weren't that meaningful either.


    "If I come up with something later, I'll let you know."


    "You do that."


    This time, I was the one who ended up mimicking the girl from before. As for Nagafuji, well, she simply turned around and ran off.


    "Ah, I almost forgot. Hey, Shimamama!"


    She made it quite a distance away before turning around for a second time and calling out my name—or rather, something that sort of resembled it.


    "Yes?"


    "Yay!"


    This cheerful exclamation was followed by her raising her middle finger at me. What? I was really confused at first, but after a few moments of thinking about it, I decided to respond to her with a similar gesture.


    This appeared to be enough to satisfy Nagafuji. She nodded her head a few times before running off for good this time.


    "What was that about?"


    Was she really just that much of an airhead? Or was there something more to it?


    I couldn't help but feel like I would have absolutely hated her had I met her in middle school.


    I used to really dislike people like her, the kind that always joked around.


    Not anymore though. No, now it only made me laugh. I'd fully embraced what sort of person I'd become.


    Anyway, let's move on from that topic.


    "I'm so tired now."


    Interacting with people sure was taxing. Plus, I'd dealt with not just one, but two.


    Sadly, despite those feelings, I'd not actually lost any weight.


    



    I hung my head, and my mind hung too.


    Like I was buried under a layer of snow, the cold of winter surrounded me.


    That was the situation here. Or to put it less poetically, I felt very cold and very tired.


    The movements of my body had grown increasingly sluggish, so much so that in a lot of ways, it felt like I'd become a poikilothermic animal of some kind.


    How many times had I grumbled the words "so cold" while changing out of my uniform after coming home? Probably at least a dozen or so. To make matters worse, the indoor heating was barely even trying. I mean, sure, neither was I, but I did wish that the house would at least have the decency to act better than its master. Speaking of, though my sister's backpack had been left on top of her desk, its owner was nowhere to be seen. She was so much better at dealing with the cold than I was. Just the other day, she'd repaired the aquarium she owned without once complaining about how cold the water was. I might not be one to talk, but even I can say, that sure was something.


    "How diligent."


    Then again, I guess there wasn't any point to praising her when she wasn't around to hear it. Anyhow, I spent the next few moments the way I was, the entire length of my body shivering.


    Coincidentally, my phone began shivering too. Or vibrating, rather. I figured it was probably Adachi calling me, and to no one's surprise, that's exactly who it turned out to be.


    "Yes?"


    "I was just thinking, wanna do something on Christmas?"


    Despite her attempts at hiding her true intentions, it was still very much clear what she wanted to say. Christmas, huh? It was getting pretty close to that, wasn't it?


    "Sure, why not."


    No sooner had those words left my mouth than the memories of our previous Christmas rushed to fill my mind. What I remembered in particular was the colour blue.


    "I wonder, how will you dress up this time?"


    It'd been a while since I'd last seen her wearing a China dress, and I couldn't deny that there was a part of me that wouldn't at all have minded seeing it again.


    "How would you like me to?"


    Knowing Adachi, I could probably get her to wear anything I wanted if I just asked.


    "......"


    Okay, not like that. I decided not to even suggest the horrible thought that had passed through my mind on the off-chance that she'd take it seriously.


    "Just normal will be fine, I think."


    Having said that, I put the phone down.


    "Now then."


    I knew I should go crank up the heating. At the same time, I also wanted to crawl under the blankets and spend a few moments warming up. It was clear what would happen were I to do that, obviously, but even so, I simply couldn't resist the temptation.


    "Zzz..."


    Sure enough, my mind ended up fading away before my body had a chance to fully warm up.


    



    When I next opened my eyes, it felt as if only a second had passed by. My first instinct was to check the clock to see what time it was, but before I could get to that, what caught my attention was the person resting on top of my stomach. Who just did that, used another's person stomach as a pillow? Doubly so while lying face down.


    Did this lion not have trouble sleeping like that?


    "Zzz... Zzz..."


    What a simplistic snore. Almost too simplistic... Was she actually awake?


    "Hey, you. Weird creature."


    "Are you talking to me?"


    Immediately as I spoke to her, Yashiro raised her head. I couldn't help but admire her awareness.


    "Out of all our family members, you're definitely the most mysterious."


    Now, while Yashiro technically wasn't a member of our family, I did count her as one. Mostly due to how much time she spent at our house. That reminds me, the other day while Mom had been out buying snacks, she'd bought some for her as well. It seemed that she'd really taken to this strange little creature for whatever reason. I guess she thought of her as a dog or something, one that talked and laughed and loitered around. And also ate more than a normal one. And shone.


    "I wanted to give her a ride home, but when I asked her where she lives, she answered 'in space'. That's pretty far away."


    "Huh? And that's your problem with that?"


    "Is there some other problem I should be having?"


    "Yes!"


    "Hmm. Well, she's not a bad person, that's for sure. You can tell as much just looking at her face."


    "Looks can be deceiving. Well, I guess not in her case, but still..."


    "You wanna see the face of an evil person? Just look in the mirror!"


    "I do get told I resemble my mother a lot."


    That was Mom's reaction. As for Dad, he once said something to the effect of "she sure is here often" as the two passed by each other and exchanged greetings, after which he never commented on her ever again. Our family was kinda like that, very relaxed.


    "I'm the only one with a solid grip."


    "Hahahaha."


    What was that laugh supposed to mean?


    "Anyway. Now, why are you sleeping on me?"


    Not that it was particularly rare that this happened. I'd look down, and there she'd be sleeping. She was kinda like a cat in that way.


    First a dog, then a cat, then a lion. She sure had a lot on her plate.


    "I thought you looked warm."


    "Warm, huh? Hmm... Hey!"


    What did she think she was doing, calling a person's stomach "warm"? I pinched her cheeks and pulled on them to punish her for the cheeky remark, but even with her squishy skin spread further than should have been possible, a cheerful smile remained on her face. Also, as usual, her body felt oddly cool to the touch.


    She'd been sleeping with her face pressed against my stomach, yet none of my warmth had been transferred to her. How truly mysterious.


    Then again, I guess it kinda made sense; it wasn't like my stomach had some sort of a heating element to it. Probably not, at least.


    "I wanted to play with Shou, but it seems that she's too busy at the moment", the girl went ahead and explained, her cheeks still being stretched to their limits by my hands. She was too busy to deal with Yashiro? That seemed a little odd. Or not, I suppose.


    Also—and I know this observation came awfully late—why exactly did she call her "Shou"? That wasn't even close to her real name.


    Mere moments after I'd let her go, Yashiro's face had already returned to normal. Following this, she then pulled down her lion hood, exposing her blue hair. I spent the next few moments staring at her. There was something very enthralling about the unusual colour of her hair, as well as the faint light it emitted. It wasn't often you came across people with this sort of hair. Or rather, you never did. At least I hadn't.


    "Why don't we sleep for a bit longer?"


    "I think it'd be warmer for you if you got under the blanket", I quickly replied, stopping the girl in her tracks before she could lie on top of my stomach for a second time.


    "Ah, you're right."


    With those words, she rolled off me. She then crammed herself inside the futon, and before I knew it, I found the two of us lying next to one another.


    "It's very warm indeed."


    "Thanks to me, yes. You better be grateful."


    I took a peek at the wall, only to see that the heater's switch was still in the "off" position. Why was that? Thinking about it some more, I realised I'd forgotten to turn the device on earlier.


    Moreover, I couldn't go do it right now. I was stuck under the blankets.


    Yashiro was so fluffy, and staring at her idly, I could feel the inside of my head dissolving into fluff as well.


    Would Adachi get mad if she saw me like this? That was what I found myself thinking of as my mind continued melting away.


    She honestly might. It wasn't difficult to imagine that she would. And yet, and the same time, I didn't want to leave. Between attempting to unravel the complex mess that was this topic and losing myself to the innocent grin on Yashiro's face, I happily chose the latter. It was a bit similar to how Nagafuji approached the world, I suppose, but also a lot different.


    "Well, whatever."


    "Wahaha."


    I ran my hands against Yashiro's hair, stroking it. With each stroke, small particles of light would scatter off. What were those really? Some sort of fungi? Or perhaps spores? Did breathing them in infest one's mind, making them not question her presence? I wasn't sure why, but that was something I randomly thought of. I was probably wrong though.


    "I can hardly wait for dinner."


    "You sure do love eating, huh?"


    "As much as you love sleeping, Shimamura."


    "Right."


    Both of those were interests very true to our instincts.


    "You ought to spend more time having fun while you're still young", Yashiro stated all of a sudden. She spoke in a very strict tone of voice, which clashed hard against the smile still on her face. "I heard that while watching tele-vision."


    "Yeah, I figured."


    It wasn't that uncommon to find both her and Mom lying in front of the TV together.


    "Are you no longer young, Shimamura?"


    "Hmm. Probably not compared to you."


    "Hehehe. My, you must be blind."


    "Err, no. I don't think so."


    For some reason, I didn't exactly feel like I was being praised here.


    Not that youth was everything that mattered. Far from it.


    Really, what did it even mean to be young?


    "What kind of an earthling was young Shimamura?"


    "Me but younger, I guess."


    I was personally of the opinion that I was still quite young. Also, "earthling"? I decided I'd be better off not thinking about that too hard.


    There was something about the warmth of the futon that caused my memories to grow blurry, making it easy for the past and the present to intertwine.


    As for those memories themselves, they were neither so soft nor so warm.


    "Back in middle school..."


    A lot of stuff had happened. It was honestly difficult to remember it all.


    If nothing else, I definitely felt like I'd spent a lot more time running compared to now. Yes, that's right. That was exactly it.


    



    To this day, I can still recall the feeling of disgust I felt as I walked into the sports hall on my first day in middle school and saw the other students gathered there, all wearing uniforms. It was as if I'd walked face-first into a wall—a wall formed of the thick air I was met with. A part of me wanted to turn back. And yet, I pushed through; unable to put a name to the feeling I was experiencing, I let the flow carry me and became a part of it. So began the long, boring opening ceremony, and with it, my long, boring school days.


    It'd been April back then, yet for some reason, the air inside the sports hall had felt awfully cool. Moreover, we'd each been given a specific spot where we were supposed to stand, and as was the case with mine, I couldn't exactly rely on the sun for warmth either. What I did notice, however, was a piece of tape marking a part of a basketball court just beneath my feet. I decided to step on it. Doing so, I could feel my foot being pushed back.


    I spent the next few moments staring at the teacher giving a speech on the podium.


    It didn't take long till I began feeling like I'd had enough.


    Making up some excuse about how I needed to use the restroom, I left the others behind. Why had I done that? I wasn't really sure myself. Some distant part of my mind had told me to act, and that was all the motivation I'd needed. I continued making my way through the crowd of students. It was tough, yet I didn't stop.


    All by myself, I headed towards the hall's exit.


    That's right: I was alone.


    Tarumi, the person I'd played with so much in grade school, was no longer by my side. I'd come to the conclusion that the two of us were probably never going to see one another ever again. Regardless of how close we'd once been, that was all in the past now. It had no connection to the present. It was meaningless.


    Friendships, by their nature, were not guaranteed to last.


    They required a reason—an excuse—to exist.


    Friendly feelings might have been a part of it, but only a part.


    With each step I took having exited the sports hall, I could feel myself growing increasingly anxious.


    "Maybe this wasn't a good idea."


    It was my first day in a new school, and already I was breaking the rules. Like wind brushing against a peeled scab, waves of uneasiness blew over me. I decided to stop what I was doing and turned back.


    Were I to return now, the anxiety eating me up inside would surely go away. And yet. And yet...


    There were no words to explain the disgust I felt staring at the backs of the students gathered at the sports hall. The sheer boredom, I hated it. I wanted no part in it. And the cold. It was so cold there. I hated feeling cold.


    Standing there, I found myself unable to take the decisive step forward.


    My gaze slowly shifted up towards the sky.


    Through the leaves of the sakura trees already done blooming, I could feel warm rays of light shining down upon me.


    There at last, with the weight of the light softly pressing down on my shoulders, my mind reached peace.


    Like abandoning a part of myself, I'd begun my struggle to leave it all behind.


    I'd become Shima Hougetsu.


    



    "Hmm? Ah, Shimamura", the girl spoke while poking her head through the door of the sports hall. I chose not to reply and instead continued wiping myself clean of sweat, only for her to remove her shoes and take a step inside. On the other side of the door she'd left half-open, I could see members of the other sports clubs walking back and forth. The light tinge of red that painted the track let me know what time it was currently.


    I was pretty sure her name was... Ike? Hata? Ikehata? No, no. That didn't sound right. Mizu... Gawa... Well, who cared.


    She was a second year student, and I'd just met her. It wasn't that unreasonable for me to not remember her name.


    "What are you up to?"


    "Can't you tell just by looking?"


    "Hmm. I'd say you're training in secret."


    Close, but not quite; I was hardly doing this in secret. I thought about correcting her, but deciding that to be too bothersome, I ended up simply giving the ball I was holding a toss.


    The ball hit the rim of the hoop and bounced off. Quickly, I ran after it.


    "Do you do this every day?"


    "Only when I feel like it."


    It didn't seem like the girl was about to leave. Far from it; by the time I turned back around, she'd already sat down near the side of the court. 


    "You're not leaving?"


    That was a polite way of telling her to screw off.


    "I'll watch you for a bit first", she stated back.


    "Hmm. I guess that's fine..."


    It wasn't like it changed anything. I'd be tossing the ball and running after it all the same.


    "This kinda reminds me of a dog playing with a frisbee by itself."


    "It works when you're as skilled as I am."


    This attempt at comeback was met by the ball once again hitting the hoop and bouncing off. Weird. Usually, I landed a way higher percentage of my throws. Was it because I had an audience today? Possibly. Probably. And so, I'd made it someone else's fault. It was when the ball bounced off the hoop for a second time that the girl once again opened her mouth.


    "I wonder, why is it that you're here training by yourself after school when you never take the regular practise all that seriously?"


    I leaned forward to pick the ball up, only for the sweat dripping down my face to enter my eyes.


    "Even if I did try, the practice wouldn't get me anywhere."


    Having done this for over a year now, I was more than aware of my own limits.


    "Hmm. Anyway, you're practising shooting, huh? Any particular reason?"


    "Yeah. I got tired of just bouncing the ball around."


    Things stopped being fun once you got good at them. It was for that reason I'd decided to do something else and devote myself to throwing shots.


    Somehow, I got the feeling I wasn't going to grow tired of it anytime soon.


    I watched as the ball drew a beautiful arc through the air, only for it to once again hit the side of the hoop and bounce off.


    "You're not really all that popular, you know?"


    The girl seemed to find it quite enjoyable watching me fail over and over again.


    "Yep. Lots of people hate me."


    "I didn't say that."


    Yes, but that's what you meant. I was the one smiling this time.


    "Since everyone dislikes me, I don't think I'm going to be attending the game either."


    "Hmm. Maybe it's better that way, what with you never passing the ball."


    Ahahah, the girl laughed. She really hadn't held back with that comment, and all I could offer as a response was a short "yeah".


    "Why is that, by the way? Why do you never pass the ball to anyone?"


    "Simple. I find it way more fun keeping it to myself."


    "Kinda selfish, don't you think?"


    I did. I knew I was being selfish. If anyone disliked me for that, I didn't blame them. I fully accepted the consequences of my choices.


    "These kinds of things really aren't for me."


    "Hmm?"


    "Team games, I mean."


    It had become evident that not only was I bad at doing favours for people, the same was also true for receiving them.


    Focusing too much on that side of things was the reason why I'd begun finding others a nuisance. That said, I'd lately found myself wondering, had doing that actually helped? Or had it only made things more complicated and more bothersome? If the club was the issue, then maybe I should just quit. I could always practice shooting on my own time like I was doing currently. I threw the ball like I had done so many times till now, only for it to once again smack against the hoop.


    "Your aim is pretty good. Assuming you're trying to hit the hoop, that is."


    Are you? she added, to which I replied with a short "no" while picking the ball up for what felt like the hundredth time.


    "Are my legs not strong enough or what?"


    "I think that if you jump a bit higher before you throw, that should help."


    What an oddly casual remark. Had she not heard what I just said? Still, I had to wonder, if I were actually able to jump that high, would it let me free myself from all the weight—all the baggage—that bound me to the present?


    One more try. One more try, and if I didn't get it in, I'd quit for the day. Wouldn't you know it, I ended up not even getting close.


    Taking a deep breath and wiping my nose clean of sweat, I decided I'd had enough.


    Next, I shifted my attention towards the girl still sitting there.


    "Hey, umm..."


    "Yes?"


    "I can see inside your skirt."


    "Ah!"


    Clearly flustered, she instantly rushed to straighten up her posture and pull down the hem of her skirt.


    "Why didn't you say so right away? Are you a perv or something?"


    "Shut up."


    "If I asked you what colour they were, would you be able to answer?"


    "Hmm..."


    I wasn't quite sure what I was meant to say to that. As such, I decided not to say anything, choosing instead to start tidying up the place. As for the girl, she remained completely motionless. Even after I shot a few glances her way, she refused to get up and help me. No respect for her seniors, huh? Somehow, I felt like I had a habit of making myself acquainted with people like her. Still, considering that she was still here, it did seem like she planned on waiting till I was done at least.


    "Others might hate you, Shimamura, but I don't."


    "Really? Well, thanks."


    We'd left school behind and were now walking home. It was there that the girl spoke those words to me. They sounded cold, almost like she'd said them just for the sake of being polite. I continued walking for a bit before turning around to face her.


    "Why is that? What part of me don't you hate?"


    "Huh? Oh, err... I guess I just find it pleasant talking with you."


    Really? Judging by the tone of her voice as she said that, I honestly might have guessed the opposite.


    "You come across so, how to put it, unfriendly when we talk."


    "And that's pleasant?"


    Again, to me, that felt like it should've evoked the opposite feeling.


    I could hear the girl mumble something to herself as she turned her head away.


    "I guess I just wasn't expecting anything more from all this. Really, it's better that way. A lot simpler. If we aren't friends, then I can just say anything I want. None of it matters. Having a person like that in your life is quite valuable, I think."


    "Hmm. Valuable..."


    I guess that made sense; the classroom was small, yet you still needed people to interact with.


    Moreover, there was always the possibility that were you to anger one of your friends, the rest would follow suit, and you'd quickly find yourself all alone.


    Looking at it from that point of view, it made perfect sense why she'd chosen me; I had no connections to speak of.


    If she ever got on my bad side, well, then who cared? She'd only lose me.


    Just me. Only me.


    "There's nothing better than being able to talk without having to use your head, don't you think?"


    "......"


    What did I think? Looking back to our earlier interactions of which I barely had any memories left, I suppose yes, I had enjoyed myself quite a bit.


    I'd enjoyed it, meaning that I should continue going down the same path. That seemed logical enough. And yet, for some reason, doubt still remained in my mind.


    "Well, later then."


    "Right. See you tomorrow."


    Apparently, the girl lived relatively close to my house. It was for that reason we'd often depart from school together like we had done today and walk all the way over to the residential area side by side. There, we'd exchange thoughtless greetings before parting ways. Once again, like so many times till now, that ended up being exactly how it played out. However, today, something was different; with just a few steps worth of distance between us, the glimmer of the sun in the corner of my eye managed to bring a certain thought from the back of my mind to the forefront.


    "Hey."


    "Yes? What it is?"


    I pointed my finger at the sun, prompting the girl to shift her gaze upwards.


    "Hmm, yes. It's quite pretty."


    While true, that wasn't what I was trying to say. No, it was the light itself that mattered.


    Its colour.


    "The colour", I emphasized while waggling my finger.


    "Hmm?"


    Sounding a bit confused, the girl once again turned her head to face the sun. She stared at it for a few moments, when all of a sudden, a faint gasp escaped her mouth. One look at the faint tone of red which appeared on her face instantly made it clear that she'd just now understood the true meaning behind my words.


    As if to clear any suspicion, she hastily lowered her gaze and took a quick peek at her dress.


    "That's a pretty sentimental way of saying pervy stuff!" she yelled at me. Or screamed, rather. You could really hear her voice tremble.


    "Err, but, you're the one who..."


    I had no time to finish that sentence; with a cheerful smile on her face, the girl turned around and ran off. What did she find so funny in all this? I had no clue. Did that matter? No, not really.


    "Hmm. Whatever."


    The chances were that we wouldn't ever see each other again after graduating.


    I meant nothing to her. What I thought, it mattered not.


    It was precisely due to a combination of those two factors that she was able to so easily relax around me.


    



    Our relationship stayed mostly the same from then on. We'd talk, yes, interact, but even when we did, there was always a clear sense of distance between us.


    At no point did I even bother to remember what her name was.


    Nothing spectacular happened on our way to the day of graduation, at which point we parted ways for good.


    Looking back to it now, it was clear that experience had played a big part in making me the person I was upon starting high school.


    



    "...And that's kinda what happened with her."


    "I see, I see."


    A sigh left my mouth as I finished this long-winded tale of the past. I was honestly a little surprised how well I remembered it all.


    Then again, I supposed that made sense; it'd only been two years since my middle school days.


    The only reason why I felt like it'd been longer than that was because the year I'd spent with Adachi had been far richer than most.


    In both good and bad, she'd begun overwriting my other memories.


    Would there one day come a time when memories with Adachi would be all I had left? Perhaps. I could see that happening.


    "Hmm, hmm."


    "Were you even paying attention?"


    "Yes, yes. Of course. I heard it all."


    Though Yashiro sounded very confident in herself, her closed eyes told a different story.


    "I think it was better for both of us that I didn't meet you while in middle school."


    No way would the me back then have as much as acknowledged this tiny ball of warmth.


    It was only in the present that I was able to lie side by side with her.


    Was it fate that had brought us together? Or was it simply luck? Of course, I was fully aware what her answer to that question was.


    "It must be destiny."


    "Right."


    I had no reason to argue with that. Instead, I chose to once again close my eyes and let my conscious mind fade away.


    Like falling through a vast void of nothingness with no wind to slow me down, I could feel myself shiftily approaching the land of sweet dreams.


    I loved this sensation, this moment of tranquillity. If I had to guess, I'd say that my love for sleeping likely meant I got to experience it a lot more compared to other people.


    What a fortunate thing, truly.


    I could hear my sister open the door, but even that sounded so distant.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    



    Shimamura and Adachi


    



    I'd just been about to step through the doorway when a name I'd been hearing increasingly often as of late reached my ears. Quickly, I turned around to look behind me.


    A middle-aged woman with black hair stood there. She was currently heading towards the pool. More importantly, she'd just been called "Adachi" by a person who'd walked past her. Adachi, huh? There sure were a lot of Adachis in this world. That was what I thought at first. However, taking another look at the woman—at her face, to be precise—it hit me. The resemblance was too great to be a coincidence. I turned around fully and began approaching her.


    With my eyes fixed on the back of her swimsuit, I took steps towards the woman, following after her into the direction of the pool. Apparently, she'd yet to notice me. Should I keep tailing her? Sure, why not. That seemed like fun. Her unawareness of my presence survived her opening the pool door, only coming to an end as we reached the showers. It was there that she at last noticed me.


    She turned around and glared at me fiercely.


    Well, enough of that. I straightened out my back, still hunched after the earlier sneaking. Doing so, I had one last good look at her.


    "Hmm..."


    As if in response to my stare, the wrinkles on her face grew deeper.


    "What? Also, who are you?"


    "You're Adachi, yes?"


    "Well, that is my name."


    "Right, right. You look a lot like your daughter. She's in high school."


