






















"Shuriken!"

"Wow!"

She looked so proud of herself wearing her middle school uniform.

"Kusudama!"

"Pretty!"

With every piece of origami she folded, each a different shape, that look of pride only grew deeper.

"And finally, a helmet for Hanako."

I watched her place the paper object—a helmet—on the head of the dog lying next to me.

"His name is 'Gon'."

"Hahahaha!"

Truly, she was like a sister to me.




"So, yeah. Err... Yes. I'm back now. Still, it sure is tough. I know they say that they don't mind, but the truth is, I have been barely able to sell anything. Ahaha. How I miss home. Well, yes, this is my home too, but you know what I mean. Hehe. How long will I stay? Probably for two or so more days. Hopefully Gramps can drop me off. Right. Right right right. Sorry, too many 'rights'. Say, when I get back... can we see each other? I know, I know. It's just, seeing you makes me feel so... Aah. You know what I mean, right? No, you probably wouldn't... You do? Wow! In that case... Yeah. Yes... Huh? You'll... You'll let me... touch them? No, I definitely heard you! Huh? Err... Y-Your... boobs? Yes. I... I like them. But, also... Umm... M-Miyabi? Gosh. It still feels weird to call you by your first name. Are we really the same age? Huh? That's a mystery? Like you have any right to call anything a 'mystery'! Hmm? You want to get back on topic? Right, right. Good idea. So, where were we... Ah. Touching. Honestly, I find it a bit scary. It feels so warm. So intense. Like my ears are about to be torn off. Like, like I was melting? Or something? My whole head goes all soft. Yeah. Huh? Oh, no. Err... Please, let me... Let me, touch them... Please! Okay, bye."

"......"

"Hah... Hahaha."

Barely had the call ended when I could already hear her laughing out loud like a maniac.

Whatever the conversation had been about, it appeared to have had quite the deep impact on her.

She then turned around.

As she did, so did the smile she had on her face vanish.

"Whoa!"

The sight of me standing behind her was enough to cause the girl to physically jump backwards. She was the granddaughter of the couple living next to my grandparents' house. Our visits often overlapped, and as such, we had ended up spending many summer days playing together. She had always been older than me, and while I suppose that she technically still was, she really didn't look like it at all. I wasn't sure how to describe it, but it was almost as if she had stopped growing entirely sometime during middle school. And not in just terms of her height, but her general appearance as well.

I used to treat her like an older sibling, but now, it felt like our roles had been completely reversed. Somehow, this wasn't even the strangest thing about her; that honour went to the name tag she had stuck in her hair with the words "in training" written on it.

We were currently visiting my grandparents for New Year's, as was our annual tradition. For me, this marked my seventeenth visit.

I had decided to drop by the garden to call a certain someone and wish them happy New Year's, and if I had to take a guess, that was likely what had brought the girl here as well.

We both stood there perfectly motionless, the lights of our respective houses shining behind us as we stared at one another. I could understand her being shocked, but me? What reason did I have to react this way?

She had already been on the phone when I first entered the scene. My first thought had been to greet her, but sensing that to be rude somehow, I had instead chosen to simply stand there and listen. In retrospect, I wish I hadn't; even without fully knowing what the conversation was about, it was clear that it was meant to be private. Now, one might ask why you would have such a conversation out in the open in the first place, which, while a reasonable question