    That was the conclusion I'd reached. I felt like saying it out loud, and so I did. Thinking about it some more, looks weren't the only aspect in which the two resembled one another. No, the aura they had about them was quite similar as well. A second passed, after which the intense expression on the woman's face began to soften just slightly.


    "I assume you're too old to be friends with her. So?"


    "I know her, yes."


    At least sort of.


    "Hmm. In that case, is it fair to assume you have a child of your own?"


    "I do. Two girls."


    One cheeky, and one slightly less so.


    Then again, give it a few years, and she'd be right up there with the first one.


    Trust me when I say this: Hougetsu had been quite the rebel in middle school.


    "Hmm?"


    This time, it was the other woman staring at me. She brought her face so close to mine. Almost too close. Was she perhaps short-sighted?


    There was something about the way she frowned that really reminded me a lot of her daughter—that being the younger Adachi.


    Keeping in tone with the impression of a very obedient child the girl gave, it was rare to see her facial expression change in any meaningful way. Personally, I didn't think there would've been anything wrong with that, her being slightly more expressive.


    "Hmm?"


    "I remember coming across a certain person one time while I was here. She looked an awful lot like you."


    "Oh, yeah. That was probably my daughter."


    I'd once brought her to the gym with me. Had she seen her then? That seemed possible.


    If I remembered right, she'd still had blonde hair back then. I'd always thought that didn't fit her at all. Not in the slightest.


    "Hmm... Now it makes sense."


    Having taken a step backwards, the woman began scratching her face. What made sense? What was she talking about?


    These questions apparently ended up coming through in the way I stared at her, and while letting out a sigh, she began explaining.


    "I was just thinking about how Sakura has found herself a friend."


    Sakura? Sakura who? A second later, it dawned on me; that must have been the given name of little Adachi—Hougetsu's friend. Did I know that already? Or was this my first time hearing of it? I had no clue. I was honestly terrible with names. Well, not that it mattered; things had a way of always working out in the end.


    "So then, did you want something?"


    "Nope. I only followed you because I thought you looked like her."


    That was all there was to it. That was my entire motive for doing what I'd done. And yet, even after hearing it, the woman remained silent.


    I ended up having to wave my palm in front of me to signal that I was done. As I did so, a stern frown formed on her face.


    "Huh? Were you not satisfied with that?"


    "Not in the slightest. You seem like a real nuisance."


    "My, how rude."


    I did get that often. My daughters especially seemed to find me quite annoying most of the time. My husband also.


    I'd asked them all why on multiple occasions. Guess what their answers boiled down to? Apparently, I was too "easy-going".


    Seriously, what was wrong with those people? How could they be so mean?


    "How long are you planning on standing there for, by the way?"


    "Hmm?"


    "I came here to shower."


    Those words were followed by her shooing me off with the shower head she had in hand.


    "Why don't we shower together? It'll take just a moment."


    "What? Are you an even bigger moron than what you look like?"


    And so, I got kicked out. What a bummer. I could've done it so fast.


    I was left with no choice but to use the shower next to her.


    "......"


    On a whim, I decided to point the nozzle upwards and shoot some water over the partition standing between us.


    Splash, splash.


    No reaction came, and so, I kept doing it.


    "Stop or I'll kill you."


    "Whoa!"


    Not quite what I'd been expecting. She didn't sound like she was messing around either. As for me, I felt like I was still a bit too young to die. I quickly turned the shower off.


    As I exited the shower area, I was followed by a woman dripping with far more water than I was. I couldn't help but stare at her.


    The long strands of wet hair sticking to her face really did make it look like she might curse me if I wasn't careful.


    "Seriously, what's up with you?"


    "One out of three people would describe my personality as 'humorous'."


    "So, this is supposed to be funny? Why aren't you laughing then?"


    The woman was spot on there; I hardly ever laughed. That was something Hougetsu and I very much had in common.


    "Speaking of, Sakura spends a lot of time at your house, doesn't she?"


    "Hmm? Yeah, she does. I see her quite often."


    I had to imagine there weren't all that many high schoolers out there who still visited their friends as regularly as she did.


    Tarumi was another person who used to come by often. These days though, I never saw her.


    Friends were so much fun, and yet, you couldn't spend your whole life with them. It was the very way the world worked that stopped you from doing so. How mysterious was that? Myself, I found it quite intriguing.


    "Right."


    With that, the woman once again fell silent. It almost sounded like she'd been about to say something more.


    "Hmm? Got something on your mind? Spit it out."


    "Shut up", she mumbled in response to me giving her a smack on the arm. "That girl... I don't really get her. What goes on in her mind, in her heart, it's all a mystery to me."


    "Umm... Can't you just ask her directly?"


    She'd hardly asked for my opinion, yet I ended up giving it to her anyway. I couldn't think of a better way to sum up my character.


    I suppose it also explained why certain people found me so annoying.


    As for the woman, she proceeded to stare at me with her eyes wide. Was what I'd said really that shocking to her?


    "Is something wrong?"


    "No, no. It's nothing..." she mumbled before turning around as if about to walk the other way. "I'm heading to the sauna."


    "Sure thing. Bye then."


    No way could anyone convince me to spend a minute somewhere that hot and unpleasant.


    Me waving my hand at her was met by yet another confused stare. And yet, behind it, the woman did also smile a little.


    Then.


    "Atsuka. My name's Atsuka."


    "Yoshika Shimamura. The pleasure is mine."


    With that exchange of names, we at last parted ways. Would I still remember hers when it came time for us to meet again? Honestly, probably not.


    Well, not that it mattered. I could always just call her Adachi.


    "What a strange thing. It's almost as if we were fated to meet."


    All these years of visiting the gym later, there was still so much I didn't know.


    I decided I'd have a short conversation with Hougetsu once I got back home.


    


  




  



  

    


    



    



    



    "You're not necessary."


    My initial reaction to this statement was one of confusion. I'd been in my first year of middle school back then.


    "For the continuation of the Hino family, that is."


    "Yes, yes. I'm aware."


    Even at that point, I was already old enough to wrap my head around the structure of our family, its hierarchy, and my own role in all of it.


    "It's because I have so many older brothers who can fill that role, right?"


    Four to be specific. You almost needed both of your hands just to count them.


    "Correct", Father nodded, sitting opposite me. Very rarely did the man speak more than a few words at a time. That said, he was quite expressive, and in some ways, I couldn't help but feel like silence perhaps wasn't the best fit for him after all. Regardless, it didn't seem like he had anything else to say to me for now.


    I obviously had nothing to say to him either, and so, we ended up staring at one another with both of our mouths shut.


    What was the point of this conversation? What was he trying to tell me? I found the whole situation to be so utterly random, and that wasn't least because I'd been pulled here while on my way to take a bath.


    "Yes."


    The man nodded his head once more before getting up and walking away. Really? That was all? While I didn't say that out loud, obviously, it was what I thought to myself as I watched him leave the room.


    "I don't get that man. I truly don't."


    One look at his face made it clear that there was always an incredible amount of stuff going on in his mind. Similarly, you could also tell that he put no effort into expressing said thoughts to anyone around him.


    Not that it bothered me, mind you. Not one bit. If anything, I was glad that he'd left as quickly as he had.


    A few moments passed, after which I found myself lying down on my side against the floor of the giant, now-empty room.


    The tatamis had a very unique smell to them. I closed my eyes and spent some time enjoying it.


    It was only after my stomach had begun moving up and down matching my breathing and I could no longer ignore it that the following mumble left my mouth:


    "What am I supposed to say to that?"


    



    "And there you go. In other words, I'm not needed. I could disappear, and no one at my home would care", I explained to Nagafuji sitting on the opposite side of the kotatsu. She was quick to react, and judging by her tone, she didn't seem to approve.


    "But I like your home, Akira."


    "What part of it?"


    "How big it is."


    She followed up this explanation by spreading her arms wide open. Wide open as in above her head. Did she not know that our home only had a single floor?


    "I think you got that wrong."


    "Hmm?"


    Nagafuji didn't seem to understand what I meant. Did she ever? No, not really.


    It was more often than not the case that I ended up dropping by Nagafuji's place after school instead of returning straight home. Their family ran a meat store, and I had to say, there was something about the atmosphere there that I found extremely pleasant. I suppose tiny rooms, so tiny that a single kotatsu already took half of the available space, just fit who I was a person. Our home had no such rooms. Not a single one. Seriously, why did even the bathrooms have to be so huge? Ridiculous.


    Having seemingly started feeling cold, Nagafuji went ahead and lowered her arms before stuffing them deep inside the kotatsu. The expression she had on her face was one that would be best described as absent-minded, and while yes, that was pretty normal for her, today she appeared at least twenty percent more relaxed than normal. I could only assume the warmth played a big part in that. She also wasn't wearing glasses currently, bringing to my mind an image of her deep from our past.


    She'd only started wearing glasses in middle school. I picked them up off the kotatsu and tried putting them on for fun. As you might have expected, I couldn't see anything through them. The entire world appeared completely blurry. Were Nagafuji's eyes really this bad?


    "I don't remember. Did you do something to mess up your eyes?"


    "Yep. I studied too much."


    "Liar."


    That said, Nagafuji's grades were pretty good. Better than mine.


    "I don't think glasses look good on you, Akira."


    "Oh, really?"


    That was more than enough reason for me to take them off. As I did so, a short giggle left Nagafuji's mouth. It appeared that she was very much satisfied by the return of the glasses-less me. I placed the things on the kotatsu, prompting her to give their frame a tap. She'd used a bit too much force though, and as a result, they ended up almost falling off.


    Seriously, why had she done that? What was she trying to accomplish? I couldn't help but laugh a little myself.


    I could feel the very insides of my chest filling with pleasant warmth similar to what my feet beneath the kotatsu were experiencing.


    It was currently the winter of our first year in middle school. By this point, we'd both more or less gotten used to being thirteen years old. I called her Nagafuji, and she called me Akira. That was how it'd been since school had started. Before that, I too had called her Tae. I found myself somewhere I'd never been before surrounded by completely new people, and even the ones I'd once known had not remained unchanged.


    I suppose that was what it meant to grow up.


    "The old man's still working, I see", I stated in response to the sounds coming from the store side. Like mentioned before, Nagafuji's family ran a meat store, and while our house could be quite busy at times too, that business was of completely different nature than what you found here. The building also had a very distinct smell to it, one that I'd personally begun finding quite relaxing after getting accustomed to it. "Are you sure you don't need to go help?"


    "I got stamped with the seal of 'not helpful'."


    "Oh, wow. I can't blame them there."


    Really, was there any job Nagafuji could help with? No, not in particular. Dealing with customers? Big no.


    "Hmm..."


    I found myself staring at Nagafuji who in turn had her eyes glued on the TV. She looked listless, almost like she was about to fall asleep any second now. That had always been the most common expression on her face for as long as I could remember. Combine this with the often times far too casual remarks she had a tendency to spit out, and it suddenly became very clear why other people so often misunderstood her character in all sorts of different ways.


    Not that they were always wrong, mind you.


    It was there that Nagafuji's mom poked her head through the doorway.


    "Akira. Someone's here to pick you up."


    "Huh?" A sigh escaped my mouth as I lifted my head. I then turned towards Nagafuji before stating the following: "Oh, right. I was just about to get going."


    Sadly, this attempt at seeking support ended up backfiring.


    "What? You're leaving already? Really?" she stated quickly, sounding genuinely concerned. What a pain. "Only half serious."


    "I'd prefer it if you weren't serious at all."


    Nagafuji had a real problem with letting herself get carried away. To make matters worse, she never took any responsibility over her remarks.


    I happened to get a glance at the clock displayed on the TV screen while getting up, only to see that it was barely six. Another sigh escaped my mouth.


    Following my example, Nagafuji too pulled herself out from underneath the kotatsu. She'd really started overtaking me in terms of height around the second half of sixth grade, and these days, I was almost a full head shorter. Based on my height alone, you might have thought I was still in grade school, whereas by the same logic Nagafuji almost looked like a high schooler.


    "What's the matter?" she asked with her head tilted to the side. It seemed that she'd sensed something was off. I tried to gloss it over, I said that nothing was wrong, but I couldn't fool her; this time, it was Nagafuji who ended up staring at me. I could feel myself being pushed into a corner by the aura of intimidation the height disparity between us lent her. We continued staring at each other for a few moments, after which I noticed she'd yet to put her glasses back on. Did she not use glasses at home? I couldn't ever remember her taking them off during class.


    "What?"


    "Nothing. I'm just looking at you."


    Her eyes had a hold on me, and they weren't going to let go.


    I could feel my cheeks turning slightly red. Why? Well, mostly because that was probably all there was to it. In all likelihood, her words held no deeper meaning.


    Nagafuji saw me off all the way to the front of the building. There, off to the side, a car I'd seen plenty of times before sat parked. Waving goodbye to her dad, I began approaching the vehicle. As for Nagafuji, she followed after me idly.


    "..."


    "Waba dap."


    "Don't even think about getting in."


    Those words caused Nagafuji to freeze in place. It seemed that had been exactly what she'd had in mind.


    "Why not? Let's turn this into a sleepover."


    "Let's not."


    I gave her shoulder a push, but she didn't so much as budge. Back in the day, I'd been able to push her with ease, but now, I no longer could.


    "Take that!"


    On the other hand, Nagafuji had no trouble picking me up and lifting me in the air.


    "Hey, seriously. Let go!"


    "Hmm? Hino, have you lost some weight?" Nagafuji asked with her head tilted to the side. While it wouldn't have been all that strange if I had considering the kind of food I got served at home, the answer was still no. Probably. "Or have you maybe gotten smaller?"


    "I'm gonna kick your ass if you don't cut that out right now."


    You're the one who's gotten bigger, I cursed in the back of my mind.


    I couldn't help but feel like these sorts of exchanges were going to be the norm between us going forward.


    "See you tomorrow."


    "Yeah."


    Having gotten into the back seat of the car, I waved Nagafuji goodbye one last time before slamming the door shut. Through the window, I could see her walk off backwards, her eyes still pointed my way. Did she really think crossing the road like that was a good idea? She was practically asking to get run over. Sure enough, her dad got really angry at her as she reached the store. "Look where you're going", I could hear the old man yell.


    I couldn't help but let out a deep sigh staring at the two.


    Through all this, the person sitting on the driver's seat with an apron on had yet to say a single word.


    "You didn't need to come. I was just about to get going. Really", I spoke quickly.


    "Perhaps, but it has gotten quite dark", the woman responded. Her name was Enome. For as long as I could remember, she'd worked at our house as a maid.


    The lights of the car caused her hair to glow with a slightly reddish tinge.


    "Young Mistress, you—"


    "Stop it!"


    I quickly shoved my fingers into my ears. I wasn't sure when it had happened, but at some point, having her call me that had started making me feel seriously uncomfortable.


    "Don't call me that."


    "What should I call you then?" Enome asked, all the while getting the car started.


    "Doesn't matter."


    "Very well. I'll call you Mistress Akira then."


    "...Are you doing that on purpose."


    Through the mirror, I could see the woman smile. There was something about her expression that made her seem much younger than she was in reality.


    "Did Mom ask you to come?"


    "Of course", she responded without any sort of delay. "Mistress asked me to tell you that she'd prefer it greatly if you could call her when you're planning on staying late."


    "Late? But it's not even six yet."


    "Six o'clock counts as night during wintertime."


    I suppose there was some truth to the woman's words; through the windows of the car, all I could see around us was endless darkness. The road leading from Nagafuji's place to ours had barely any street lights, and as such, driving down it did in a lot of ways feel like plunging into the ocean of night. A part of me really felt like if I were to open the window and push my hand through, I'd be able to grasp said darkness for myself.


    "I'm not a kid anymore."


    "Oh, you very much are."


    Her quick retort once again forced me to reconsider my stance. The woman was much older than I was, so old that even doubling my age wouldn't be enough to put me anywhere close to her. Looking at it from that perspective, yes, I could certainly see why she thought of me as nothing but a little kid. I was at a clear disadvantage here, and the fact that in the past I'd often made her play with me did little to help.


    I decided to change the subject.


    "How did you know I was here? I didn't tell anyone where I was going."


    "Where else would you have gone?"


    "Nowhere, I guess..."


    I hated being so obvious. I didn't want people to always know what I was up to. In that case, next time, should I go somewhere else? That was a possibility, but then Nagafuji wouldn't be there. And if she wasn't, then what was the point? None. There wasn't any. It went to show just how much she meant to me for that to be the case.


    The first time we'd met had been the day kindergarten started. For whatever reason, we'd gotten along really well right off the bat, and before long, had found ourselves having become best friends. Since then, pretty much the only days we hadn't met on had been those during which our family was off travelling. It wasn't easy parting ways with a person after something like that.


    "In the end, I have no choice but to return home, huh?"


    If there was anything that made me still a kid, I suppose that was it. I didn't have a home of my own. No, I only had that of my parents'.


    "Hmm? You don't want to go home?"


    Red lights appeared from behind the corner, forcing the car to stop. Was she going to kick me out if I said no?


    If I then walked back to Nagafuji's place, they'd... they'd probably kick me out from there too eventually.


    The fact of the matter was, I wasn't going to find myself another place to stay quite so easily.


    "I was told I'm not needed there."


    This was enough to make Enome turn around to look at me. Was that really okay? The car might have been stopped, but she was still the one driving it.


    "Who said that?"


    "Father did."


    "Oh, really?"


    With that, she shiftily turned her head back around towards the road.


    "I know he didn't mean it like that, but still..."


    "Yes, yes."


    I could hear the woman laugh to herself. Really? That was all I got?


    You ought not poke at the heart of a girl in puberty so carelessly.


    "Well, it is true that Master could sometimes be clearer in the way he chooses to express himself."


    "You don't say."


    I didn't need him to go through every last detail. No, just explaining the basics of what he was saying would've been enough. Otherwise, talking to him was like taking a Japanese exam where you didn't even get to see what grade you got in the end. I was supposed to be free from that kind of stuff at home.


    Despite us being family, it was hardly the case that we could understand one another telepathically.


    Silence fell between us. This time, Enome ended up being the one to change the subject.


    "Dinner will be ready right away."


    "Oh, sorry. I decided I'd eat at Nagafuji's place."


    "Is that to say you're full?"


    She clearly knew what I'd meant, yet she asked anyway.


    "I don't like the way the food at home is seasoned."


    Specifically, it was the lack of seasoning that was the problem. If I had to describe the taste in a single word, I'd probably go with "bland".


    "My apologies. Mistress simply isn't a fan of heavy seasoning."


    "Yes, I'm aware."


    In the same way, my brothers were also used to it. That led me to wonder, what about Father? He never said anything while we were dining. No, he just ate and then left when he was done. Whether he thought it was great or terrible, he never told us.


    Anyway, putting that aside...


    "Hey, Enome. You've always gotta do as Mom tells you, right?"


    That was something I found myself thinking about from time to time.


    "Of course not."


    I'd been so sure of myself, only to find my words met with a stern denial.


    A few more silent moments passed by, I almost dozed off, but at last, the car pulled to a stop near our house. Getting out, I began making my way down the gravel-paved pathway.


    Our house was quite big compared to the norm. Yes, I understood how childish saying it like that sounded, but trust me, it was true. The place was like a secluded garden built on a plot that in itself was larger than the new hotel that had just opened near the station.


    How many copies of Nagafuji's house could the yard alone fit? Somehow, I got the feeling that were I to ask her that, she'd start calculating it for real.


    She'd get a measuring tape and... Wait, no, actually. Knowing her, she'd probably use a ruler, wouldn't she? Yeah, she would. I couldn't help but giggle a little thinking about it.


    My cheeks quivered, and so did the rest of my body too in response to the cold touch of the winter air.


    "Welcome back", Enome greeted me as I stepped inside. She'd sprinted past me seemingly just so she could say those words.


    "...I'm home."


    That was the only response the thirteen-year-old me could give her.


    



    What were the chances of things playing out this way assuming there wasn't someone out there who'd set it all up?


    That was something I found myself thinking about while eating lunch with Nagafuji at the school's cafeteria. For the seventh year in a row now, we'd once again wound up in the same class. Classes had been shuffled once every two years in grade school, and counting from there, that made what, four rotations in total which we'd survived through? Again, just what were the chances? Pretty low, I had to imagine. Whatever the case, it seemed that I had yet another year of attending class with Nagafuji to look forward to.


    "Hey, Hino", she called out to me, all the while waving her chopsticks in the air. "Don't doze off while eating, or else you might end up eating your sticks too."


    "You're the only one who that happens to."


    Excuse me? I could hear her retort. Then, approximately two seconds later, she resumed munching as if she'd completely forgotten the earlier exchange.


    In the classroom, I was always Hino, and she was always Nagafuji. There was something about the uniforms that forced us to act up.


    "Say, Nagafuji. Are you going to inherit the meat shop in the future?"


    "Hmm?"


    Having been just about to bite into her bread roll, Nagafuji paused for a second.


    "Hmm..."


    Her head drew back, and her eyes drifted slightly to the side. She seemed to be thinking about something.


    It only took me looking at her to figure out what that something was.


    A moment passed, after which Nagafuji's eyes returned to me.


    "I wonder."


    "...Oh, no. It's fine. I don't need a serious answer."


    I really hadn't meant anything with my question. It was simply something that had come to mind.


    "Okay."


    Just like that, Nagafuji opened her mouth wide and bit into the pastry she was holding. I too grabbed mine.


    Not wanting to choose between jam and margarine, I'd ended up spreading a whole bunch of both on my bread roll. The resulting flavour was quite rich to say the least. Some might even argue it was too much.


    Personally, however, I felt it to be just right.


    As we were clearing the table now being done eating, Nagafuji suddenly turned towards me and asked the following question:


    "If I do end up running the store, will you come by to buy stuff every day?"


    "Hmm... I might. For croquettes."


    "It's decided then. I'll tell Dad."


    Really? That was all it took? I couldn't help but laugh a little.


    The day came to an end soon enough. As usual, Nagafuji had already made her way to my desk while I was still busy tossing my stuff into my bag.


    "Time to go", she stated in an uncharacteristically cheerful tone of voice. It was common for her to do that, to mix up her tone. There was no real meaning to it as far as I could tell.


    "Oh, sorry. I cannot come today."


    "Yes, yes. You can't not."


    She reached for my arm and tried to drag me along.


    "Hey! I meant the opposite."


    Japanese was as hard as her head was thick. I quickly shook my arm free.


    "...I have something I've gotta do."


    Mom had made sure to remind of that after I'd come home yesterday. Me being busy really wasn't anything that special, and as a result, my words were met by no amount of shock. Nor sorrow for that matter. No, Nagafuji's expression remained completely unchanged, almost like the surface of a still lake.


    "Family business, right?"


    "Yeah. It's a pain."


    A deep sigh escaped my mouth. Not because I hated the idea of having to do something, mind you. No, the issue was the opposite; there was nothing for me to do.


    It was all so boring.


    "I guess I'll drop by my club for a change then."


    "...What club are you part of again?"


    "That's a secret."


    "Hmph. Well, okay then."


    I turned around and began walking away. Or at least, that was what I tried to do; like pinching my back flesh through my shirt, Nagafuji pulled me to a stop.


    "You've gotta be more careful."


    At times, she could be a real pain too.


    "Well then, Nagafuji. Mind teaching me how it's done?"


    I wasn't quite sure how to respond, and so, in the end, I decided to go with something pretty random.


    "Hmm. Next time."


    "I'm seriously going to punch you."


    Anyway, enough of that. I needed to head straight home that day, and that was exactly what I wound up doing after the short exchange.


    The sun had already begun setting by the time I reached the bamboo grove, painting the trees in a faint glow of orange. There was something about the sight that made it feel like I was walking down a forest far thicker than the grove actually was.


    The cold air and the smell of bamboo alike caused my body to shiver.


    A number of cars I couldn't recognize had been parked outside of our house. Next to them, I could see standing a slightly dirty motor scooter. Who rode that one? Whoever it was, I couldn't help but feel like they had little to do with me.


    Making my way past the vehicles, I continued heading towards the front door.


    Today, it was my brother who greeted me.


    "Oh, how surprising. You're not even late."


    While I did have four brothers in total, the only one of them who currently lived home was the youngest one. Goushirou was his name. He was quite a bit older than I was. Well, I say that, but you could still clearly see that we were siblings. Not like with my oldest brother where a stranger might honestly mistake me for his daughter.


    I knew little of what sort of a person he was; by the time I was born, he'd already left home.


    If I had to take a guess, I'd say that those feelings probably went both ways.


    Our family really was quite strange.


    Anyway, enough of that. Like he always did, my brother was once again wearing Japanese-style clothes.


    "Dress up and come to the side building."


    "Yes, yes."


    I crouched to take off my shoes, and by the time I lifted my head back up, the man had already run off somewhere. Was he busy, perhaps? That seemed to be the case. He really did mesh well with the general atmosphere of our home. That was to say, he was very measured and well-ordered as a person. While the two of us weren't on bad terms per se, we also weren't anywhere near close enough to engage in friendly chatter.


    The only thing we shared was the house we lived in. Nothing more.


    I returned to my room, tossed my bag on the floor, and let out a deep sigh.


    "Seriously. What a pain."


    I went as far as to throw the shoes I'd been carrying against the wall. There, a few seconds of standing in place later, my body once again began to shiver. I knew what I was supposed to do. I'd been told as much. And yet, here I was, walking in circles around my room. My head refused to function properly.


    I could feel my shoulders growing heavy.


    The sensation was a like a mix of impatience and displeasure. I couldn't stand it.


    And yet, I had no choice.


    Having dressed up, I soon found myself silently sitting in the corner of the side building.


    My clothes, my posture, the way I sat, it all made me look like an oversized doll.


    My parents seemed to get along quite well with the guests. Myself, I had no idea who they even were. Some grown-ups oozing with both elegance and wealth. Well, that last part was a complete guess, but as their clothes did look pretty expensive, I probably wasn't too far off. That was something I'd learned to recognize after all my years spent living here.


    What actually mattered was that they were guests very much important to the Hino family.


    It was during occasions like these that even my usually silent father ended up becoming quite talkative. While he didn't go as far as to crack jokes or anything of the sort, obviously, what he did do was actually listen to the people speaking to him. He even made sure to reply in a way that wasn't just a single word. As for me, my role was to smile politely and sometimes giggle slightly when my name was brought up in the middle of the conversation. That was all there was to it.


    I did wonder, though: If the family had no need for me, then for what reason did I still have to show up?


    My head had begun to tremble, and it felt like soon enough, the thing might simply roll off like a bowling ball.


    There was one guest who appeared just slightly uncomfortable. Whereas I sat in the corner, they were seated near the centre of the room. Their kimono was vermilion, and while it looked to be of an ordinary size, the person's child-like posture made it seem just slightly too long to them. Even then, they were still probably more of an adult than I was, weren't they? Probably, yeah. With their eyes squinted, the person's tiny head continued nodding up and down as if they were about to doze off.


    Upon closer inspection, I noticed that the person wasn't actually wearing a full kimono, but a yukata.


    Meanwhile, the conversation kept on going as if everything was normal. As to what they were talking about, I couldn't tell you. None of it was registering in my mind. I was paying less attention than I did during class, and that was saying something. If I had to choose between this and the buzzing noise of flies to listen to for the rest of my life, I'd happily go with the latter.


    ...


    A deep sigh nearly escaped my mouth. Thankfully, I managed to stop myself in time.


    The rest of the meeting went by in much the same manner. Nothing worth reciting here took place.


    As for the person dressed in vermilion, they'd more or less fallen asleep by the end of it.


    The very first thing I did after returning to my room was untie the dress I'd been wearing. Only then did I begin looking for a change of clothes. However, that proved to be far more effort than the current me could deal with, and soon enough, I found myself having collapsed on the floor.


    The air near the floor was considerably cooler than the rest of the room. Breathing it in, I could feel the exhaustion I'd been overrun with earlier start melting away. I ended up spending the next few moments like that, unable to get back up even if I had wanted to.


    The weirdest thought crossed my mind as I lay there.


    I wanted to go home.


    Now, given that I was home already, where was it that these feelings were pointing to?


    A few more moments passed by.


    "How picturesque."


    It was Enome who said that. Apparently, she'd come to see how I was doing.


    "Picture?"


    "Exactly. The crumpled kimono looks like something straight from a traditional painting."


    "Oh, wow."


    I couldn't help but feel a little impressed. Meanwhile, Enome stepped further inside and pulled open one of the drawers near the corner of the room. Staring at her lazily with my eyes turned upwards, I began speaking within even bothering to get up.


    "Say, Enome."


    The woman shifted her attention to me, all the while continuing to prepare me a change of clothes.


    "You're the same age as Mom, right?"


    "Correct."


    From what I'd heard, the two of them had gone to the same school, and immediately after them graduating, Enome had moved in to work as a maid for our family. Mom had been overjoyed at the prospect of being able to continue seeing her best friend, I'd been told.


    Even these days, it wasn't all that uncommon to catch them engaging in friendly chatter throughout the house. While the relationship between them was most certainly that of an employee and an employer, during those moments, they looked more like two good friends than anything.


    "Why did you decide to come work here?"


    "I figured I could abuse my friendship with your mother for an easy job", she stated with a sly grin on her face. "Just joking, of course. It was actually her who suggested it. She said she wanted me to stay by her side."


    "Really? Mom said that?"


    "I felt so happy."


    A smile once again appeared on her face. This one was much gentler than the one before, the sort you'd make while reminiscing about the past.


    I couldn't help but feel like I'd seen that exact same smile before. Where exactly, that I wasn't able to figure out.


    "What about the guests?"


    "They left."


    "Hmph", I responded in a way suggesting I couldn't care less, which didn't really make a whole lot of sense considering that I'd been the one to ask about it.


    It'd been mere moments since I'd seen those people, yet already, their faces appeared completely blurry in my mind.


    This just proved what I'd been feeling earlier.


    "I don't think I'm a good fit for this place."


    I decided to open my heart to Enome and tell her how I honestly felt.


    "This place, as in, the house?"


    "Yeah."


    I lifted my arms above me and extended them towards the ceiling. There, I proceeded to watch as the sleeves of my kimono slowly dripped down.


    "How to put it... I just can't ever relax. My shoulders always feel like they're in the wrong position. Something like that."


    I was sure that those feelings weren't going to disappear no matter how long I stayed here for.


    Wrapping my hands around the kimono to stop it from falling off completely, I slowly got up.


    "I have a request."


    "What is it?"


    The tone of the woman's voice as she replied sounded even kinder than usual. If I had to guess, I'd say she was probably doing that for my sake.


    "I want to run away for a day."


    A simple thing, yes, but something I very much wanted to do.


    It was only after the words had left my mouth that I found myself wondering, why her?


    I suppose that was just the sort of relationship between us. My family members were family, my friends were friends, but she was neither. Whereas the other two necessitated certain type of behaviour and action—and often times the lack thereof— to keep steady, she didn't. She just was.


    That was exactly why I found myself able to turn to her for help.


    "Did I hear that right? You wish to run away?"


    "Yeah..."


    There was something very embarrassing about having this childish proposal be exposed to an adult.


    A few moments passed, after which Enome lightly tapped her hands against her knees.


    "Very well then. Let us go."


    "Huh?"


    "First, we need to obtain permission from the people of the house."


    "What?!"


    That last one was less of a question and more of an expression of pure confusion. Paying no mind to me, Enome swiftly exited the room.


    Whereas I'd imagined myself quietly sneaking away in the middle of the night, it seemed that the woman had other plans.


    "Do you normally get permission first before running away?"


    No, you didn't. You definitely didn't. I guess that just went to prove that there was nothing normal about our home.


    Anyway...


    "I don't think I understand, but sure."


    That was what my brother said. Honestly, I'd been expecting something a lot different. 


    "There's nothing special planned, so if you want to leave, I don't see why you can't", he continued in a typically over-serious manner. 


    "Right..."


    "Just make sure you're home next Thursday. Every other day is fine."


    Was he really saying that I could run away whenever I wanted to as long as it didn't clash with the family's schedule? And that wasn't supposed to be a joke? I couldn't help but laugh a little. As for my brother, he proceeded to tilt his head to the side, seemingly confused as to what I found so funny.


    "Like I said, I'm not sure I understand what you mean."


    "You don't need to."


    "Hmph."


    No signs of hesitation could be seen in the way he nodded his head. Truly, he was our parents' child.


    "I took care of speaking with your mother."


    Done talking to my brother, I once again met with Enome. She'd told me she needed to do some preparations, and had spent this whole time running around the house doing just that. If I'm being honest, I was really glad Enome had volunteered to explain the situation to Mom; knowing the woman, she was going to act beyond worried no matter what I told her. The thought alone of having to sit through that was enough to make me uncomfortable.


    "All that's left now is..."


    "Exactly."


    The way Enome smiled made it clear that she wasn't going to bail me out this time.


    I suppose this was yet another example of the special relationship between the two.


    Preparing myself for what had to be done, I turned around and began walking.


    "I'm running away from home."


    Father had been in the process of clipping his nails on the veranda as I spoke those words to him. After weighing all of my options, I'd decided that the best way to approach him would be to get straight to the point without any fluff.


    "What!?"


    Even if you couldn't tell so by his lack of expression, the man was clearly shocked.


    How unusual.


    "I see."


    It only took him a second to return to his normal self, however. With that, he also fell silent.


    I wanted him to speak. I wanted him to say something about what I'd just told him. And yet, instead of expressing any of those feelings, I simply turned around and walked away.


    After all of that, evening eventually rolled around.


    I found myself taking the first actual steps towards running away. That was to say, I'd packed my stuff and tossed it on the back seat of the car. Now, did that still count as me running away from home? It certainly didn't feel that way. Regardless, as I stood there staring at the sun about to sink beneath the boundary we called the horizon, a familiar sound reached my ears—the sound of someone calling my name.


    "Yo, Hino!"


    "Huh?"


    That person turned out to be none other than Nagafuji, currently jogging towards me with a backpack tossed over her shoulder. Rather than looking like she'd simply come over to hang out, the impression I got from her was that she had something else in mind entirely. Namely, she seemed eager to join me as a fellow runaway. But, how? How did she know I was going somewhere? She couldn't have heard about it from me.


    "I didn't invite you."


    "No, you didn't."


    She sounded almost angry in the way she said that. But why?


    "Oh, but I was invited", she quickly corrected me, her expression having returned to the same one she always had on her face. That certainly did seem like the only explanation; she couldn't possibly have known about this beforehand had no one invited her, in which case she wouldn't be standing before me right now. Sure, Nagafuji did have a way of always just showing up, but doing so right as I was about to head out? No way. That would've been way too big of a coincidence. The only way any of this made sense was to assume that someone had called her here.


    As to who that someone was, let's just say that I had a pretty good hunch. I shifted my gaze to my side, only to find Enome smiling at me while wearing the same apron she always did.


    "Like I said, I was making preparations."


    "Huh?"


    "I figured her presence was the most important thing to include."


    Instinctively, I could feel myself taking a step backwards. It was as if her words had formed a mallet which had then slammed right against my heart. A desire to lash back, to rebuke what the woman had said filled my mind. I was just about to open my mouth, but right in that moment, I found myself wondering, was that actually the smart thing to do? Was it a step towards light, or one towards darkness? Unsure, I decided to play it safe and ended up saying nothing at all.


    As you could see, there was a lot going on in my mind at the best of times.


    Looking mighty satisfied with herself while at the same time totally ignorant to any of this, Nagafuji gave my head a light smack.


    It kinda pissed me off.


    But, who cared.


    "This doesn't at all feel like I'm running away from home anymore."


    "Does that matter? Personally, I think going on a trip would be much more fun", Enome responded showing little hesitation. I was about to say something again, but coming to the same exact conclusion as the last time, I ultimately ended up getting inside the car in total silence.


    And so, the thirteen-year-old me decided to borrow her family's strength and use it to spread her wings.


    The only question was, where was I heading?


    



    In no way had I been expecting this idea to result in a trip with Nagafuji when I'd first come up with it. When had been the last time we'd gone somewhere together? The school trip in grade school? Honestly, that might have been it.


    We'd gone to Kyoto that time. Of course, Kyoto was a bit too far away to reach with a car.


    "Where are we heading?" Enome asked me while starting up the car. That was a good question.


    What spread before me was still the same old town I was more than used to seeing.


    "Right..."


    I'd never expected to be running away from home the same day I brought the topic up with Enome, and as such, I had nothing even resembling a plan prepared. To that point, very little about this had gone the way I'd thought. I instinctively turned to Nagafuji for support. She'd just finished taking off her glasses.


    "Have any place in mind you'd like to go to?"


    "Hmm. Your home, I guess."


    "Dumbass."


    She really did like it at our place, didn't she? I suppose we'd both been born into wrong homes. That said, I also had no desire to see what sort of person she might have grown into living there. That was simply not the Nagafuji I knew.


    There was something about the idea of me not knowing things about her that made me feel slightly flustered.


    Then again, everything being the same all the time did lead to stagnation, so there was always that to consider.


    Again, a pretty complicated topic, huh?


    "Between the sea and the mountains, which do you want to go visit more? Pick one."


    Feeling unable to decide by myself, I ended up turning to Nagafuji for help. As for her, she showed no such hesitation.


    "Sea..."


    "Okay."


    "...food."


    Let's just ignore that last part.


    "She says she wants to go see the sea."


    "Roger that", Enome responded over her shoulder.


    I was aware of how little sense it made for Nagafuji to be the one deciding where I was going.


    Somehow, it just so happened that we were always heading into the same direction.


    "I know I should've asked sooner, but is it really okay for you to be here? Like, don't you have work to do back home?"


    "There are other maids besides me. Moreover, the Mistress said she'd be taking over my portion."


    "Wow."


    Wait... Huh?


    "Mom knows how to do housework?"


    "She does not."


    While Enome didn't turn her head this time, I could still hear her giggle to herself.


    There was something about her laugh that struck me as very genuine.


    "Keh keh keh."


    "This isn't a competition."


    Nagafuji's laugh on the other hand than came across more strange than anything. Approximately a second later, she'd already turned around to stare through the window as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened. I had a look outside myself, only to once again be met by familiar scenery. How far would I have to travel to make the "Hino" inside me fade away?


    "Actually, what way is the ocean?"


    I decided to ask Enome this to make sure she knew where she was driving. I suppose there were only two real options given where in the country we lived, those being north and south.


    "I didn't look it up. But, I do know of an inn. That's where I'm heading. I just hope they haven't closed shop yet..."


    "An inn?"


    "Yes, one near the ocean. I stayed there once years ago."


    "...And what if they have closed down?"


    "I'll think about that when the time comes."


    Once again, I could hear Enome laugh while simultaneously not moving a muscle.


    I guess that was fine. Given that I was supposed to be running away here, it would've been pretty strange for everything to be perfectly planned out.


    Leaving the matter at that, I snuggled up in my seat and got comfortable.


    I could feel my arms being grasped by feelings of drowsiness as the darkness of the night swallowed me whole.


    



    To cut to the chase, the inn turned out to still be there. An inn, at least.


    "No, no. This is all wrong."


    Apparently, the thing had been so old that they'd had to rebuild it at some point. Enome looked pretty shocked to say the least.


    The two of us found ourselves sitting down on a bench inside the lobby as we waited for Enome to finish booking us a room. The whole time, Nagafuji had the widest grin on her face.


    "Are you really having that much fun?"


    "Very good, thanks."


    How did that response connect to the question I'd asked her? As was often the case with Nagafuji, it really didn't.


    Anyway, we then carried our bags inside before deciding to go on a walk to see the ocean before it got too dark to do that.


    Never before in my life had I visited the ocean during wintertime. Whenever I thought about it, the two words that always came to mind were "blue" and "summer", neither of which existed anywhere to be seen on the sandy beach we walked down. All that did was the following blunt remark delivered by Nagafuji:


    "My feet are getting cold."


    You could see her entire body shiver as she said that. All she had on was a skirt, and if I had to guess, that probably played no small part in why she felt so cold. And yet, she still had it in her to run around the beach like a kid, giving me the impression that there was something about the sound or the texture of the sand—or both—that she found great joy in. It went without saying, but I didn't join her. Neither did Enome. No, we were far too busy staring at the ocean of the night.


    With no provocation of any kind, I went ahead and laid my mind open to her.


    "I wanted to give some thought to both my home and my family. Of course, I couldn't do that while I was still there."


    My whole motive for coming here had been to get somewhere I could breathe in fresh air, relax my head and shoulders, and perhaps then I'd be able to look at things in new light. While a good plan in theory, sadly, it seemed that it wouldn't be coming to fruition.


    "I feel like I'm not going to get a lot of time to think with Nagafuji here."


    Despite being a master at spacing out, the one thing she couldn't do was calm down. Moreover, that influence of hers was quick to spread to those around her—myself included. The contents of our minds couldn't have been any more different, although at the same time, perhaps it was a good thing that she was here. That was something I found myself thinking about while staring into the deep darkness spreading before me. Were I by myself right now, no doubt would my thoughts have ended up forming a hole which the water would then have rushed to fill, pulling me beneath the waves.


    "What would you say about calling it here and getting a bath ready?"


    "Right. Let's do that."


    Meanwhile, Nagafuji continued running down the beach like a dog that had been let off the leash. I couldn't help but spend a few moments chasing after her with my eyes.


    



    "So."


    "So so so."


    "So why did you get in too?"


    The room we'd gotten had come with its own bathtub. I had to say, much like the building itself, I found the workmanship on display here quite impressive.


    Of course, the tub was still much smaller than the one at our place. Of course.


    While that didn't bother me, what did was the extra reflection that could be seen in the water.


    By that, I was obviously referring to Nagafuji. She was here too.


    "Does that matter? The bath's plenty big for both of us."


    Really? That was her reasoning? I wanted to say something back, but before I could decide on the words, the heat got to my head and forced me to stop.


    Nagafuji had wasted no time jumping inside the tub. For her, randomly spraying some water at her head and body seemed to count as washing herself. Still, she sure did like taking baths, didn't she? Most of the nights she spent over at our place followed the exact same pattern of her bathing for too long, getting dizzy, and then collapsing in the corner of my room.


    Behind me, I could hear the sound of water being splashed. It was almost as if she was paddling or something.


    It seemed that this childhood habit of hers was still going strong.


    "Hey, Akira."


    "Yeah?"


    "You don't like your home?"


    You haven't noticed till now?


    That was what I wanted to say, but didn't.


    "No", I replied instead. It was Nagafuji I was dealing with here. It only made sense. "I really don't."


    "Hmm..."


    The way she nodded her head seemed very absent-minded, almost thoughtless. Then again, given that nothing about this had anything to do with her, I suppose that was only fair.


    "I see."


    "It's fine if you don't say anything."


    Using her head too much seemed like a quick way for Nagafuji to get dizzy again. Right as that thought crossed my mind, I could hear her getting up. I quickly turned around, only to see her marching towards me. I was about to open my mouth to say something, but before I could, she'd already sat down behind me. The smell of her skin accompanied by a strong sense of warmth and intimidation assaulted me as she leaned forward.


    "I'll wash your head for you."


    "Why?"


    As if doing so to answer my questions, Nagafuji's fingers stabbed against my skin.


    "Ouch!"


    It didn't actually hurt that much. No, the purpose of the scream was to hide my lack of ability to wrap my head around what was happening. That, and I guess there was a bit of pain mixed in there too.


    "Oh, sorry. Your head was closer to your hair than I thought."


    "That doesn't even make sense... Anyway, again, what are you doing?"


    "Hmm, hmm."


    Choosing not to answer, Nagafuji proceeded to stir up my head. Both inside, and outside.


    "You suck at this."


    "It's hard to know how to do it when it's not your own head."


    Huh. Honestly, that explanation kinda made sense. It wasn't like I myself had ever washed someone else's head. If I tried doing it, maybe I would suck at it too? Perhaps. It was right there as I happened to look at myself through the mirror that I noticed something.


    "Wait... Why are you just churning through my hair? At least use shampoo."


    "Oh, right. I forgot."


    Just like that, Nagafuji grabbed a bottle of shampoo from nearby and spurted some of its contents on my head.


    I couldn't help but squint my eyes as the substance flowed down my hairline.


    "Hey."


    "Does it sting?"


    "In my eyes, yes."


    "Please raise your right hand if it starts hurting."


    "I'll be fine."


    Seriously, when was she going to get over the habit of having to say out loud every stupid idea that came to her mind?


    We spent the next few moments like that, with Nagafuji continuing to fiddle with my hair. She learned how much force she was supposed to use soon enough, and by the end of it, it no longer hurt at all. Occasionally, the shampoo she was rubbing into my head would form an especially large bubble which she'd then pop with a satisfied grin on her face.


    "Anyway... Why are you doing this?"


    "Hmm, no reason. I just wanted to."


    "I guess that's pretty like you."


    Ultimately, I ended up shrugging my shoulders and letting Nagafuji do as she pleased. She looked pretty happy. And if something made her happy—if something satisfied her—then that something for the most part couldn't be anything bad. That was my opinion regarding the matter. 


    "You're kind of a weird person, huh, Nagafuji?"


    I had to imagine that there weren't many people out there capable of understanding me as well as she did.


    "Say, Akira. When was it that you started calling me Nagafuji?"


    She was in the process of pouring water over me as she said that.


    I waited for the sound of splashing to stop before replying.


    "Better question is, why haven't you started calling me Hino? You've gotta make sure to do that whenever it's not just the two of us."


    "Right."


    Were we growing more and more distant, or had we at last begun learning where we stood in life?


    Little by little, I could feel those uncertain thoughts start taking form.


    Once they finally became concrete, perhaps then I'd be to figure out their true nature.


    To discover what the feeling I felt towards Nagafuji was called.


    "You know, I also think about some pretty complicated stuff from time to time."


    "Oh, really?"


    "Wanna hear what I thought of just now?"


    "Huh? Just now?"


    "Hahaha", I laughed, all the while brushing my wet bangs up and to the side.


    Wiping my face clean of water felt like the days' worth of dust that had been clouding my vision was finally coming off.


    I sat there for a moment, waiting. However, no answer came.


    "Aren't you going to tell me?"


    My eyes met with Nagafuji's through the mirror. She blinked once or twice before turning around and returning to the tub.


    "Hey."


    "Sorry, I forgot. Let me think about it some more."


    "Just give it a rest."


    "I'm pretty sure it had something to do with either squids or octopi."


    "You're going to turn into an octopus at this rate."


    Feeling just slightly dumbfounded, I walked over to her and got into the bath myself.


    A gentle bit of the water's warmth could be felt drifting about between us.


    



    The next morning, I was woken up by Nagafuji accompanied by a tomato. Both of those two things were hanging over me, creating a distinct set of shadows on my face.


    "I'm here for your wake-up call."


    "I didn't order one."


    Well, whatever. Who really cared? Thinking that to myself, I attempted to get up, only to be stopped by Nagafuji.


    "Hey."


    "What?"


    "You're in the way."


    Specifically, her face was so close to mine that were I to move an inch more, our noses would no doubt end up bumping together. Not only that, she was staring right at me. One of us was going to have to move to the side if we wanted to get out of this situation. Seeing how she clearly had no such intentions, I decided to do it for myself, only for her to perfectly mimic my motions, leaving us in the exact same position we'd been in just moments earlier.


    "Wheee."


    There was something about the small sound effect this movement of hers was accompanied by that really pissed me off.


    "Can't you just let me get up normally? Why do you have to make this a game too? Why did you even come wake me up in the first place?"


    "I was so bored waiting for you to get up on your own."


    "That's absolutely not an excuse even if you think it is."


    I waved my hand in her direction, causing Nagafuji to take a very exaggerated step backwards. There at last, I managed to lift myself up. The light that could be seen on the other side of the window let me know that it wasn't too early in the morning.


    "Also, Hino."


    "Yeah?"


    "You looked like you thought this was a tomato, but I'm afraid to inform you, it's actually an apple."


    Looking extremely proud of herself having been able to one up me, Nagafuji held the apple out and said "hello" in what I could only assume was meant to be the fruit's voice.


    "Shut up."


    "I'm Nagafuji. How do you do?"


    "I thought you were the apple."


    Now that I'd gotten dressed up, the question became how I was going to spend the rest of my time here before returning home. Thankfully, I ended up not having to think about that for long.


    "What would you say about going fishing?"


    That was what Enome suggested having returned to the room after being away for a moment. Fishing, huh? I found myself taking a quick look at the ocean.


    "I don't think I've ever done that before."


    "I've eaten stuff that's been fished if that counts."


    What a pointless remark. Let's just ignore it. As for Enome, she was smiling gently like she often did, and using that smile as my sole reason, I decided to go along with her plan. It wasn't like I had anything better to do.


    It was in that moment that I found myself wondering, what even was it that we'd come here to do?


    With breakfast out of the way, the two of us followed Enome to where the waves of the ocean smashed against the breakwater. In the middle of us walking there, Nagafuji all of a sudden noticed that she was missing her glasses, but after taking a quick look at me, she simply nodded her head and decided not to go back for them.


    The sky was still clouded like the day before, but every now and then, a few bits and pieces of the blue sky behind them could be seen peeking through.


    As was to be expected, the wind did grow quite freezing as we approached the waterfront. It was to a point where I honestly wouldn't have been the least bit surprised to see beads of hail soar through the air. And yet, even so, what we found there were a handful of people standing with fishing rods in hand. Silently, stoically, those souls stared at the sea. I followed their example, and soon enough, my eyes had been captured once more.


    In the distance, a small fishing boat could be seen floating about, the waves softly swaying it from side to side.


    It was not a ship I'd ever seen before. Of course not. And yet, there was still something about the sight that caused me to feel oddly nostalgic.


    We walked over to a spot with no people around before Enome handed us the pair of fishing rods she'd prepared. I had no clue how to hold such a thing, much less how to use it, prompting the woman to politely guide me along.


    "Do you like fishing?"


    "Not particularly. I'm just reciting what I was told back in the day", Enome stated back, all the while holding down her hair with her other hand to stop it from blowing in the wind.


    Back in the day? I couldn't help but wonder about that. Maybe she'd gone fishing when she'd stayed here all those years ago? That did seem like a plausible explanation.


    Distancing myself just a tiny bit from Nagafuji, I went ahead and cast my line into the ocean. We had a bucket full of water with us too, although somehow, I got the feeling that the thing likely wouldn't to be put to use today. Still, if against all odds I did end up catching even just a single fish, then I was definitely going to bring my catch home and eat it.


    The concept of catching something just to release it didn't sit right with me. Twice the effort for no reward.


    "I'm hoping to catch a conger eel", Nagafuji stated, all the while mindlessly waving her rod from side to side. She'd yet to catch anything.


    "Are there even any congers here?"


    I shifted my attention towards the vast ocean, so much deeper than any river. There were no signs of fish to be seen. No bubbles, no anything.


    "If not, then let's make that any old eel."


    "Somehow, I'm getting a pretty good idea of what you want to eat."


    I could also tell that the chances were her wish was not going to come true.


    Approximately ten minutes passed by.


    Having seemingly gotten bored of nothing happening, Nagafuji left her fishing rod with Enome and wandered off somewhere. This too was something I'd figured would probably happen. As for Enome, she did not begin fishing, but instead walked over to where I was standing.


    "That girl is surprisingly short-tempered."


    "You think so?"


    While I did feel like "short-tempered" wasn't quite the right word to use, nothing else really came to mind. Meanwhile, I could see Nagafuji picking up something in the corner of my eye. What was that? A broken fan?


    Hmm, no. Staring at it more closely, the thing clearly wasn't a fan. It looked more like... a boomerang? Had someone brought it here to toss it around but then forgot to take it back with them? That seemed like a logical explanation. While I was busy wondering about its origin, Nagafuji picked the lost toy up and held it right up to her face. She wasn't wearing her glasses, and I guess that explained why she couldn't see all that well otherwise. I found myself wondering, were her eyes really that bad? Moving on from that, why had she even picked up the boomerang in the first place? What was she planning on using it for? I wouldn't have to wait long for an answer, as after hastily giving the object a few quick brushes as if to wipe it clean of sand, she ran farther away till there were no people around her before tossing it into the air.


    The lack of snap she'd put into her throw ensured that the boomerang ended up crashing unceremoniously against the ground after just a few moments of flight without ever returning to her.


    While there was nothing wrong with what she was doing per se, it did seem obvious that she had no idea how it was meant to be done.


    The last glimpse I got of Nagafuji before I turned my head away was of her running to pick up the fallen toy like a dog chasing after a frisbee.


    Now then, enough about her.


    "Are you feeling cold?" Enome asked me, sounding genuinely concerned. Her torso and arms were shivering, giving me the impression that she certainly was.


    "I am. But, you don't need to worry. I'm used to it by now."


    That is good then, she stated jokingly. There was something very mysterious, almost picturesque about the way she stood there, staring at the sea while wearing an apron. Her haori flapping in the wind really gave the sense that we were witnessing the beginning of an adventure of some sort.


    Following the woman's gaze with my eyes, I could see that she was looking at the boat in the distance.


    "When you say you stayed here, were you by yourself?"


    Enome wasn't married. Or at least, she wasn't currently; whether she had been at some point in the past, that wasn't something I had any way of knowing.


    "I came with the Mistress. It was a week before she got married. That is to say, ages ago."


    Like grasping at memories drifting upon the sea, Enome shifted her gaze towards the horizon.


    She'd come with Mom? For some reason, I wasn't exactly shocked to hear that.


    "Were you the one who suggested it?"


    "No, your mother did."


    "That's... not surprising. She does love to travel, that woman."


    There were few extended holidays our family didn't spend overseas. And when I say "our family", I mean all of my brothers and their families included. I wouldn't blame anyone for mistaking us for some group of tourists on a package tour.


    To be completely honest, I found the amount of people a little exhausting. You could never get a moment's peace for yourself. Still, that was just how I felt. As for Mom, she seemed to enjoy the sort of atmosphere that came with that quite a bit.


    "Did you go fishing back then too?"


    "Indeed. Your mother said she wanted to give it a try."


    "And? Did you catch anything?"


    My question was met by Enome slowly shaking her head from side to side.


    "We did not. It was quite cold, and since it would've been a disaster for the bride to get sick a week before her wedding, we ended up only staying for a few moments."


    "Hmm."


    "We did, however, eat some fried fish back at the inn and pretended like that was what we'd caught."


    "...Really?"


    That sounded exactly like something Nagafuji might suggest. Maybe the world was actually full of dummies like her and I'd just yet to come across any of them?


    "Watching you stand there, I can't help but be reminded of the Mistress that day."


    "Right..."


    No doubt were the two of us further apart in terms of age than most other parents and their children. The majority of the outwards resemblance between us had been rendered unnoticeable by the passage of time. That was to say, whatever it was that Enome saw in me, I couldn't see myself. It was only because she'd been there to witness both of us that she was able to make such a comparison.


    "......"


    Still, "Mistress", huh? That was what she always called her. Given their relationship now, I had to imagine that back in the day, the two had been on first-name basis.


    Never did Enome show the slightest bit of hesitation referring to her as such.


    "Are you happy you get to be with her?"


    I ended up giving my fishing rod a random sideways shake. The fish still weren't biting.


    Slowly, Enome shifted her gaze towards me before nodding her head in the softest way possible.


    "Of course. Why do you ask?"


    I had no idea what to say to that. The quick work the woman had made of my question left me utterly speechless.


    What she'd thrown at me, I struggled to catch.


    Eventually, the cold winter wind did cause me to mumble out something.


    "It's like... I'm not sure how to say this, but Mom's married with Father now."


    The thoughts filling my head appeared completely fragmented, barely connected. Mom and Enome had to have been very special to one another to still be together after all these years. More special than anyone else in the world. Despite this, it was Father who Mom ended up marrying. She built a family with him. And yet, even after that, the two still remained side by side. It was... I wasn't sure what I was supposed to think. Take Nagafuji for an example. If she were to ever prioritize someone over me like that, then... Then I suppose that'd be similar. Maybe. The harder I tried wrapping my head around the matter, the less sense it made to me.


    Those feelings, those questions, they simply wouldn't fit inside a neat little box.


    "Right", Enome nodded. Whereas I myself was having a difficult time grasping what it was that I was attempting to say, she appeared to have seen straight through me.


    A lone blood vessel could be seen running down the dried-up back of the woman's hand as she held it against her cheek.


    "We talked about it for a long time, and in the end, came to the conclusion that this was the most realistic way for us to stay together."


    Right as those words left her mouth, I could feel the tip of my fishing rod twitch. That turned out to be an illusion; there were no actual fish there.


    "The Mistress cannot abandon her family name, nor can she escape the responsibilities that come with it. I have been aware of those two facts since the day we met. I suppose you could call it a prerequisite of sorts."


    The expression on the woman's face was tinged with nostalgia. She was clearly reminiscing about the past, about how it had all begun.


    I suppose that when all you had were pleasant memories, you could always find joy in peering back to them.


    Whenever she talked about Mom—with Mom—that was what she looked like. Happy.


    "That was her decision as a bearer of the name Hino. However, as an individual, it is true that your mother wished to spend her life with me. I felt the same way, which is why yes, you could say that I am quite satisfied."


    "...Right."


    Why was it that in the short span of time between her statement and my answer, the image of Nagafuji's face ended up appearing in my mind?


    Sure, I would probably have no trouble finding her were I to have a look around, but that was still no reason for her to be in my head too.


    She sure got around, didn't she? I couldn't help but laugh a little.


    Little by little, that laugh grew tinged with the darkness of the winter.


    "So, that's what it was like with Mom."


    "Hmm?"


    "Unlike her, the family apparently doesn't need me to survive."


    I had plenty of older brothers who could play that part.


    "Correct."


    "So then, what does that leave me with? What is my role?"


    I had been the last of my siblings to be born.


    What reason did I have exactly to remain stuck at home?


    "That is something that depends not on yourself, but on those around you", Enome stated swiftly. The way she spoke sounded much more casual this time, leaving me with the impression that she hadn't given her words much thought. "From my perspective, you are the child of a person very dear to me. I want us to be on good terms, on friendly terms. Do you perhaps feel differently?"


    "No, it's not that..."


    Again, what was I supposed to say here? The words just wouldn't come to me. My wavering voice was quickly swallowed by the wind.


    Enome on the other hand showed no such hesitation. She spoke so very gently, yet her words still had no difficulty reaching me over the sound of the ocean.


    "There is no need for you to trouble yourself by thinking too hard about who you are. Others will decide that for you, whether you want them to or not. Now, if you're still not satisfied with the conclusion, then that will be the time to act."


    "Hmm..."


    Just like that, the full force of my teenage worries had been dealt with, swept away.


    I couldn't help but admire the woman: Adults sure were something else.


    Well, some of them were at least; comparing her to Father, the two couldn't have been more different. With good came the bad, I suppose.


    "You're a really good speaker, Enome."


    "Anyone is compared to the Master."


    "Agreed."


    "Have the fish been biting?"


    It was Nagafuji who asked that, having returned to us after seemingly getting bored of running around in circles. Her timing was so close to the natural end point of our conversation that I found myself wondering if she'd perhaps done it on purpose. Could she have really? Hmm, no. Probably not. Nagafuji was not that sort of a person.


    Speaking of, she was still carrying the boomerang I'd seen her pick up earlier.


    "Let's see what you've caught", she stated while peering into the bucket. It went without saying, but there was nothing but water inside.


    This was apparently hard for Nagafuji to believe as immediately after, she proceeded to shake the thing from side to side.


    Done with that, she then gave my shoulder a light tap.


    "I guess you can't expect too much of a first-timer."


    This was more the kind of a person she was.


    "If you don't want the bucket to be empty, then why don't you shove your foot in it or something?."


    "Oh? Why didn't I think of that?"


    Whereas my suggestion had been clearly a joke, Nagafuji seemed to be taking it completely seriously. Wait, or was she joking too? She had to be, right? That was the conclusion I came to, only for her to in the next moment hunch down next to the bucket. Then, as if to try it out, she submerged the index finger of her right hand into the water. This was followed by her quickly pulling her arm away.


    "I don't think I will. It's really cold."


    "Aren't you acting smart today."


    "Fish are kinda amazing to be able to live in water this cold."


    "My, how amiable."


    Nagafuji—known for her inability to detect sarcasm—didn't react to my comment. What she did instead was get back on her feet, followed shortly after by her gripping my hair. That wasn't the only part of my body she had her way with; she tapped my back and pushed down on my shoulders, too. What was she doing? The answer was obvious: Killing time.


    "Go away."


    "But you look so bored just standing there."


    "...Why do I get the feeling you're never going to learn to understand the joys of fishing?"


    Not that I was still quite there myself.


    While we ended up not catching anything, I did on multiple occasions feel like something was biting.


    Soon enough, the time came for us to leave. I found myself taking one last look behind me before we went.


    There, staring at the ocean, a thought crossed my mind: Even when staying still, even when not moving from where you were, the passage of time could still cause you to experience new things.


    That was how I saw Nagafuji and myself. How I'd always seen us.


    



    "Shall we drop by the meat store first?"


    "Ah, no. It's fine, it's fine. I can wait", Nagafuji stated back in a manner far more generous than how she usually acted. Had she matured just a tiny bit? I couldn't help but feel a little impressed.


    We were currently discussing what route to take home.


    "Stop pretending to be polite. There's no need for you to put on airs."


    "Hmm? But I'm not pretending, though?"


    The expression that formed on her face was one of confusion. It was as if she had no idea what I was talking about.


    What was I supposed to say back to that? The conversation didn't feel like it was going anywhere. Then again, when wasn't it like that with Nagafuji?


    It was only when the car pulled to a stop in front of our place that I came to understand the meaning behind her words.


    "Alright. Now, I think I'm going to spend the night over at your house."


    "No, you're not. Go home."


    Needless to say, my words had no impact on Nagafuji. She proceeded to exit the vehicle before lining herself up next to me.


    "Wait, what? You're being serious?"


    "Of course. I already stayed at the inn for one night, so might as well do it again."


    Why did she sound so proud of herself saying that? I couldn't tell you. I turned around to look at Enome, only to find the woman giggling to herself.


    "Hmm... Well, whatever. I guess it's fine."


    It was Sunday anyhow. Plus, were Nagafuji to go home now, that'd only leave me bored and without anything to do.


    With that, all three of us wound up walking inside together. The person who greeted us there was the one I'd expected to see the least: my father.


    "We have returned", Enome reported, to which Father responded in the form of stroking his chin.


    "I need to talk with you. Come here for a second."


    Like usual, the man skipped past all formalities and went straight to the point. His footsteps as he walked away were silent, too.


    "Oh..."


    Had this exact same scenario not played out once before? It certainly felt like it had to me.


    "I guess I should go then", I mumbled to Enome. Was Father angry at me or something? For running away? Hmm, no. Probably not. Thinking about it some more, that really didn't make much sense.


    Moreover, what part of this even counted as me running away anymore?


    "Could you take my stuff to my room?"


    "Of course."


    I handed my bags over to the woman. With my shoulders—and only my shoulders—feeling just slightly lighter, I took off my shoes as well.


    A sensation similar to how my hair felt after a bath stroked my cheek as I turned to face the direction Father had walked into.


    Thud, thud.


    "Hmm."


    Step, step.


    "You stay right there."


    In more ways than one, no conversation was going to happen were she to come with me.


    I placed my hand against Nagafuji's stomach and gave her a push. This was followed by Enome wrapping her hands around her from behind and dragging her away.


    "No! I'm innocent!"


    Despite her senseless act, Nagafuji didn't really put up much of a fight.


    The two of them were now gone. As for the bags I'd given Enome, well, those were still sitting there in the middle of the hallway. My attempt at pushing the job onto someone else had only resulted in twice as much work for me.


    "Seriously, what's up with her?"


    The way she always acted was like the mascot character of a park or something, just without any of the humour.


    Struggling to put a name onto the emotions I was experiencing, I turned around for good this time and followed Father to the room in the back.


    Just like the other day, the man was sitting there waiting for me, his back as straight as a plank. Moving his eyes alone, he prompted me to sit down. All of my brothers really did resemble him. Their stern expressions, they were one and the same. As for me, I personally didn't think I looked at all like Mom.


    Was that because she was a pure-bred Hino girl? Probably.


    The words Father spoke to me as I took a seat in front of him were not at all the ones I'd been expecting to hear.


    "Did you have fun?"


    I couldn't help but feel a little shocked. Normally, the man never wasted his time engaging in such casual conversation.


    "I did, yeah."


    It'd been less me running away and more Nagafuji and I just hanging around, but even so.


    In the end, perhaps that was what I'd wanted the most.


    It was how I'd lived my life so far, so maybe.


    "I see."


    That was all Father said back to me. For better or worse, he didn't seem to have any intentions of continuing the conversation from there.


    I decided to not say anything either. What was the point when I was just going to be met by an equally short response?


    "So... Was that all?"


    Even though I'd never told her to do so, Nagafuji was still probably waiting for me.


    "Right", the man nodded his head. This was followed by his eyes narrowing just slightly. "You mother got very angry with me."


    "...Huh?"


    "How did she put it again... Apparently, I'm lacking in words."


    The sight of Father saying those words stuck out as quite unusual to me. For one, his eyes were closed. The way he spoke also sounded very soft, almost defeated.


    It was during moments like these that you could really see the resemblance between him and my brothers.


    "That's why I'm doing this now. Talking with you."


    "Right..."


    "Out of all my children, you are the one who resembles me the most."


    Was this what Mom had meant by him lacking in words? No, probably not. That said, I did find his actual statement a bit odd as well. Were we really that similar? If anything, I would've thought the opposite. It was difficult for me to stop myself from tilting my head to the side.


    "Really? As in?"


    "As in, we are both unable to fully adapt to this house."


    Little emotion could be heard in the man's voice. Whereas my shirt came close to slipping off my shoulders, he appeared completely unperturbed.


    "I can't remember if I've talked with you about this or not, but I wasn't originally part of this family."


    "Right. What was it again? You were made a member when you married Mom?"


    "Something like that. Close enough. The exact details don't matter."


    It seemed that if nothing else, we at least had the fact that we hated explaining things in common.


    "I have lived my entire life for the sake of the Hino family. I might dislike the plain food, the forced smiles, but knowing that I chose this path for myself, I have no complaints."


    Again, the man sounded very dispassionate in the way he spoke. Only when talking about the food did his voice rise ever-so-slightly.


    I found myself nearly bursting into laughter.


    Of course, I didn't actually do that. This was a serious conversation we were having here.


    "I wish for you too to live in a way true to yourself."


    "......"


    What a generic, plain piece of advice I'd been offered.


    Then again, knowing Father, he'd probably spent a really long time thinking about it.


    It was for that reason I decided I ought to take his words to heart.


    "Got it."


    Once again, the man responded by nodding his head.


    "That is all."


    He then got up.


    "Let your mother know I talked with you."


    With those words, he turned around and walked away.


    Tell her yourself, I mumbled silently.


    "Seriously, what was all that about?"


    I felt exhausted. Even then, a part of me wondered, did what we'd had really count as a conversation?


    Father certainly seemed to believe so.


    "Mom or him. Which one do I resemble?"


    What a thing to even ask. The answer was obviously "both".


    Of course I resembled both of them. I was their child, after all.


    I was a Hino girl.


    For a moment, I considered lying down right there on the floor and going for a nap, but deciding that I probably shouldn't, I instead forced myself back on my feet. 


    I had someone waiting for me. With that in mind, I too left the room behind.


    I was in the middle of running down the hallway when I remembered I'd been specifically told not to do that because it made too much noise. I remembered that, and yet, I didn't stop.


    "Ah, welcome back."


    The sight which welcomed me as I returned to my room was that of Nagafuji sorting out her luggage. It appeared that she was currently in the process of picking out her clothes for the day.


    She'd been planning on spending the night here from the start, hadn't she?


    "Did your Dad yell at you, Hino?"


    "No, not really. I don't think I've ever even seen him angry."


    The same went for him being happy, too. I suppose strong emotions one way or another just weren't his thing.


    Appearing relieved by me showing up, Nagafuji went ahead and took off her glasses. It was there that I noticed she was munching on something.


    "What do you have in your mouth?"


    "Candy. I was told to suck on this and be a good girl, so I did just that."


    "Are you a child or what?"


    Well, yes. That was exactly what she was. We thirteen-year-olds were still very much children; powerless, unstable.


    Our minds were full of questions we had no choice but to find answers to.


    Then again, I suppose that was something that never changed no matter how old you got. It was simply how people were.


    "Say, Nagafuji."


    Having taken a seat, I shifted my attention towards Nagafuji. A part of her cheek still appeared bulgy.


    "Hmm?"


    "You and me..."


    Are we going to stay together for as long as we live?


    That was what I was about to say. However, finding it exceptionally embarrassing, I ended up stopping myself before the words could leave my mouth.


    "Me and you?" Nagafuji repeated, all the while drawing closer to me. Though we'd used to be around the same height once, that was starting to no longer be the case at all.


    Was I bound to spend the rest of my life looking up to her?


    There she was, right in front of me. She was always there.


    Hmm... Something like that, at least. The words I'd decided on didn't quite carry the meaning I'd wanted them to.


    "So then, what do you wanna do now?"


    "Right, right."


    Multiple pieces of candy could be heard rattling inside her mouth. Just how many had she eaten at once?


    "I think I'm going to play with you."


    "Huh?"


    "Let me play with you!"


    With that, Nagafuji leapt towards me. As for me, I ended up jumping out of the way. It was as if we'd done this before. Nagafuji wasn't planning to give up just yet, however, and mere moments later, she'd already gotten herself ready for another attack, only for me to once again evade her assault. Was someone going to get angry at us if we kept going? Would they yell, ask us what on earth were we doing? Probably. The thought of that happening made me laugh.


    If this truly was the way forward I'd chosen for myself, then at that point, all I could do was laugh.


    Maybe I should just stick to it in that case? It was how I'd lived my life so far. What I'd chosen to ignore all other possible paths forward in favour of.


    My eyes ended up meeting with Nagafuji's. There, staring at her, I found myself pinching her bulgy cheeks and twisting them around.


    "I hope you're ready."


    My worries, they'd vanished into the air.


    


  




  



  

    


    



    



    



    "I've had stuff like that happen to me too in the past."


    "Really?"


    "Of course."


    "Are you sure?"


    "Yes? Have I not?" I asked Hino, currently lying deep underneath the kotatsu. She proceeded to wave her hand at me.


    "No, you haven't."


    "That can't be."


    If I hadn't, then how had I lived my life so far? That was what I thought at first. However, as I attempted to peer into the past, I was surprised to find that no memories of any such events appeared in my mind.


    Was certainty not something that the beings of this world needed to live?


    "Yes, yes. I'm quite the philosopher."


    "And I'm super tired."


    "That's fine. You can listen while you're asleep."


    "Sure thing."


    With that, Hino closed her eyes shut. I waited for a few moments before beginning my talk.


    "I'm certain I've gone through my fair share of adolescence encounters. They are what now form my present. However, the most I can remember is what I had for dinner yesterday. What was it again? Err... There were potatoes. That I remember for a fact. Was it curry? No, I don't think it was. I don't remember the smell of curry. If not curry, then what?"


    "Zzz..."


    "Are you listening?"


    I gave Hino's shoulders a light shake.


    "Let me sleep."


    "Hmm?"


    "I said, stop that."


    "Hmm..."


    Hino knew most of what there was to know about me. If she was saying this, then maybe I really did have no bitter memories to speak of.


    A life, sweet and sugary.


    Maybe I didn't need anything else.


    "If there are none, then so be it."


    That was the end of that.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    



    Once More "Tae Naru Hi, No Taru Ko"


    



    It was as if I'd found something very soft, very warm, and very round.


    That was how I'd describe the pleasant mix of emotions I felt when I first saw Hino.


    "Hino Akira."


    We were still mostly equal in terms of height when we met at kindergarten. If anything, I kinda felt like she was bigger than me. As for her hairstyle, it was long and evenly split, the same as these days.


    "Akira? You're a boy?"


    "No."


    My honest question was met by an instantaneous rebuke. Her reply came so fast that I had to wonder if she was perhaps used to being asked that. Whatever the case, it was now my turn to introduce myself.


    "Nagafuji Taeko", I stated as friendly as I could. Again, Hino was quick to react.


    "Don't copy me."


    "I'm not."


    I was merely using her as reference. Seemingly finding my answer unsatisfactory, Hino proceeded to smack me, to which I responded by smacking her back. It didn't take long for the teacher to step in and pull us apart. Wheeeh. There was something about it, being picked up and carried away, that I found kinda fun for some reason. Moving without walking. That must've been it.


    Already, I'd begun developing a lazy personality.


    That was hardly the last time I got yelled at. While in the moment, I was often confused as to what I'd done wrong, most of the time made it sense in retrospect. The gist of it was that I appeared to pay just a tiny bit less attention to what people were saying compared to the other kids. This was something that would be pointed out to me time and time again even in grade school.


    And yet, whenever I brought the topic up with Hino, she'd always deny it.


    I was left to wonder what it all really meant.


    Well, whatever the case, let's put that aside for now.


    I returned to the large room after the teacher was done lecturing me, only to find that the other kids had headed outside to play. The only person left inside besides me was Hino, she too having received a similar talking-to. I could've followed the others outside, yet for some reason, I felt like it was too late for that. Did Hino feel the same way? Hmm, no. Probably not.


    A thought crossed my mind as I stared at her from behind.


    "Hey, Akira", I called out her name, causing her body to twitch slightly. She quickly turned around with an annoyed expression on her face.


    "What?"


    "You have a bug on you."


    "What!?"


    Panicking, the girl launched towards to me back-first.


    Each step she took was met by me taking one in the opposite direction.


    "Take it off, take it off!"


    "Oh, but. I'm not supposed to touch bugs..."


    "Huh!?"


    My parents had told me to never ever poke an insect. For whatever reason, I decided to make this the one time I followed their teachings. Besides, that thing was clearly a wasp. It was going to sting us. Soon enough, there were two of us panicking.


    "Use something to brush it off. Hurry!" Hino yelled, her finger furiously pointing at different objects nearby. It seemed that she was telling me to use a tool to get rid of the thing.


    "Won't your clothes get dirty if I crush it?"


    "Err..."


    That was enough to cause Hino to stop in her tracks.


    "That's true. Mom and Enome will get really mad."


    "Right?"


    "Why do you say that like it's a good thing?"


    Walking sideways like a crab, Hino made her way to a toy block lying on the floor, picked it up, and returned to me with it in hand. She then once again turned her back towards me.


    "Can you see it? Where is it right now?"


    "Hold on... There it is. Right in the middle. Ah, wait. It moved."


    "Where is it!?" Hino yelled. She was now jumping up and down and left and right.


    "Right. It went right. Oh, but, what's 'right' from your perspective?"


    "Screw this!"


    Completely fed up by that point, Hino proceeded to take action in the form of using the block to smack her back all over. While she didn't technically manage to hit the wasp, the series of quick movements was still more than enough to cause the insect to fly off. I spent a few moments staring at the thing circling around in the air when all of a sudden, the realisation hit me.


    We'd be wise to run away this time.


    "Hyaa", I screamed at the top of my lungs as I left the room running, with Hino following close behind me. The wasp had similar ideas. It flew past us, and without stopping, disappeared into the wide, open world spreading behind the door. 


    Having made sure that the threat was gone, Hino said the following to me.


    "You were no help at all."


    "Yep."


    She wasn't wrong. Unable to rebuke her assessment, I instead chose to accept it head-on.


    "Hmm. Well, whatever", Hino mumbled as she turned to face me, already back in a good mood. "Wanna play?"


    "Yeah."


    "Err... Tae, right?"


    It took Hino little time to remember my name. For some reason, that made me really happy.


    "Akki."


    "Who's that?"


    "It's a nickname I came up with for you just now."


    "Stop."


    And so, smacks once again ensued.


    That was how it happened, how the two of us wound up becoming aware of the other's existence.


    



    "I wanna go over to Tae's place."


    The person waiting for Hino outside of the kindergarten was dressed in traditional Japanese clothes. Not only that, unlike my mom, she'd come driving a car. While Hino was busy talking with her, I decided to go ahead and poke at the vehicle.


    "Hey. Stop that."


    This was quickly met by Mom grabbing my wrist and dragging me to her. Wheeeh. 


    "Might this Tae be a school friend of yours?"


    "Huh? You're friends with this girl?"


    For some reason I couldn't understand, Mom appeared quite shocked.


    "Just a second, please."


    Distancing herself from us, the traditional lady pulled out her phone and began dialling a number. I used this opportunity to have a look at Hino's back.


    "Do you see any bugs?"


    "Nope."


    "Hooray."


    We ended up celebrating this small victory together. In the corner of my eye, I could see Mom smile silently as she watched us do so.


    "I called her mother, and she said yes. Can I ask you to look after her?"


    "Oh, err..."


    Done with the phone call, the traditional lady next addressed Mom. She didn't sound like she knew how to respond.


    "So, it's okay?"


    "Indeed. Now, if you could, please step inside."


    Hino did as told and entered the vehicle. With the door still open, she then made some space on the seat next to her.


    "Go ahead."


    This time, I was the one who the lady beckoned to. I turned my head towards Mom, and using my eyes alone, asked for confirmation.


    "I think it'd be better if you came too. I don't know the way to your house, you see", the lady added before Mom could open her mouth.


    "Oh, right. Of course. Err, well, excuse me then."


    "Come, come."


    With that, Mom ended up getting inside the car as well. She did so backwards, with her eyes remaining pointed at the other pairs of parents and children standing around the parking area. Was she perhaps concerned how those people might see her? Possibly. As for the lady, she'd already sat down on the driver's seat.


    "Please guide the way", the lady said to Mom after starting the engine. We lived pretty close to the kindergarten, and as such, even I knew how to get back home. Also worth noting, our family did own a car too. We just very rarely used it.


    "You come to kindergarten by car, huh, Akira?"


    "Yep."


    "I wanna do that too."


    "Not happening, sorry."


    It took less than a second for my suggestion to be shot down.


    Hino's family sure was different from ours, wasn't it?


    Shaking my feet around, I spent the next few moments thinking about such things, only stopping when the car pulled in front of our house.


    "I will come pick her up later on. Until then, please take good care of her."


    "Right, right."


    Once again, the slightest bit of hesitation could be heard in Mom's voice. The lady bowed very politely towards us, after which she got back inside the car and drove off.


    An extremely heavy sigh left Mom's mouth as the vehicle disappeared behind the corner. It was as if a load had come off her shoulders.


    "The place's kinda small, but do make yourself comfortable."


    "Okay."


    With those words of encouragement to push her forth, Hino ran inside.


    "You didn't hear her? Our place's small. You don't have to run to see it all."


    "Not what I meant."


    My comment earned me a light smack on the head. But what for? Those were her own words.


    Standing there, I could hear Mom mumble the following to herself.


    "A Hino girl, huh? I've only ever seen the bamboo grove, and even that was from the outside."


    I didn't really get what she was talking about.


    "I'm Hino Akira."


    I walked inside myself, only to catch the tail end of Hino introducing herself to my dad currently standing behind the counter. The man greeted her back with a smile like he would any customer.


    "I'm Naga-Naga Fuji-Fuji."


    "Stop that. This isn't a competition."


    Talking to me, however, he sounded almost fed up. Why was that? Why did he react to the two of us in such different ways?


    "So, you're Taeko's friend, huh?"


    "I am."


    Hino raised her hand high up into the air, and I did so too. As for Dad, he proceeded to smile at us before suddenly tilting his head to the side.


    "Wait... Did you say Hino?"


    Just like with Mom earlier, something about Hino's name appeared to have caught the man off-guard. He looked so confused staring at her. I was pretty confused too, myself.


    The silence that fell between us was quickly broken by Mom's voice.


    "The store is open. Go play in the back, and stay there."


    "Yeah, yeah."


    Well, whatever. It wasn't like there was any need for me to waste my time thinking about it. Brushing the usual warning aside, I headed inside with Hino by my side.


    There, Hino took off her hat, placed her backpack on the floor, and then turned towards me with a grin on her face.


    "Your house smells really good, Tae."


    "That's the smell of deep-fried stuff."


    Specifically, the smell came from the croquettes and meat cutlets that had been lined up in the display case near the counter. Having lived my whole life here, I was more or less used to it by now, but even then, there were still times when I'd randomly find my nose tingling and my mouth watering.


    "Our family runs a meat store."


    "I love meat."


    Yay, we both yelled at the same time with our hands raised high above our heads. We did so without any thought, without any deeper meaning.


    "What about you, Akira? What does your family do?"


    "Hmm. I don't really know."


    Shifting her gaze aside, the girl began thinking hard about it.


    "What could it be... A tea store, maybe? A garden store?"


    "A garden store?"


    "Yeah. We have a really big garden."


    "Ooh."


    I couldn't help but grow a little excited just hearing about it.


    "That sounds like fun. I wanna visit your place sometime."


    "Sure. Next time, let's go there."


    "Yay!"


    This simple, verbal agreement alone gave me enough reason to celebrate. I could feel my mind brimming with all sorts of fun things you could do with a big garden.


    That said, a part of me did also feel like by the time I actually went there, I would no longer be able to remember any of those ideas.


    Even this early into my life, it wasn't at all uncommon for me to spontaneously lose interest in a topic and to jump to something totally unrelated.


    This time, that something wound up being the tiny face in front of me.


    "Hmm? What is it? Do I have a bug on my face?"


    Hino went ahead and gave her nose a pre-emptive smack. Telling her that there was no bug, I slowly closed the distance between us.


    "I was just thinking about how cute you are, Akira."


    "Huh?"


    That was the essence of what I'd felt watching her. As I expressed those feelings to Hino, she too proceeded to stare at me.


    I blinked my eyes, and so did she hers.


    "You're cute too, Tae."


    "Thanks."


    Done praising one another, we then sprang up and began running around the room in circles. There wasn't much space to speak of, but even so, I did my best to share it with Hino. Come to think of it, it might have been her specifically who I learned the meaning of friendship from.


    The joy I'd felt that day, the joy I could still remember all these years later, it'd been given to me by Hino.


    



    Tired from all the playing, the two of us had decided to lay down for a moment. Unsurprisingly, this had resulted in us falling asleep.


    I woke up to the sight of Hino sleeping right in front of me, her tiny body wrapped in a blanket likely placed on her by Mom. My body was still asleep and refused to function properly, and thanks to that, I ended up spending the next few moments idly staring at her. It was there that I noticed that something was off. Hino had two blankets. One was hers, and the other one was mine. I quickly checked, and indeed, I no longer had a blanket on myself. She must have pulled it off me while I was asleep.


    "So, a Hino girl, huh? What is someone like her doing here?"


    Right in that moment, I could hear Dad's voice coming from the store side. He was talking with Mom.


    "She looks to be good friends with Taeko."


    "Through kindergarten?"


    "Yes."


    "Huh. I always figured kids of her sort went to their own private academies or whatever."


    "Maybe they do somewhere, but certainly not around these parts."


    It seemed that they were talking about Hino. And me. My name also came up. That said, I wasn't really sure what any of it was supposed to mean.


    "She's a girl, and ours is too. Hmm... That's kinda unfortunate."


    "What is?"


    "Well, if Taeko was a boy and therefore able to marry into the family, then that'd be really beneficial for us as well. Just think about it. We'd never have to worry about money again."


    "Are you being serious right now...?"


    "Hahaha. Joking, joking. Still, I have to ask, is this really okay? Our house is so small. I know it's bad to say, but at the end of the day, we are just your run-of-the-mill meat sellers."


    "That's not something children think about."


    "Hmm. I suppose not..."


    "I'm just glad Taeko was able to make a friend this quickly. You know how she can be sometimes."


    "Oh, yeah. That's definitely true."


    I was starting to feel tired again. At the same time, I also found my body shivering. I tried yanking the blanket back, but as Hino refused to let go, the only option that left me with was to crawl under it. Slowly, like piling myself on top of her, I did just that. It kinda tickled having the fabric touch my face directly.


    While the blanket and her clothes were both wrapped around her body, the two smelled nothing alike.


    The latter felt like sandpaper was being rubbed against my nose.


    Surely, this must have been the scent of Hino's home.


    



    I ended up falling asleep for a second time after that. This time, it was Mom who came to wake us up.


    "The woman is here to take you home, Akira."


    "Right..."


    Rubbing her eyes, Hino slowly got up. There, a small gasp left her mouth as she noticed that we'd been sharing a blanket. I took that as my cue to get up myself.


    "You're going home now?"


    "Yep."


    With that, she placed her hat on her head and wrapped the straps of her backpack around her shoulders.


    "Mom's going to worry if I don't show up."


    "That'd be bad."


    "And my father, and my brothers too."


    She had brothers? I asked her about that, to which Hino nodded her head.


    "They're all huge."


    "Wow."


    She went on to add something about how she wasn't going to lose to them. What did she mean by that? I wasn't quite sure.


    Hino stepped outside, and on the other side of the door, waiting for her, I could see the same person dressed in a plain kimono I'd met earlier that day.


    "Thank you for looking after her", the woman thanked Mom, followed by a deep bow.


    "No, no. It was no big deal", she stated back, clearly unsure as to what she was meant to say.


    Meanwhile, I'd once again walked over to the car and begun poking it.


    "Hey now."


    It was the woman who ended up stopping me this time. With ease, she picked me up and carried me away from the vehicle to where Mom was standing. The impression I got from her voice was that she wasn't particularly angry.


    "My apologies."


    "It's fine."


    I tried doing the same thing again, but this time, Mom saw through me and grabbed my wrist before I could even take the first step.


    "For how absent-minded she is, she sure can act restless at times."


    "See you tomorrow, Akira."


    I did my best to wave my hand in the air despite Mom holding me still, to which Hino responded by waving back at me through the car's window. The woman then got the vehicle started, and soon enough, the two were gone. Only the ragged flock of buildings remained. All I could think about standing there was how much more mature Hino had looked compared to me.


    "I'm glad you were able to make a friend like her", Mom stated, still holding me. She sounded genuinely happy.


    "Yep."


    "Hmm? What's that grin supposed to mean?"


    My response earned me a pinch on the cheeks.


    It was only when we made it back inside that Mom let go. There, we met with Dad.


    "That car that came to pick her up, it looked really expensive", he laughed while scratching his head. Hino's car was expensive? Hmm, I guess that made sense. It was a lot shinier compared to other cars. That was one of the reasons why I wanted to touch it so much.


    "Akira said she likes our place."


    "Did she now? That's surprising."


    "Next time, I wanna go over to her place."


    "Hmm... Is that okay?"


    This question wasn't aimed at me, but at Mom. She merely shook her shoulders.


    "Why wouldn't it be?"


    "Well, you know. Those people are very strict about etiquette and stuff. Plus, if she knocks down an expensive vase or something, that's really going to hurt Daddy's wallet."


    "Oh, yeah. Now that you mention it. That's a good point..."


    Mom and Dad both turned to look at me in unison. What was the thing you were supposed to say in these sorts of situations? A second later, I'd already figured it out.


    "Trust me!"


    "I'd love to, honey, but..."


    Mom's voice as she spoke with her cheek resting against the display case sounded so flat, so even.


    



    "We do not have any vases on display, no."


    "You don't? Well, that's a relief."


    Hahaha. Hooray, Mom laughed, followed by her lifting me high up into the air. While I didn't really get why she was celebrating, seeing her happy did make me happy too, and as such, I decided to join in.


    "Good job, gramps."


    "Who?"


    "Master wanted it that way. It'd be dangerous if they broke, he said."


    "Dangerous indeed. For our family finances, that is."


    Mom did a quick dance, and before I knew it, I too had been taken for a spin.


    However, in the next moment, she stopped. Her expression froze and her eyes opened wide.


    "What about wall scrolls?"


    "We do have a couple of those, yes", the lady replied, grinning.


    "And are they expensive?"


    "A few of them are."


    She continued grinning. I couldn't help but do the same. Soon enough, it was only Mom who wasn't smiling.


    She brought her face real close to mine, so close I felt like our noses were about to touch.


    "Do not touch those scrolls. Do you understand?" she stated in an exceptionally serious tone of voice.


    "What scrolls?"


    Good grief, I could hear her mutter to herself as she turned to look away. There, as if she'd given up on trying, she shifted her attention back towards the lady.


    "Could you make sure she doesn't do anything stupid?"


    "Of course."


    And so, I was transferred from Mom to the lady. She proceeded to carry me to the back of the car. Wheeeh.


    This discussion took place in front of the kindergarten. It was currently the day after Hino had dropped by our house.


    Speaking of Hino, she'd already been waiting for me on the back seat.


    "Your house sure sounds like it's tough living there, Akira."


    "Huh? You think so?"


    She proceeded to stare at me with her eyes wide open. However, barely a second later, her expression changed as she seemed to recall something.


    "Actually, you're right. My parents are pretty strict sometimes. About like, table manners and whatever."


    "Oh, same here. I get yelled at about that all the time too."


    It happened multiple times a week that I was told to focus on my food and not the TV. The way I saw it, food could be eaten later on too, whereas a TV show had to be watched right then and there, and as such, you should always prioritize the latter. However, when I asked Mom for her opinion, she simply smacked me on the head, and that was the end of it.


    "So, it's the same for you, Tae? Huh..."


    "Yep."


    I nodded my head, to which Hino responded with a smile. She seemed almost relieved for some reason.


    Meanwhile, the traditional lady stepped inside the car after finishing her talk with Mom. Apparently, she'd also be responsible for giving me a drive home later that evening. I peered outside through the window, and there, I saw Mom looking just slightly sad. Would she have liked to see Hino's house too? Perhaps.


    "Alright. Let's get going then."


    "Okay."


    With that, she got the engine started. The vrooming of the car reminded me of a question I'd had in mind for a while now.


    "Are you Akira's mom?" I asked the lady through the seat between us.


    That was the impression I'd been under since yesterday.


    "Huh? Oh, no. I'm not."


    "Really?"


    Questioningly, I turned my eyes towards Hino, only for her to repeat what the lady had said.


    "She's not. Enome's our maid."


    "Your maid?"


    "It means she works for us and helps around the house."


    "Wow."


    That sounded pretty handy. Still, I had to wonder. Was Mom a maid too since she was always helping Dad? Wait, but if that was the case, then was it possible that this lady was Hino's mother after all? The whole thing was honestly very confusing to me.


    "Whoa! Tae's eyes are spinning."


    "It's just so complicated."


    "Is it really?" the lady asked me. Even now, her voice still sounded very soft.


    "Please come over and help us with running the store."


    "If I ever get an opportunity, I'd love to."


    I'd not meant anything by my request. It was just something that had randomly come to mind. And yet, even with that being the case, the lady hadn't said no. I couldn't help but feel like she was a truly good a person just because of that. I often judged things based purely on surface-level factors, and that was the case here as well.


    I justified it by telling myself that a simple approach was easier on the other party as well, but was it really?


    While that was something I could wonder about these days, back then, such thoughts hadn't even crossed my mind.


    Hino lived relatively far away from the kindergarten. Our houses on the other hand—as I'd later come to learn—were actually located pretty close by, making it easy for us to visit one another by foot once we got old enough to do that. As you can probably imagine, this revelation came as quite the shock to the young me whose entire world until that point had been composed solely of our family's tiny house and nothing else.


    It was on that day that I for the first time in my life experienced the real world.


    "No kidding. This thing is huge!"


    The very first thing my eyes came across as I hopped out of the car was the massive garden Hino had talked about the other day. Before I knew what I was doing, I'd already found myself running circles around it. The parking area, which in itself was already pretty big, transitioned seamlessly into the garden, and beyond both of them, there stood an enormous mansion. Never in my life had I experienced anything like this. It was as if I'd arrived in an entirely separate world. As if to reinforce this belief, the very air itself appeared much more fresh and vibrant than it did in the town. I could hear the sound of an imaginary river running somewhere in the distance. Done with that, I next headed towards the mansion, the front of which had been paved with tiny, circular rocks. Even with shoes on, they felt really nice against the bottoms of my feet.


    How many copies of our house could you fit here? That was something I found myself trying to count as I ran.


    After a few moments spent doing that, I finally stopped and took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the fresh air.


    There, the strangest thing happened: I'd just been about to continue running around when all of a sudden, the ground disappeared from beneath my feet. It took me little time to realise what was going on. The lady had wrapped her arms around me from behind and lifted me up.


    "I was asked to keep an eye on you."


    "Right. You were."


    Wheeeh. Just like that, she carried me to the front door. Hino was already there waiting for us.


    From her point of view, this was probably all pretty mundane, huh?


    The lady didn't let me go as I'd expected, but instead chose to carry me all the way inside. Did she figure doing it like that would be easier? That was the conclusion I came to.


    The entrance hall we arrived at was by itself larger than the entirety of the main room of our house. Not just that, the shoe rack was enormous, too. When would you ever need that much room for shoes? Whatever the answer was, those thoughts were quickly interrupted as another person wearing a similar yet different looking set of traditional clothes arrived to greet us.


    This new woman looked to be around the same age as the maid. Her hair—black like her dress—was tied in a bun behind her head, and somehow felt a little heavy. Every time she moved her arms, a sliver of red could be seen peeking out from inside her sleeves.


    "I'm home, Mother", Hino stated to the woman while bowing her head in a very polite manner.


    "Welcome back", she replied softly. So, this person was Hino's mom, huh? With the greetings out of the way, her eyes then shifted from Hino to me.


    "Apologies for the intrusion."


    My feet at last came in contact with the floor as the lady who'd been carrying me let me go.


    "I'm Naganagafujifuji Taetae!"


    "Oh my. That's quite the long name."


    Surprisingly, Hino's mother didn't sound the least bit annoyed by the way I'd introduced myself. She seemed to be taking me completely at face value.


    "I heard a lot about you from Akira last evening."


    "Were they all good things?"


    "Naturally", the woman giggled before giving the lady behind us a quick nod and adding: "I'll leave this to you".


    With that, she turned around and disappeared to where she'd come from.


    What did she mean by that? What was she leaving to her? It only took me a second to find the answer: It was me. She was talking about me.


    Even here inside the building, the influence of the surrounding nature was still strong. I couldn't help but immerse myself in it as I took off my shoes.


    The fresh air, the smell of trees. Oh how pleasant it felt.


    I couldn't believe that I hadn't at some point stepped through a portal and arrived in a whole other world. Everything here just felt so different. It was there that, for the first time in my life, I found myself thinking: Hino sure was something else, wasn't she?


    I'd been just about to follow after Hino's mom to see where she'd gone when a hand was placed on my shoulder and my body was forcefully turned around. Well, sure. Let's go that way then. I began marching with my arms and legs stretched out, to which Hino responded by doing the same.


    Somewhere above my head, I could hear the lady giggling to herself.


    Our next stop turned out to be Hino's room. Like the entrance hall earlier, it too was quite spacious, so much so that you could have easily fit our entire living room inside it. I got the impression that hitting my shins against the kotatsu while running around would not be a problem here.


    My first thought was to start jumping in place. Why? I didn't really know myself. Regardless, I only got to do it for a few moments before a hand was once again placed against my shoulder, forcing me to sit down.


    "I can't believe you have your own room, Akira."


    "Huh? You don't have one, Tae?"


    "Nope."


    I went ahead and puffed out my chest as if that was something to be proud of. Not counting the small room on the second floor that I'd been told would be cleaned out and given to me in the future but wasn't yet in use, our house only had two—or three depending on how you defined it—rooms in total, and even those were tiny.


    Hino really did come to the kindergarten from a wholly different world than I did.


    "Well, in that case, let's share it. This can be your room too, Tae", Hino suggested with her arms spread wide.


    "Is that really okay?"


    And just like that, I'd been given my very own corner of this brand new world. How lucky was I, truly. Accepting Hino's offer, I then shifted my gaze upwards and had a look at the ceiling spreading out high above me. Half of this was now mine. I could feel my body trembling.


    A world belonging to me and Hino alone.


    There was even a part of me that felt like this would become my new place to return to.


    I still had my home, yes, but this was different; while that was where I lived physically speaking, this would be where my soul belonged.


    "Yep."


    "Hooray!"


    The two of us simultaneously lifted our hands into the air and began celebrating. After a few moments spent doing that, I noticed that the lady was still watching us from the doorway. She had the most peculiar smile on her face. It was like she was both happy and slightly troubled all at the same time. I gave her a questioning look, only for her to respond in the following manner:


    "Looking at you, it's hard to believe that you only met yesterday. You seem so close."


    I turned my head back, and doing so, met eyes with Hino. I couldn't help but think how pretty she looked. Just like the air around the house, her eyes contained no impurities—no outside filth.


    "Right."


    "Yeah."


    No more than the span of a single day had passed since our meeting.


    And yet, even knowing that, it was impossible for me to deny that there was something between us.


    "Are you feeling nervous?" the lady asked me, seemingly just to see how I'd respond. Nervous? No, not really. I replied by shaking my head to that effect.


    The feelings budding inside me were far more, how to put it... Round.


    "I get all fluffy around Akira."


    "Fluffy?"


    "Yeah. Fluff, fluff."


    I grinned as I said that. While anything but a precise explanation, it did seem to be enough for the lady, and soon, all signs of worry had disappeared from her face.


    "That is a very good thing. You ought to treasure those feelings."


    She followed this statement with a smile slightly more complex in its nature than what had come before. It almost looked like she was reflecting upon something.


    As to what that something was, it'd take me multiple years to get to a point where I'd be able to even begin making a guess.


    "I will!" I proclaimed without much thought. As if imitating me, Hino too raised her hand. There, a question I'd been meaning to ask for a while now appeared in my mind. "What are 'wall scrolls'?"


    "And what might you do if I tell you that?"


    "Hohoho."


    "That will not do."


    My attempt at laughing my way out of the situation earned me a stern warning.


    "Wheeeh."


    "I will not carry you there, no."


    "Wheeeh..."


    I ended up backing down on my own. After a moment of thinking about it, I realised something and quickly shifted my eyes towards Hino.


    "How about you, Akira? Do you know what wall scrolls are?"


    "Nope."


    "Well, in that case, let's go find one."


    "Yeah, yeah. Let's do that."


    We both sprang up and began running down the hallway. The lady wasn't far behind.


    "This is going to be more work than I thought, isn't it?" I could hear her mumble to herself. As for Hino, she was still grinning.


    "I usually get bored at home, but with you here, Tae, it's so exciting."


    Watching her smile, I could feel like I'd found something soft, something warm, something round.


    Those pleasant feelings would from then on be what I always experienced whenever I looked at her.


    



    "It went something like that. I think. Or did it not?"


    "Given your past record, I'd bet money on your memory being the one faulty."


    "Hmm, yes. That's a good point too."


    Not wanting to argue about it, I instead chose to slip back under the kotatsu.
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    I happened to notice that my finger was glimmering as I stepped into the shade.


    I looked down, and there, I was met by a blue butterfly wrapped around my index finger.


    All this time later, the strand of hair Yachii had plucked from her head and given to me still continued to glow with a soft, pale shimmer, just as pure as it had been that day. The outline it drew was filled in by the particles of light being emitted from it, together forming an illusion of a butterfly flapping its wings whenever I moved my finger.


    I ended up spending the next few moments staring at it.


    Done with that, I then pushed the door leading to our room and stepped in.


    What I found there were Sis and Yachii crammed inside the same futon. The heater also hadn't been turned on, resulting in it being pretty cold.


    "Ah, Shou."


    It took Yachii little time to open her eyes. They were tinged with the same tone of blue as the butterfly, and like it, couldn't see anything. Well, that was what she'd told me anyway.


    "You're going to turn out like Sis if you never do anything but sleep."


    "Like Shimamura?"


    She proceeded to turn her head to the side as if to have a look at her. As for Sis, she seemed to still be asleep. She really did sleep a lot during winter, didn't she? I could remember Mom laughing how that was a good thing because it meant she didn't have to spend time looking after her.


    "Well then, I shall get going now."


    With that, Yachii got up. What did she mean by "well then"? What had the two been talking about before they fell asleep? I wasn't really sure. Well, whatever. She was wearing the same lion pyjama she always did. It was a good thing she was as cute as she was, because otherwise, it would've been pretty scary having a lion live in our house.


    "Shou. Are you able to see my future?" the lion asked me. She sounded genuinely curious.


    "Hmm? Oh, I get it."


    It seemed that she'd taken my statement about her turning out like Sis at face value.


    As I'd come to learn, this was a pretty common occurrence with Yachii.


    "I heard someone say that no one can see the future. So no."


    "Not no one. I can see it."


    "Huh?"


    "It's true. If you don't believe me, then shall I predict something that will happen to you in the future?"


    "Really?"


    The image of a certain fortune-teller I sometimes spotted when walking around town came to my mind. There was absolutely no overlap between the two of them.


    "Can you really do that, Yachii?"


    "Yes, I can."


    She followed up this proclamation by puffing out her pale stomach in a manner brimming with confidence.


    "What year is it currently?"


    "You need to ask me that?"


    Was there anything about this world that she actually knew?


    I told her the year, and right away, Yachii began counting using her fingers. Like her eyes, her fingernails too shone with pretty, blue light. I found myself spending the next few moments enthralled by them. Doing so, I even forgot how cold I'd felt mere moments earlier. Anyhow, now done counting, Yachii made the following statement:


    "Tomorrow, you and I will eat doughnuts together."


    She sounded so confident, so proud of herself.


    It took me no longer than a second to grasp the true meaning behind her words.


    "Are you not saying that just because you want to eat them?"


    "Hohoho."


    No signs of guilt could be heard in her voice. Tomorrow... Tomorrow was a day off.


    "Shall we go eat some? If money's a problem for you, then I got plenty", Yachii stated while proudly showing off a 500-yen coin she'd pulled out from somewhere.


    "You're saying you'll treat me?"


    "Yes, yes. Exactly so."


    It didn't sound like she'd had to think hard about her response. As for me, however, I found myself growing incredibly suspicious as to how she'd obtained that sort of money. Right as I was busy thinking about it, Yachii went ahead and added the following:


    "Ah. In that case, how about I give you an additional fortune as a bonus?"


    "Huh?"


    "In approximately sixteen years from now, you are going to make a stunning discovery."


    I could feel the butterfly wrapped around my finger flapping its wings as she spoke.


    "And then, once that happens, earthlings will at last—"


    That was as far as I could follow her. As for the rest, I wasn't able to make any sense out of what she was saying.


    The words that were coming out from her mouth barely even sounded like words to me.


    "Yachii—"


    "I brought snacks. You girls want some?"


    "Yay!"


    It was Mom who said that. In the next moment, Yachii had already left the room running. She didn't as much as bother to look behind her.


    Wait, wait.


    "You can't just leave it at that. I'm super curious now..."


    Only Sis and I remained. Speaking of her, she was still asleep, and didn't seem to have heard anything.


    "Hmph."


    I went ahead and gave her defenceless cheek a quick poke, only for her to escape my assault by turning over.


    Not even when I ran over to the other side of the futon and poked her face for a second time would she wake up.


    Anyway, enough of that. This was hardly a time to be messing around with Sis.


    "Hmm, still... It's Yachii we're talking about."


    The chances were that this "stunning discovery" of hers wasn't actually going to be anything stunning at all. As to why, well, from her point of view, finding just a single piece of candy counted as a matter worthy of celebration. Going by that logic, it'd likely be a big cake or something similar, or perhaps a large cup of pudding.


    I exited the room myself, only to catch sight of Yachii holding up the polvoron Mom had given her.


    "Hahaha. This one sure doesn't hesitate", Mom laughed as she gave Yachii a poke on the forehead.


    "Yoink."


    Just like that, she went ahead and grabbed a second polvoron for herself.


    "Actually, I think 'brazen' is more the word I was looking for."


    "It's delicious."


    Watching Yachii stuff her cheeks full of sweets, I couldn't help but feel like she wasn't going to be giving me any further answers.


    


  




  



  

    


    



    



    



    This was my second Christmas with Shimamura.


    Well, I say "was", but it had yet to actually take place.


    "We're having dinner with the family in the evening, so as long as it's during the day, then it's fine."


    Those were Shimamura's plans for the day. Somehow, I couldn't help but feel like they'd been exactly the same last year. Her family sure meant a lot to her, didn't it? Perhaps that was normal? Perhaps I was the weird one for not caring about mine?


    I simply had no idea how to interact with my parents. I'd gone my entire life without bothering to learn how, and now, it was far too late. That wasn't the correct way to go about it, was it? No, it couldn't be. And yet, it was the reality I lived in. I'd have to do with what I had.


    Family, huh? I found myself spending the next few moments thinking about it.


    Would it be possible for Shimamura and I to one day become family? If so, then how would we go about doing that? What methods did we have available to us? Adoption? Hmm, no. That didn't seem quite right. Maybe. Maybe? The more I thought about it, the more confused I found myself growing.


    I decided to leave the topic of family be for now. After all, the real question I should be asking myself right now had to do with how I was going to spend my time with Shimamura.


    As I'd recently noticed, thinking about these things while loitering around was quickly becoming a habit of mine.


    What was it that we'd done last year? Walked around the mall with me wearing the China dress? Yeah, I think that'd been it.


    How nostalgic.


    "But... Why?"


    Why had I chosen to wear the China dress for Christmas?


    I tried thinking back to it, yet the answer simply wouldn't come to me. What must have gone through my mind for me to borrow such a thing from my workplace? Like, seriously. What had I been thinking? I came so close to clutching my head. It'd only been a year, yet already, I found it impossible to make any sense out of my own actions. I didn't even dare to imagine how those around must have seen me. As for Shimamura, she sure was tolerant not to have walked away the instant I showed up.


    While I personally found this tolerance to be a big part of what made her so attractive to me, the truth of the matter could have been that she simply didn't care about other people all that much. What about me? Did she care about me at all? I certainly wanted her to. Now, saying that didn't mean she had to be the one to make it happen, or at least not the only one. Surely, there had to be things I too could do to help. Thoughts like those quickly filled my heart with worry: If I were to dress normally like everyone else, then would that lead to her ignoring me like she did those people?


    Perhaps... Perhaps the China dress hadn't been the wrong choice after all. That was what I found myself believing—wanting to believe.


    There were a lot of times—especially during winter—when I'd turn to look at Shimamura, only to find her dozing off.


    I really did feel like I had to remain vigilant, or our days would end up flying by just like that.


    "Wait, no. Dozing off isn't really the right word."


    That'd be like, feeling super tired. Hmm... On second thought, maybe that was accurate after all?


    "Anyway..."


    Only now did I realise, I really did think about Shimamura a lot.


    What about her? How much did she spend thinking about me any given day?


    Five minutes? Ten? Assuming she was in a good mood, was it reasonable to expect even an hour? Perhaps.


    That said, I couldn't imagine there being anything about me she could spend a whole hour thinking about.


    I found myself staring down at my fingertips. They appeared so very thin.


    Were Shimamura there in front of me, would I feel nervous? Would I bite my lip, would my eyes jump around? Would the world before me grow dim, would I lose all sense of what I was saying? Hmm... While those moments of panic might have been vivid, they weren't necessarily a good thing.


    Perhaps I'd do well to make it my goal to get to a point where I could remain calm in front of her.


    



    How would it feel were Shimamura ever to find out how much time I spent thinking about her?


    Pretty embarrassing, probably.


    



    "Krisma! Krisma!"


    The small, glowing creature continued jumping up and down in place, accompanied by a very characteristic cry.


    It might have been because I'd only just woken up, but she appeared really bright to me, almost bright enough to rival the sun.


    "Good morning!"


    The lion cub greeted me the same way she always did. As for me, I responded by simply shifting sides. What was she trying to say? Crystal? Crystal mall? Whatever the case, I felt far too tired to attempt to figure it out.


    Meanwhile, Yashiro continued bouncing cheerfully by my pillow.


    "Krisma!"


    "Oh... Christmas?"


    The random gush of winter wind brushing against my cheek had focused my brain just enough to allow me to reach that conclusion. Doing so, I found myself feeling just a tiny bit worried: I hadn't accidentally overslept and missed it, had I? I went ahead and quickly checked the clock. Even if not likely, I knew myself well enough to know that this was a real concern. The combination of weekend and winter like what we were experiencing currently often proved to be quite fiendish.


    "Oh, looks like I'm good."


    The clock was displaying just past ten in the morning. In other words, there was still plenty of time left until I was supposed to meet with Adachi.


    "I better be more careful from now on."


    "Yes, yes", Yashiro nodded. I couldn't help but feel like she had no idea why we were looking at the clock.


    "Anyway... You're excited for today too?"


    "Indeed. I've come to learn about the existence of Christmas."


    I didn't know about it last year, but I do now, she added, sounding quite proud of herself for whatever reason. I just had to pinch her cheeks for that.


    "Just to make sure, can you explain Christmas to me in your own words?"


    "It's a day upon which you eat cake."


    "Hmm... Well, I guess that's close enough."


    Yay, I could hear Yashiro celebrate, her cheeks still pinched between my fingers. Simply looking at her made me feel exhausted.


    "Also, Shou told me that a man called Santa comes by and gives you presents."


    "Right..."


    It seemed that my sister was going to go yet another year believing in Santa. There was something kind of adorable about that.


    That said, thinking about it rationally, if strange creatures like the one I was looking at right now could exist, then was it really all that big of a stretch to think that Santa Claus and his flying reindeer could too? I gave her cheeks one last pinch before letting her go. And yet, even after I did, her face still remained just as deformed as it'd been. Was this just how she was going to be from now on? I couldn't help but find myself freaking out a little.


    "I've been really good this year, so I'm sure I'll get a lot of presents."


    "If you say so."


    "Now then, hand them over, please."


    Huh? What on earth was she talking about? That was my initial reaction as the girl held out her tiny hands towards me. Coincidentally, this was also where her face returned back to normal.


    Let's just say that I was glad, and not think about it any further.


    "Err, I'm not Santa though."


    "Correct. Your name is Shimamura."


    Although the first and the last letter matched, none of the ones in-between were the same.


    "Shou told me that Santa comes at night while you're sleeping."


    "That's true."


    "However, even if you wake up and see that you have received presents, you must brush your teeth first before opening them."


    She made sure to whisper as if what she was telling me was some sort of a big secret. It seemed that for her, presents being something edible was a given.


    "Therefore, I came to the conclusion that I'd rather receive them right now."


    "Like I told you just a second ago, I'm not Santa."


    "Correct. Your name is—"


    "Enough."


    "I don't mind who the presents come from", the girl grinned.


    "Hmm... Well, I guess it's fine."


    The Santa of our house likely wasn't going to be bringing her presents anyway.


    "Just to make sure, do you have any preferences when it comes to presents?"


    "I wouldn't mind a cake, but what I really love are doughnuts."


    "Got it."


    I might as well buy her something while I was out. That was, assuming I didn't forget.


    "Christmas sure is nice."


    She'd yet to receive any presents, but already, there was a big old smile on her face.


    "Hmm... I think I agree."


    It was only thanks to the previous one I'd spent with Adachi that I could say that. Without it, my answer would in all likelihood have been different. That said, given how special Christmas seemed to be for a lot of people—Adachi and Yashiro just to name a few—perhaps it would make sense for me to jump on it too? Get all enthusiastic and head out somewhere. The only question was, where?


    "I've gotta tell Shou about this! She'll be so jealous!"


    That was the last I heard of Yashiro as she sprinted out into the hallway.


    "Hmph. You do that."


    Those two sure got along, didn't they? I couldn't help but wonder what my sister had asked for from Santa this year. Last year, it'd been something for her aquarium, I think. Maybe she wanted something for Yashiro this time? Just kidding, of course.


    On the topic of fish, it was only now that I realised just how much Yashiro resembled a sea angel.


    "Christmas, huh?"


    I went ahead and lifted my arms into the air to pump myself up. It was one's duty to be in high spirits during Christmas, I felt.


    We had slightly fancier food than normal, Santa didn't show up, and then it got too cold for me to even consider stepping outside of my room.


    That was pretty much how it went every single year. Maybe I'd been excited the first few times, but these days, it was impossible for me to act as enthusiastic about it as our little lodger.


    "Every year..."


    I used my fingers to comb my hair away so that it wasn't hanging over my eyes. When Christmas next came around, would Adachi and I once again be spending it together?


    Third year students like us normally spent winter studying for entrance exams, so there was that. Not that I even knew if Adachi wanted to continue studying.


    I kinda got the feeling that if I said I was going to university, then she'd do the same. And if I said I wasn't, then again, she wouldn't either. She really did like matching her steps with me. In some sense, I suppose you could call that diligence.


    "As for me..."


    There had been a time in my life when I'd hated people like that. I'd hated them so much that I couldn't stand it.


    The act of thinking back to the old version of myself—constantly sour, displeased at everything—left me feeling in two minds every single time. On one hand, those days felt very nostalgic to me, but on the other, I wanted to erase all memory of them from my mind. There was only one thing I knew for sure, and that was that I'd been much more lively back then.


    Trying to decide whether to yawn or not, I spent the next few moments staring into space.


    Doing so, both the images of Adachi and Tarumi appeared in my mind.


    



    We really didn't have many places to visit. There was the mall, the station, and besides those, not much else. Even the park was ruled out due to it currently being far too cold outside. I found myself taking a quick glance at the boomerang still sitting on my shelf. Even now, a full year later, I still couldn't fathom why Shimamura had gotten me a boomerang for Christmas. I had to imagine that, if there ever were to come such a day, a day on which I began understanding what went on inside her mind, then that would mark a whole new world being opened to me. Shimamura really was that deep.


    With thoughts like those flooding my mind, I finished changing clothes, checked my hair, and took a step away from the mirror. That exact loop was something that I'd done at least three times by that point—if not more. Though that might have sounded like a lot, there'd been times in my past when I'd gone well past ten repeats, and as such, I felt like I was definitely making progress.


    No matter how much I attempted to prepare beforehand, I'd always find myself having doubts concerning my choice of outfit when the day actually came.


    This was only made worse by my habit of panicking even when there was still plenty of time left, which would then lead to me running away.


    That was exactly what ended up happening this time as well. Finding myself in the living room, I just so happened to come across my mother who'd gotten there through the front door mere moments earlier. On her shoulder, she was carrying a large bag, the same one I often saw her taking with her when she left the house. Our eyes then met. There was something very peculiar about the woman's stare, and for a moment, I found myself unable to muster up a response.


    "You're heading out?"


    "...Yeah."


    My reply was met by a disinterested sigh. It seemed that we both found this situation equally uncomfortable.


    And yet, what the woman said next couldn't have come as more of a shock to me.


    "Be nice to that girl, okay?" she stated, turning around and exiting the living room into her own bedroom. However, not a moment later, the door opened for a second time just for her to peek her head out and to say the following: "What's up with those clothes?"


    "Err, it's just..."


    I'd barely managed to get a word out by the time she'd already disappeared, this time for good. How fidgety she was being today, seriously.


    I didn't even get a chance to ask her what girl she was talking about. For me, the only one who came to mind was Shimamura, but could that really have been it?


    Not once had I brought her over to our place. I mean, sure, there was that one time she'd seen me off all the way to our front door, but it wasn't like she'd happened to come across my mother while doing so. Where else could the two have possibly met? Nothing really came to mind. Perhaps she'd gotten her mixed up with someone else? That could've been it, although the problem then became, with whom? I didn't really have anyone other than Shimamura.


    "Hmm... Well, I guess it doesn't matter."


    Imitating a certain someone, I decided to give up for now. Having done that, I then exited the house and got on my bike.


    The sky above me as I began pedalling was clear without a single cloud.


    



    "What do you want to have for lunch?"


    "Actually, I'm just about to head out."


    "Really? That's great to hear. Next time, try to sleep past breakfast time too, okay?"


    Laughing to herself, Mom proceeded to give my head a repeated series of smacks.


    "Come on, stop that. I told you I was heading out."


    The hairdo I'd gone out of my way to make pretty was quickly growing dishevelled. For a brief moment, I considered going back and fixing it, but figuring that was too much work, I ultimately decided against it. What was the point when the wind outside would ruin it anyway? That said, I did brush Mom's hand off.


    Leaning against the hallway wall, the woman's eyes turned to look away.


    "Going out on Christmas, huh? With a man?"


    "Excuse me?"


    "Well, you know Hougetsu, you're at that age already. Mom's gotta start asking."


    There was something about her tone that made it sound like she was talking to a baby. Sure, she was also sticking her nose where it didn't belong, of course, but that bothered me way less for some reason.


    "The answer's no."


    "Is it a woman then?"


    "That's the implication?"


    Not saying that she was wrong.


    "I'm just hanging out with Adachi. That's all."


    "Adachi? Hmph."


    What was that "hmph" for? I was of the opinion that the person in question not being present was no excuse for such rude remarks.


    "You two sure do get along, don't you?"


    "I suppose", I answered vaguely, all the while fiddling with a strand of hair that had gotten itself looped around my ear. Would there eventually come a day that I could be honest about my relationship with her to my parents? They both had a very lenient side to them, and I kinda got a feeling like they might be surprisingly willing to accept it—kinda like I'd myself accepted Adachi and begun sharing my time with her.


    "Do you have fun with her?" Mom asked me, no longer leaning against the wall and with her arms now crossed.


    "Fun? Hmm. I'd say it's more like..."


    I quickly began looking for an alternative expression to use. Doing so, my mind wound up returning to the conversation I'd had with Pancho during the school trip. By no means did I think about our time spent together negatively. That being the case, the question then became, what did I think about it? For some reason, I found myself unable to answer that question.


    "Adachi always looks like she's enjoying herself, so I guess that's good enough?"


    Failing to find an answer, I ended up turning the question around. As far as replies went, how would this one rank? D, perhaps? I would've liked to think it was at least better than a straight F.


    "Adachi looks like she's having fun, you say? Yes, yes."


    Though there was something about her words that seemed to hint at a deeper meaning, I decided to pass it off by deciding that she was probably just acting that way on purpose.


    Sure enough, it didn't take the woman long to switch subjects.


    "Her family doesn't celebrate Christmas?"


    Why did she pronounce it like that? A few seconds later, I suddenly realised who it was that Yashiro had been imitating.


    "Not sure. If I had to guess, I'd probably say no."


    It seemed very unlikely considering both the personality of Adachi's mother and relationship between the two. That reminded me, not once had I heard anything about her dad. Well, probably not, at least; as much as I would've liked to say that there was no way I would forget something like that, I sadly lacked the confidence necessary in my own memory to do so.


    I suppose it was possible that he simply wasn't home all that often, and as such, didn't leave much of a presence.


    As it turned out, there was still a surprising number of things I didn't know about Adachi.


    "Well, in that case, if she doesn't have any other plans, why don't you bring her here after you're done?"


    "Who? Adachi?"


    "Yeah. Dinner gets more fun the more people there are around."


    Those were Mom's words to me. Assuming that all those people got along, then sure, I would tend to agree.


    The problem was, the way she said it, that part clearly wasn't something she cared much about.


    Though I couldn't personally imitate it, I suppose there might have been people out there for whom such positivity was very helpful.


    "I'll ask her."


    A grin formed on the woman's face as I said that.


    "I think I might do the same then."


    "Hmm? You're bringing someone over too? Who?"


    "Tee-hee. Sorry, but that's a secret."


    "You know you don't sound cute when you do that, right?"


    This comment was clearly unwelcome, earning me a light kick on the shin.


    "I do have relationships too, thank you very much. But yeah, anyway, look forward to it."


    "Can we talk about the fact that you kick me when you can no longer continue the conversation normally?"


    "You've gotten better at dodging, I'll say that."


    "Well, thanks."


    "Only when it comes to your feet, though."


    "Shut up."


    It was there that I heard light footsteps to my side. I turned my head, only to witness Yashiro running full-speed into the kitchen with her hands held out in front of her. Mom noticed her too and quickly went after her, followed by Yashiro being hurled into the hallway and rolling off. All that in the span of no more than a few seconds. Truly, what a strange house we lived in.


    This noisiness would have driven me absolutely insane back in middle school, but now, I just found it relaxing.


    If I had to describe the sensation, I'd say it was like bringing my hand near a heater that had just been turned on.


    



    "Oh, my. This is quite the nostalgic turn of events."


    Those were the very first words Shimamura spoke to me as she showed up to the spot where we'd agreed to meet.


    I chose to take them as a positive sign. Why? Because it showed that she still remembered.


    It was clear looking at Shimamura that very little of what happened stuck with her, and yet, when it came to me, she'd made an exception.


    That being said, happiness was by no means the only sensation I experienced in that moment. There was also embarrassment. Lots of it.


    We'd chosen to meet under the giant Christmas tree located in the centre of the plaza immediately beyond the mall's entrance. The amount of people around us rivalled that of a big city train station, which in turn caused the air to feel so warm it was like someone had turned the heater up by whole two notches. There were parents with their children, men and women, and also more than a handful of female couples mixed in. 


    "Is this what you always wear on your free time, Adachi?"


    "Err, no. Frankly, I'm not sure why I went with it myself..."


    After trying so hard to pick something else and failing, I'd once again found myself wearing a China dress. The only difference was that this time, I'd not borrowed the dress I wore at work, but instead, had gone out and bought one. In other words, it was my own. I'd bought myself a China dress. So much thought had gone into that decision.


    Or had it? Had I really been thinking at all?


    "Not that I'm complaining. I think it looks great on you. Plus, since I don't get a lot of opportunities to see it, it gives this kinda special feeling whenever I do."


    Shimamura proceeded to stare at me intensely as she spoke. It was as if she was trying to observe the dress from every angle. Ashamed, I attempted to use my coat to conceal it, only for her to grab my wrist, stopping me. Doing so placed Shimamura in a position where it almost looked like she was trying to get a peek underneath my coat. Needless to say, I found it all incredibly embarrassing. I could feel my eyes spinning like they always did.


    "How lucky. Just the other day, I was wondering when I'd get to see you wearing a China dress again."


    "Huh?"


    "Hmm."


    Without as much as a warning, Shimamura used her finger to trace the slit on my dress. This caused me to jump into the air. Still holding my wrist, Shimamura ended up being dragged in too, and for the next few moments, it kinda looked like we were dancing. Dancing badly. I lifted my head to look at her, only to see that she was smiling.


    After I'd stopped jumping, Shimamura quickly apologized.


    "Sorry, sorry. Did I startle you?"


    "Err, no. No, you didn't..."


    What was this redness surging out from deep within my chest? I could almost hear my heartbeat ringing in my ears.


    It wasn't getting any better, and I felt like soon enough, my head was going to start hurting.


    I really should make being able to remain calm in front of her my goal for the next year. Like, seriously.


    As for this year, it was sadly far too late already.


    "Still, Adachi. I do think you're much more interesting this way."


    "I-Interesting? This way?"


    What she'd said made absolutely no sense to me. Choosing not to explain herself any further, Shimamura instead continued smiling.


    It was likely the case that she wasn't quite sure what she'd meant herself.


    Still, if the gist of it was that she found me interesting...


    ...Then was it alright for me to be happy about that?


    I didn't know, and there was no time to think. I too was left to prioritize the present.


    "Err... Do you mind if we hold hands?" I suggested, all the while offering her the same hand she'd been gripping till just moments earlier.


    At last, I'd learned to do it like this instead of losing control and taking her hand by force. I wasn't panicking anymore. I was calm. Calm. Shimamura had come here just to see me. She was my girlfriend. There was absolutely no reason for me to panic.


    I'd had to repeat that to myself so many times to be able to get to this point.


    "Sure. That's fine with me."


    Like usual, Shimamura took my hand with seemingly no hesitation. Her fingertips felt a bit cold to the touch, cold enough to let me assume she'd not been holding hands with anyone coming here. A sigh of relief left my mouth.


    With our fingers interlocked, the two of us then began walking. The direction Shimamura had chosen for us was lined up with the glowing signs of restaurants.


    Now, let me start off by saying, I really did enjoy us being able to hold hands like it was no big deal. I genuinely did. Of course. That being said, I would've been lying if I failed to mention that there was a part of me that wondered if the way we were doing it was perhaps a little too casual. Like, had our relationship perhaps started to... what was the expression I was looking for... cool off? Shimamura specifically was scanning our surroundings for a place to eat in a way that made it seem as if she didn't care at all.


    Our hands continued bouncing up and down between us.


    "Say, Shimamura. Have you ever felt... embarrassed before?"


    "Hmm? Of course. I doubt there's anyone out there who hasn't."


    Actually, wait. I think there might be, she quickly added. Was she thinking of someone in specific?


    "Oh, that reminds me. Do you mind if we go buy doughnuts first? I feel like if I save that for last, I'll end up forgetting about it."


    "Doughnuts?"


    "Yeah. A certain strange creature asked me to buy her some. Said they are all she wants for Christmas."


    Hahaha, she laughed wryly. I kinda felt like I now knew who she'd been thinking about.


    "Hmm?"


    Those thoughts of resentment had seemingly manifested themselves as pressure being put into my fingertips, as all of a sudden, Shimamura turned her head into the direction of our hands. Compared to hers, mine was just a little on the pale side. My fingers were also a tad bit longer than hers. A part of why I was gripping her so tight was to bridge this gap.


    Saying nothing, Shimamura lifted her gaze and went back to scanning our surroundings. It was almost as if to her, things such as the fancy Christmas lights and the red car being displayed in the middle of the walkway were just ordinary parts of the world.


    As for me, I too continued staring at her like usual.


    Shimamura really was everything I thought about, wasn't she?


    There'd been a time in my past when coming to such a realisation would've been far beyond my abilities. The fact that I now could showed that at last, my head was starting to cool down.


    "Shimamura. How much do you think about me?"


    "Huh?"


    Having been viewing the various billboards, Shimamura quickly turned her attention towards me. She did it so fast it almost looked like her eyeballs were going to roll out from their sockets.


    "How much, as in?"


    "Like... Does my name ever pass your mind?"


    "Sure it does."


    She was taking this all so incredibly casually. Then again, I suppose it was possible that the fact that I saw it that way said more about me than it did about her.


    "B-But, how often?"


    "Oh, I see now. That sort of 'how much'. Hmm..."


    She proceeded to knit her brows and stroke her chin.


    "Sorry, but I haven't really been keeping count."


    That was honestly a pretty fair response, I felt. People didn't normally think about what went on in their heads to such an extent. While I'd been doing it ever since we met and as such could tell easily, I suppose the same wasn't true for Shimamura. A part of me did wish that she would do it too, but at the same time, it wasn't like I could ever make her.


    We'd just arrived at the doughnut shop when Shimamura asked me the following:


    "Do I really come off as that uninterested to you, Adachi?"


    Yes, I was about to answer on instinct before quickly swallowing my words. Still, it did seem like my facial expression alone had been enough to carry across the general idea.


    "That's no good then. I kinda feel bad now. Like, real bad."


    Could she really not notice herself how the disinterested tone of her voice went completely against what she was saying? It was almost like she was reading straight out of a script or something. That said, perhaps this was all simply a part of Shimamura's... appeal? In the moment that thought crossed my mind, I knew it was over for me.


    "No, no. That's not what I was saying at all..."


    Furiously, I shook my head from side to side. She thought a lot about me, and I knew that.


    "Hmm... Alright. Let's sit down for a bit, shall we?" Shimamura suggested while pointing her finger into the direction of a nearby doughnut shop. Through the window, I could sense the smell of something sweet, combined with that of Chinese food which they also appeared to serve during lunchtime. Though I myself had never heard of such a practice, the reason for that might simply have been the fact that I normally never came here at this time of the day.


    Besides the ones we were going to be eating there at the store, Shimamura bought herself three doughnuts to take with her. One for her sister, and one (or two) for that strange creature, I assumed? Having placed them in her bag, she then let out a gasp as if she'd realised something before turning my way.


    "Wh-What?"


    "I completely forgot to get you a Christmas present."


    What a bummer. I even remembered it last year, she added in a very apologetic tone of voice.


    "Oh, err. I didn't get you anything either..."


    I'd been so preoccupied with choosing what to wear that I'd ended up forgetting too.


    "Really? That's perfect then."


    "I-Is it?"


    "Let's go buy something together once we're done eating."


    "Oh... Yeah. Let's do that."


    And so, a plan was formed. Perhaps this was the best way things could've played out after all. I did often feel like it was very difficult for me to find things for the two of us to do. And yet, despite those feelings, I still wished to share my time with her. Perhaps this itself was what could be called affection?


    Both of us carrying trays, we then began looking for a free table. Though there were normally plenty, today, the store was absolutely crowded. Judging by the high-pitched voices of children, a lot of those customers appeared to be families. We weaved through them, and eventually, managed to find a spot near the windows.


    However, it only took us sitting down to figure out why this table had been left empty; being located in close vicinity to the emergency exit, I could feel something resembling a draft blowing against both my shoulders and my elbows as I sat there.


    Then again, given that my cheeks were practically burning by this point, maybe that was a good thing after all?


    "Listen, Adachi. I love you. Of course I do."


    We'd barely settled down when Shimamura stated that. Though her tone sounded very casual, the actual contents of what she was saying were anything but. She was confessing her love to me. That's what it was.


    "I... I s-see."


    My attempt at remaining as calm as possible resulted in me stumbling over my words not once, but twice.


    "However, if I'm not able to convey that properly, then that means I have some work to do, too."


    "Err... Please go ahead?"


    It didn't sound like a bad thing, hence my answer. To this, Shimamura responded in the form of a light nod before grabbing her doughnut off the table. She didn't actually eat the whole thing, but instead broke off a tiny piece of the chocolate crusting and tossed that alone into her mouth. Appearing satisfied by the sweetness, a soft smile then appeared on her face.


    My mouth was left hanging wide open too as I stared at her.


    "To me, it's to a point where I don't think I'd be able to live without you. That's how much I... ... you."


    I ended up running out of steam halfway through, and by the end of it, my voice had been reduced to a point where you could barely make out what I was saying.


    "I hate to interrupt when you're being all passionate, but could you please repeat that last part? I don't think I quite caught you."


    Shimamura on the other hand showed me no mercy. I was driven into a corner by her large eyes and her bright smile.


    "You meanie."


    "No, no. It's not that. I genuinely want to hear everything you have to say. All of it."


    There are times when it can be hard to ask again later, she added, her eyes turned the other way for some reason.


    "So, please. Go ahead. I'm listening now."


    As if to emphasize her point, Shimamura pushed her hair aside and exposed her ears. Then, without her so much as touching them, they began moving all on their own. I was left feeling shocked to say the least. This reaction appeared to have shown on my face, and sounding a little confused, Shimamura asked me the following:


    "Hmm? Is something wrong?"


    "It's just... You can move your ears. I've never seen anyone who can do that before."


    "Seriously?"


    Shimamura moved her ears again, showing that it wasn't really something she thought about.


    "My sister can do it too. Is it really that rare?"


    "Probably."


    "You can't, Adachi?"


    Though I figured it was in all likelihood pointless, I still did as I was told, pulling back my hair and showing my ears to her. Now, how was I meant to flex them in order to do this? I tried tensing up the back of my head, but there was no indication of this doing anything to my ears. The only thing I did manage to accomplish was turning my face red. Observing me, Shimamura went ahead and took a bite out of her doughnut.


    "Well, I guess it's only fair that I occasionally beat you at something."


    The smile which appeared on Shimamura's face made it clear that she felt very much satisfied.


    When was it that I'd beaten her? When we were playing table tennis?


    I did have a distinct memory of me winning most of those games. Other than that... Nothing really came to mind. If anything, I felt like I was always the one losing. Spending the majority of my days obsessing over Shimamura had to be a sign of defeat, surely.


    "We ended up getting pretty far off-topic there."


    "Yeah."


    "So then, what were you saying? Why is it that you can't live without me?"


    With the half-eaten doughnut in hand, Shimamura returned the conversation back to its original track. There was no getting away.


    Not that I'd had such thoughts to begin with. Never. I'd never run away from her.


    I breathed in a mouthful of the sweet, bright air around us. There, as if clenching my front teeth together, I forced the following words out:


    "It's because... I love you so much."


    "Oh, I guess I heard you right the first time then. Sorry, sorry."


    "I knew you were just being mean..."


    "Hehehe."


    There was something very childish about the way Shimamura laughed. Her goal had clearly been to gloss over the matter, and to no one's surprise, this method of hers ended up working wonders on me. It was so unfair. So horribly unfair. Why? She normally never opened herself to others, and I had to wonder, was the fact that I felt like I was peering into her heart the reason why I found myself so attracted to her?


    "I've gotta say, I kinda feel like I'm starting to get used to this."


    Shimamura had a look around her before letting out another giggle.


    "So, you love me, huh? Yes, yes."


    "Wh-Why are you nodding your head like that?"


    "Oh, no. Don't get me wrong. I don't doubt your love. Nothing of the sort."


    I could feel blood rushing in my ears as she said that.


    "It's just... How to put it. It's like you were letting out something pretty, something red, something round."


    "Red..."


    Was I really going to end up bleeding every single time?


    I suppose it was possible.


    My soul certainly felt that way.


    And yet.


    "Still, Shimamura. You say you'd be able to live without me just fine. That's kinda... depressing."


    "Depressing? Really?"


    That was the only word I could come up with that described the emotions I was feeling. It was kinda like digging a hole and then sinking down into it. As to why this was the case, the answer probably lay in the fact that for me, Shimamura was what made up the entirety of my world.


    In case of any sort of isolation from her, all I could do was feel depressed—to sink.


    Good thing I wasn't living in flatland.


    "Hmph."


    That was Shimamura's initial response. It very much sounded like she just wanted to get something out there. As if to support this theory, a few seconds later, she added the following:


    "That might be."


    This she hadn't said simply for the sake of it. No, it was clear that these were her true thoughts.


    "I used to have a lot of friends in the past who I barely meet anymore. And yet, my life still continues. If it ever did come to it, I get a feeling like the same thing would happen with our relationship too."


    She followed this by lifting her right hand—her hand that I wasn't currently holding—slowly into the air.


    Her fingers grasped at nothing, and then released...


    ...only for her to take my hand once more, and much more strongly this time.


    "That is why I need to do my best not to lose you. To suppress the part of myself that... Yes. Finds everything bothersome."


    "Bothersome..."


    "Exactly. Questions like, what do I think about you? How do I want us to be? I can't just ignore them and pretend like they don't matter. Once it becomes a habit, you don't really tend to notice when things start fading away."


    That is a very sad thing, Shimamura added.


    Though she laughed, she too looked a little sad behind her expression.


    Was she recalling a similar experience that had occurred in her past? I could only imagine so.


    Staring at her, a thought passed through my mind.


    I never wanted to get to a point where she'd think back to me in such a way. I would not walk down that path.


    That was why, in this moment—


    Those emotions ended up pushing me forward. It'd always been like that, and I got the feeling it'd always be.


    There were simply powers of that sort in play between Shimamura and I.


    I took her hand—the one she'd not taken. I grasped her tight.


    Shimamura's initial reaction was to stare at me with her eyes wide open. A second later, a sigh left her mouth, followed by a soft smile.


    The way in which she smiled was the same as always. She looked so much more mature than me, giving me the illusion that the height gap between us had been reversed.


    "So, we're a ring now, huh? It's kinda inconvenient, don't you think?"


    We can't do anything like this, she added while shaking our arms up and down. While the simple act of staring at her directly might have been more than enough for me, it was certainly true that there was little else we could do.


    I couldn't help but feel like I'd once again made a mistake of some sort.


    That said, had I done nothing, I would never have gotten to know that Shimamura's hands felt slightly cold to the touch.


    "I figured it was best for the time being..."


    The things we could do now, we'd do them now, and as for the things we couldn't, those we'd do later. That alone was more than enough.


    The fact alone that there existed a tomorrow caused me to feel thankful.


    A tomorrow with Shimamura.


    "Hmm... Thinking about you, Adachi, I really get the feeling that you live fully in the present."


    "Huh? You do?"


    The way she said that almost made it sound kinda cool. Was the way I lived my life really worthy of such a description?


    Then again, it was true that when it came to memories, I certainly lacked those.


    At least for now, present was the only span of time where Shimamura existed for me.


    She'd been there last year, yes. That was exactly why it didn't count as the past.


    I couldn't help but wonder, would there one day come a time when I'd get to spend my past with her?


    "Things are always very cleanly cut with you. I can't say that I—"


    Shimamura had been in the middle of saying something. However, instead of finishing her sentence, she simply closed her eyes.


    "I was going to say that I don't dislike it, but I think there's another word that fits better. Yes, yes."


    Mumbling something to herself, Shimamura went ahead and looked right at me, as if she was staring directly into my eyes. She then opened her mouth.


    "I love you, Adachi."


    Those were the words that came out.


    This was followed by her blushing slightly and looking away.


    While her words were certainly pleasant, it was that reaction of hers that truly captured my heart and caused me to lose all sense.


    "Ah."


    Mere seconds later, she'd already returned, this time with her eyes wide open.


    "You have Adachi Sakura written all over your face."


    "Huh? What's that supposed to mean?"


    This nonsense comment was followed by Shimamura stretching her arm towards my direction.


    Her fingers were already so warm that when she touched me, it felt like my skin was melting down.


    "Your ears, too."


    She pinched my ears, then my cheeks.


    "They're all coloured like sakura flowers."


    Shimamura laughed.


    She really seemed to be enjoying herself.


    As for me, I probably looked like I'd been hit by a violent sakura tempest.


    


  




  

    


    



    



    



    Bonus: "Shimamura and Adachi and Christmas"


    



    "What would you say about going on a date?"


    "Excuse me?"


    "Well, in that case, how about we make it a party?"


    "Is the problem with your head, or your Japanese?"


    "Excuse me?"


    I stopped to think about it for a second.


    "If I was forced to say, then I'd probably say Japanese."


    "Really now?"


    "Then again, both date and party are English words."


    "Smart-ass."


    The woman responded the exact same way my daughter would. I couldn't help but laugh a little.


    I proceeded to scratch my leg as the waves of hot air coming from the heating device blew against it.


    "By the way, I still don't know why you called me."


    "Ah, yes. There's this tradition in our family. Every year on Christmas, we get together to eat a fancier-than-normal meal."


    "Sounds very lovely."


    "I called you to ask if you'd like to come by."


    "Huh?"


    "Naturally, I'm the one who makes the food."


    Pretty incredible, huh? I added as a brag. Neither my husband nor my daughters really did any cooking, leaving it as my domain for easy compliments.


    That reminded me, I'd forgotten to bring up the topic of Adachi's mom with Hougetsu. Maybe I should do that today at some point? Meanwhile, still waiting for me to stop bragging, the tone of the woman's voice was starting to grow distinctively deeper.


    "You really are..."


    "Yes?"


    "...an idiot."


    "Really?"


    "What on earth makes you think I'd just walk in on another family's Christmas party?"


    "It's normal in America. Totally normal."


    Not that I had any clue what went on there. That said, thinking about all the Bobs and Johns, the image that came to my mind was definitely of them partying on.


    "Besides, you wouldn't be by yourself."


    "I don't need you."


    Just like that, I'd been found out.


    "I didn't mean me."


    "Well, that's good, but I can't think of anyone else then."


    "There is your daughter. Adachi."


    The words had barely left my mouth when I realised that wasn't actually the girl's given name. Regardless, it seemed to convey the message just fine, as immediately afterwards, the woman's voice fell silent. Completely silent. Was she still breathing okay?


    As I waited for her to reply, I went ahead and stretched my limbs as far as they would go. Doing so, a strange, uneven moan left my mouth. If I had to guess, it was probably loud enough for her to hear it too.


    "What do you mean?"


    "My girl just left the house to go out with yours."


    "Oh, yes... I'm aware."


    "After that, she'll come here to eat Christmas dinner with us. I think."


    "You think?"


    "Well, we didn't make any actual plans, but I am pretty sure she will come."


    If there was one thing my daughter could do well, it was making those sorts of invitations. When had she learned that skill? Pretty recently, I felt.


    For someone who spent most of her days spacing out, people sure seemed willing to take a liking to her.


    ...Let's say that she inherited that last part from me. And the spacing out from her father. Yes, yes.


    "If the girl's going to be there, then I'm definitely not interested."


    "Why?"


    "Is that sarcasm? Or can you really not guess?"


    "Umm... No? Are you on bad terms or something? If so, then why not use this as an opportunity to get closer?"


    Right there, a glowing ball of light ran past me on her way to the kitchen. I quickly grabbed her by the collar.


    "Whoa!"


    "Good grief..."


    I could hear a deep sigh coming from her end of the call.


    "Even if Adachi does come here, it'll still be kinda like an away game for her. That's why, being her mother, you should come too."


    "Me offering Sakura support? That's not how it'd go..."


    "Huh? You won't back up your own daughter? Are you an evil person or something?"


    "Now you're just being ridiculous. No, it's not like that. I... Actually, I don't want to talk about this right now."


    "You should try smiling and holding her hand just once, even if you need to force yourself. Smiling is something you ought to get used to."


    "Sorry, but that isn't possible."


    "That's why I said, even if you need to force yourself."


    Once you do it once, it won't be impossible anymore, I added.


    "Don't you think it'd be nice spending Christmas with your daughter? To me, that seems like the right thing to do."


    That said, there was no doubt in my mind that were the two to be left by themselves, the air between them would immediately grow stagnant.


    "Think of me as the one providing the lubricant."


    "......"


    "Wow! So easy! So flexible!"


    "Is it fun talking by yourself?"


    "Quite. Why not give it a shot sometime?"


    It was what always let me act so positive.


    "Besides, as long as you can make memories, does it matter if nothing happens?"


    In the distant future, decades from now, it'd be nice to have something to think back to.


    I felt that to be one of the most important things in life.


    "...So, at the end of the day, you're only doing this for purely selfish reasons?"


    "Hmm, I wonder."


    It was true that I hadn't invited her just to be considerate. The more fun people there were around, the more fun it got.


    That was the logic I'd used to fuel my actions.


    "Your husband can come too if he wants."


    Only after the words had left my mouth did I realise that we didn't actually have enough room in the dinner table for that.


    Especially not with this thing around, I thought to myself as I shook the creature I was holding from left to right. She seemed to be having a lot of fun just hanging there.


    "I don't have a husband."


    "Oh, you don't? My bad then."


    "It's fine... Anyway, am I really coming there?"


    "I'm not the one you should be asking that."


    "I can't be bothered to say no, so you decide. Seriously... Just thinking about this is wearing me out."


    "Come!" I stated loudly. Though the glowing creature likely didn't know what I was doing, she still went ahead and did the same.


    "Haa... So I should come then?"


    "Sure, why not? Act more positive. It'll be a lot of fun. For me."


    "I get the feeling you could make anything fun for yourself."


    "Incorrect. I'll have you know, I actually get lonely quite easily."


    "Oh, really?"


    "Yep. That's why you should drop by. We start eating at around seven."


    "Sure..."


    And done. That was everything I'd wanted to say to her. About to end the call, I heard the woman let out an extremely deep sigh.


    "Hmm? What is it?"


    "I'm starting to regret ever giving you my phone number."


    "Hahaha", I laughed before ending the call, this time for good. That sure was fun.


    The woman was cold like her daughter, but in a very different way. How interesting.


    "Ah, Shimamura is almost back", the little creature stated suddenly, still in my grip and with her eyes pointed at the front door.


    "Really? You can tell? How?"


    "By the smell of doughnuts."


    "Hmm... Not sure I get what you mean."


    I really didn't. That said, it was true that there were things in this world only visible to others.


    Take me and Adachi's mother for example. Our minds were totally different, and so were the things we could see.


    You needed other people to get the full picture.


    Anyway. Still holding the girl, I got up and began making my way towards the entrance hall.


    "Oh."


    There it was, the usual knock signalling that she was home.


    Would a certain someone be standing next to her? Almost certainly.


    "Mommy, are you Santa?"


    "Why do you say that?"


    "Because you gave Adachi her mama as a present", the small ball of light responded, all the while shaking her body from side to side.


    "Hmm... You might have a point."


    Now that she mentioned it, there was something kinda wonderful about it, wasn't there?


    "For someone who only hangs around to eat all our food, you do say some pretty smart things from time to time."


    "I am a very good person, yes."


    Deciding to keep this present a surprise for the time being, I went ahead and welcomed the two in.


    "Welcome home, my daughters."


    It was too much work to do it any other way, and so, I ended up just making both of them my daughters.


    


  




  



  

    


    



    



    



    "Err, I'm—"


    "My daughter, yes."


    Mom was there to greet us as we arrived at my place. I wasn't sure why, but for some reason, she'd decided to treat both of us as her daughters. Whereas I was more than used to her weird antics, Adachi on the other hand appeared visibly confused.


    We'd been holding hands till just mere moments ago. As I took off my shoes, I went ahead and recalled her warmth.


    "You're fine with that too, right?"


    "Huh? Sure, I guess."


    I just said the first thing that came to my mind. If Adachi were to actually become a member of the Shimamura household... then what would that entail? There was one thing I knew for sure, and that was that we'd definitely need to stop being girlfriends. Or... would we? Could we not just stay like we were? I almost got a feeling like it might work out just fine. Oh, but don't get me wrong. I wasn't saying that us being both sisters and girlfriends at the same time wouldn't come with its fair share of difficulties, because it almost certainly would. No, what I meant more was that at that point, it'd already be too late to be worrying about such things.


    That said, even if they were to become sisters, it was difficult for me to imagine Adachi and my little sister ever getting along. The impression I got was that they'd both dig themselves a nest, burrow into it, and then never interact with each other. Also, I'd almost certainly be the older sister, and Adachi the younger.


    "I'll make you my daughter as well."


    "I am your daughter already."


    "I'm aware, yes, thank you very much."


    The woman proceeded to press her toes against my back. I swear, she was doing this on purpose.


    "You're being at least 30 percent more annoying than when I left."


    "My, my. That's not a nice thing to say."


    Don't you agree, she turned to ask Yashiro who she was currently holding by the nape of the neck. The girl didn't respond, being too focused on staring at the bag I had with me that had the doughnuts inside it. Her stubby limbs could be seen flapping about. Truly, how simple could she get?


    "Err... Sorry for the intrusion", Adachi stated, followed by a timid bow. She too had taken off her shoes and was currently standing next to me.


    Why did she sound so nervous? Was it because she found it weird the way Mom and I were talking? On a second thought, that actually sounded like a pretty sensible explanation.


    "Ah, yes. Welcome, welcome. Please, enjoy yourself."


    Somehow, I got the feeling that would be difficult for Adachi to do. It was there that Mom noticed what she had on.


    "That's quite the fabulous outfit you're wearing."


    "Oh, this? Umm... I figured it'd make Shimamura happy, and..." she mumbled, in an attempt to form something resembling an explanation. And so, I ended up being dragged in too.


    With a cheeky smile on her face, Mom turned to look at me.


    "Really now? That's what you're into?"


    "What do you mean, 'I'm into'?"


    "I love it too, Adachi!"


    Yay, Mom added while lifting her thumb high up into the air. Seeming unsure as to how she was meant to react, Adachi immediately turned my way. Don't ask me, I wanted to tell her. It wasn't like I had any clue what the woman was doing either. I didn't, and because of that, I thought it would be fun to do the same.


    "Yay."


    I lifted my thumb and pointed it at Adachi. Besides those of me and Mom, I noticed that there was also a third one—a smaller one. Now surrounded by thumbs from all sides, Adachi could be seen growing even more flustered. It didn't take long for her to have been backed into a wall. Now then, what next? I hadn't really given that part any thought. My own thumb was almost starting to tremble when thankfully, Mom came to the rescue.


    "I'll be getting dinner ready."


    With that, she tossed Yashiro off, turned around, and began heading towards the kitchen. It was as if the girl was her pet or something. Speaking of, Yashiro had already recovered from the landing, and was now circling the doughnut bag with a greedy look on her face. Though dressed like a lion, the way in which she was acting more closely resembled that of a cat. She seriously looked like she might attempt to snatch them any second now, and as such, it was a very lucky thing that I spotted a familiar figure peering at us from the other end of the hallway. I quickly motioned for her to come over. Looking slightly hesitant, the girl did as she was told.


    An expression of shock could once again be seen on Adachi's face. I had to say though, it was very different compared to how she'd looked when Mom showed up.


    "G-Good evening", she mumbled in an attempt to greet my sister.


    "Good evening", the girl whispered back. I got the impression she could barely get the words out of her mouth. That was more or less how she always acted when trying to talk to people outside of our family.


    "Good evening!"


    As for this little ball of joy who'd decided to butt in all on her own accord, she never showed any bit of hesitation regardless of who she was talking with. I turned to have a look at her, and wouldn't you know it, her eyes were still fixated on the doughnut bag I'd brought with me. I shook the thing from left to right, and she followed accordingly.


    "Here, here."


    It was kinda fun, and so, I kept doing it some more. Every time Yashiro moved her head, more of those glowy particles would be emitted from her butterfly knot, leaving a trail of light behind her. Though definitely pretty in its own right, the impression I got looking at her was that she'd be willing to keep dancing forever, and as such, I decided that the humane thing to do was to not tease her and give her the bag.


    "Hooray!"


    "There's one for my sister too. Be a good girl and share, okay?"


    "Okay."


    Holding the bag high above her head, Yashiro ran off. As for my sister, she looked at me, and then at Adachi. She repeated this a few times before hesitantly turning around and chasing after her friend. A deep sigh left my mouth as I watched the two disappear behind the corner; the air around us instantly felt lighter. 


    "Sorry about that. As you can see, it's kinda busy around here."


    "N-No, I don't mind."


    Were there usually this many footsteps present at Adachi's home? I had to assume that there weren't.


    This was not at all the sort of atmosphere Adachi enjoyed. I felt kinda bad for inviting her over while knowing that.


    That said, Adachi's wishes weren't everything that mattered. I had my own world too, one visible to me.


    That world required both Adachi as well as other people besides her.


    Peering into the kitchen, I saw that the dinner table had been overrun by all sorts of dishes cooked up by Mom. The one connecting factor that they all shared was that they seemed tailor-made for the palates of little children—as well as the woman herself. 


    "Hey, Yachii. Snacks come after dinner."


    "Do they?"


    "Yep. There won't be enough room for food left in your stomach otherwise. Then again, I'm not sure if that has ever been an issue for you..."


    Anyway, this still won't do, the girl quickly added. After all these years, it was kinda weird seeing her act like an older sister to someone else. The two of them were currently sitting side by side. Would Adachi and I sit like that too? Yeah, probably. I couldn't really imagine it any other way. I took my seat, and sure enough, Adachi sat down on the one to the left to it.


    This was the proper way for us to sit; as I'd learned during the school trip, doing it in inverse would only lead to our elbows bumping against each other.


    Sitting there, a sweet fragrance soon flooded my nose. It was quickly followed by the warmth of the kitchen.


    "...Hmm?"


    I went ahead and counted all of our family members. I made sure to include Adachi as well. And yet, even after checking twice, there still seemed to be one seat too many. I was about to ask who it was for, but before I could open my mouth, Dad showed up.


    "My, my. It's all girls as far as the eye can see. I can't help but feel a little out of place."


    Hahaha, the man laughed with an empty cup in hand.


    "In that case, allow me to be your friend."


    It was Yashiro who said that, followed by her raising her hand into the air. She'd already found herself a plastic fork from somewhere.


    "Oh, really? Wow. What a nice girl you are."


    "Indeed. I'm a very good person."


    "Say, whose kid are you exactly? I feel like you always hang around our house."


    "I come from the house next door."


    What a ridiculous explanation. How on earth was anyone going to buy that?


    "Next door? So, like... Umm... Right. Next door."


    Him, apparently. Seeing Dad brush away a matter simply because he couldn't be bothered to think about it kinda made me feel like it might run in the family.


    "Err... I apologize for the intrusion."


    Seeing that this was her chance, Adachi went ahead and humbly greeted the man. Had the two ever talked to one another before? As far as I could remember, no, they had not. Dad gave her a simple nod in response. Needless to say, he sounded far more cool and collected than she did.


    "Friend of Hougetsu's?"


    "Y-Yes, that is correct", Adachi replied. Looking at her, it was clear that at least an objection had appeared in her mind that she'd chosen to keep to herself. Had she corrected Dad and said that she was actually my girlfriend, would that have given our otherwise pleasant Christmas an ugly turn? More than likely, yeah. We might have had a family council over chicken.


    "Hmm? Oh, right. Right. You're the one from before", Dad suddenly said after having another look at her. He seemed to remember her by the China dress. "It's good to be young. You're not bound by rules and can do what you want."


    I suppose that was a view to have regarding her choice of outfit. While I didn't exactly disagree, there was a part of me that found it just a tad bit overly positive.


    "I get that often too. People call me a loose cannon and whatnot. Does that mean I'm young?"


    "Huh? Err, sure."


    The way Dad responded to Mom was like the textbook definition of an answer you gave when you just didn't want to think.


    "A loose cannon. Hmm..." he mumbled to himself, expressing a variety of different emotions in the process. You might have expected someone to step up at this point and defend the woman, to tell her that those remarks weren't accurate, but no one did.


    "I wish they'd call me free-spirited or something. At least that would be—"


    Mom was in the middle of adding something when all of a sudden, the doorbell rang. Who was it? The deliveryman? I didn't need to think about that for long, as soon enough...


    "Oh, finally."


    "Finally what?"


    "You if anyone should know."


    Gleefully, the woman got up from her seat.


    "My friend came."


    "Your friend? Who?"


    Who is she talking about? I asked Dad using my eyes, to which the man shrugged his shoulders. He seemed just as clueless as I was. Together, we watched as Mom made her way to the door. Though she was the sort of person with lots of friends, trying to pinpoint someone she was close enough with to invite over for dinner, not even we—her family members—had any clue as to who that might be.


    "Here she is. Give a warm welcome to our special guest."


    "Huh?"


    Me or Adachi, which one of us had let out that gasp right there? We were both so shocked it was almost impossible to tell.


    The person Mom proceeded to drag inside by her arm turned out be none other than Adachi's mother. She was frowning initially, but as soon as she spotted her daughter, that expression was replaced by one much sourer. As for Adachi, she looked like she hadn't even had time to react properly, which just went to show how shocking this whole situation must have been to her.


    "What's going on?"


    Seeing how Adachi was in no position to ask that herself, I decided to do it in her stead.


    "I told you, she's my friend."


    "Since when?"


    "Since yesterday."


    Sit here, she added, guiding the woman next to her own seat.


    "At least let me take my coat off first", the woman rebutted.


    "Oh, actually. Would you prefer sitting next to your daughter?"


    "Huh?"


    This time, it was without a doubt Adachi who let out that gasp. Her voice sounded high-pitched, making it clear that she was unable to accept Mom's suggestion.


    No sparkle could be seen in her mother's eyes. Instead, a deep sigh left her mouth as she folded her coat.


    "It's fine. There's no need."


    "Really? Well, in that case, how about opposite her?"


    Hurry, hurry, Mom added while tapping the back of the chair. It was like she was talking to a child. I could faintly hear the other woman mumble something to the effect of "shut up" as she took her seat.


    There we were, Adachi and I, sitting opposite our mothers.


    It all felt like the set up for some sort of a big joke.


    I was able to, more or less, guess where the two knew each other from. It had to be the gym, right? Probably. Now, how deep did their relationship go? Considering that I'd never heard Mom bring her up till this very moment, I had to assume not so deep. It was there that the woman turned towards Dad and gave him a small nod.


    "I apologize for the intrusion."


    "Oh, no. It's fine. Err, you're this one's mother?" the man asked, his eyes pointed at Adachi. The expressions they had on their faces did pretty much match perfectly, and so I suppose it wasn't that hard to tell.


    "I am", Adachi's mother stated bluntly. Speaking of Adachi, she was currently sinking into her seat.


    As was often the case, she kinda resembled a dog in the way she was acting.


    "We go to the same gym. Her name is... it is... Sakura, right?"


    "That'd be my daughter."


    That one, she pointed at Adachi without turning her head or moving her eyes.


    "Right, right. You are... Adachi's mother."


    "Good grief with you."


    That was a very dignified way of telling her to shut up. Of course, knowing Mom, it'd take a lot more than that to make her close her mouth.


    Putting that aside, the woman switched the topic with her eyes. I could almost see a sauna wall behind her. Was that because of how hot it was in the room, or because of something else?


    "It has been a while."


    "Thanks."


    Thanks? What an awkward way to greet someone. Then again, never in a million years had I expected us to meet under these circumstances, so I hope you can cut me some slack.


    Adachi was following the conversation from the side and seemed very eager to hear what was going on.


    "Some stuff happened earlier."


    "It's not a big deal, really."


    We both wound up making similar excuses at the same time. Though, for real, it hadn't been a big deal, looking at Adachi, it was clear that she wasn't quite ready to buy that.


    "I'll tell you some other time."


    Again, there wasn't really anything to talk about. I just didn't want to go into detail about how we'd gotten into the sauna together and had an argument of sorts right there at the dinner table.


    "Am I not a special guest?"


    "No, because you come here all the time."


    "That is true."


    Wahaha, the two girls laughed. Incidentally, I also spotted Dad looking at them with a smile on his face. I couldn't blame him; once you ignored the fact that one of them was what appeared to be an alien, the sight was actually quite heart-warming.


    "Try this out. I made it myself", Mom urged the woman. Despite the look on her face showing that she wanted to say something, she still went ahead and accepted the offer. Another thing to note was that, much like her daughter, she too held her chopsticks in her left hand. This led to her elbow constantly clashing with that of Mom's sitting next to her. Then again, by the looks of it, Mom seemed to kinda enjoy that too. She was acting even more cheerful than normal today, which, if you knew anything about her, was saying something. Was that just how much she enjoyed the presence of Adachi's mother? Possibly. While the other woman didn't seem quite as enthusiastic, she was still going along with her. Going... out with her. Haha. Just joking, of course. Or maybe? I shot a half-serious smile into Adachi's direction. Thinking about it, it probably wasn't like they could imagine that their daughters were going out either. So again, maybe? Hahaha...


    I was kinda scared where those thoughts might lead me, and so I decided not to think about them too much.


    "The food is very flavourful."


    That was the woman's first impression as she sampled Mom's cuisine.


    "It tastes much like your personality."


    "In the way it permeates into your heart?"


    "In the way it makes my throat dry."


    "Here's a glass of water."


    "......"


    Appearing fed up by the other woman's inability to detect sarcasm, Adachi's mother went ahead and picked up something she'd placed next to her chair before sitting down.


    "Here's something I brought. It's not much, but I didn't want to come empty-handed, so."


    "Really? Oh, wow. You're a much nicer person than I thought."


    Hahaha, Mom laughed while tapping the woman on the shoulder. The frown that formed on her face alone was worth a thousand words.


    "So, what did you bring? Peking Duck?"


    "Are you an idiot or what? Oh, sorry... Your husband's here. Right."


    Adachi's mother quickly took back her words of abuse before shifting her gaze towards Dad. He'd been in the process of unwrapping the cake, and as he noticed he was being stared at, a smile formed on his face.


    "It's fine, it's fine. No need to apologize when you're right."


    "How mean. Peking Duck is delicious."


    "That's not what this is about."


    "Not that I've ever tasted it."


    "Seriously..."


    Placing her hand against her forehead, Adachi's mother let out an incredibly long sigh. While the two of them likely weren't aware of it themselves, looking in from outside, they came across as very good friends. Mom was very good when it came to forming relationships, which likely had something to do with her tendency to act so overly-familiar all of the time. I'd even go as far as to say that she often pushed herself onto others, forging those bonds through force. The same had happened to Dad in the past, and as he always said, the woman was a born player.


    "Now then, seriously. What did you bring?"


    "Sake and some sweets."


    "Hmm?"


    Instantly, all signs of joking around vanished from Mom's face.


    "I'm terrible with alcohol. Can't handle it. Nuh-uh."


    Impossible, she shook her hand in front of her. Now that I thought about it, I couldn't remember ever seeing her drink around the house. Dad on the other hand, he'd often be walking about with an open can of beer in hand. What about me? Would I be able to drink once I got older?


    As much as I hated to admit it, I did resemble Mom a lot, so perhaps not.


    "I don't blame you for getting it wrong. People do often tell me I always act like I'm drunk."


    Ahaha, Mom laughed. This was what I resembled? I could feel my face twitch a little.


    As for Adachi, given that her mother had brought alcohol with her, the answer was likely yes.


    Naturally, having been just fake delinquents and not real ones, we at no point had even thought about experimenting with such things.


    Thinking back to it now, was the act of skipping school alone really enough to qualify one as a delinquent? No, it probably wasn't.


    Not that any good students should engage in such activities regardless. Absolutely not.


    "Now, go ahead. Say something to your daughter."


    Mom was once again back to pestering Adachi's mother. The tone of her voice sounded very forceful, almost like she was gripping her by the shoulders.


    Even Adachi appeared a little shocked.


    "That is..."


    "Fine, yes?"


    This time, her words came out soft, harbouring within them clear compassion. She'd always been very good at that, switching up the tempo. As for the other woman, she looked more or less done trying to compete with her. There was something about the expression on her face that very much reminded me of Adachi.


    Adachi's mother returned her plate and chopsticks to the table before turning to look at her daughter sitting directly opposite her. You could see the corners of her eyes twitch a little as she did so.


    Similarly, Adachi too straightened out her back and squared her shoulders.


    They both looked like they were getting ready for an interview or something.


    "Now then. Err..."


    Appearing unsure as to what she was meant to say, the woman went ahead and cleared her throat. She then tried again, but just like the last time, the words once again seemed to have refused to come to her.


    "Shall I write you a script?"


    "Shut up", she lashed out, followed by her physically pressing her hand on Mom's mouth. With her mouth plugged, Mom then turned to look at me. Even without words, it was clear that what she was telling me to do was give Adachi a push—to solve the situation somehow.


    What was something Adachi might want to talk about? Honestly, nothing really came to mind. Plus, I didn't exactly want to force her to talk either.


    It was for that reason, and a few others, that I decided it'd be fastest to simply trust in the adults.


    "Let's just wait a moment", I said to Adachi while grasping her hand under the table.


    She responded by grasping me back.


    With her hand still on Mom's mouth, Adachi's mother shifted her gaze slightly downwards.


    What came out after all that thinking was neither a warm exchange nor a soft expression of love...


    "You should dress more warmly during winter."


    ...but an extremely awkward showing of worry.


    "Okay."


    That was all Adachi said back to her. Judging by how hard she was gripping my hand, simply being able to do that had taken her a lot of effort.


    The two ended up not exchanging any further words throughout the entire night.


    There was only one person who appeared satisfied, and that was Mom. She had the widest smile on her face.


    What about me? What did I think about all of this? Slowly, I went ahead and touched my cheek. Doing so, I was more or less able to come to terms with my feelings.


    Adachi was currently focused entirely on her mother. It was honestly kinda weird seeing her stare at someone who wasn't me. Really? It was? I could feel myself blushing at the thought. At the same time, there was something kinda interesting about it that made it impossible for me to look away.


    The confusion had caused Adachi's eyes to grow slightly wet. This also made them glimmer in a way they hadn't before. All in all, the sight was simply beautiful.


    "Are you having fun, Adachi?" I asked her, like inserting my finger into a crevice in the turmoil.


    "No..."


    Like was often the case with her, Adachi put no effort into hiding what she truly felt.


    However...


    "Not really."


    Unlike usual, her voice this time had just the slightest sliver of warmth to it.


    


  




  

    


    Afterword


    



    Fortune and misfortune come by turns.


    



    Iruma Hitoma
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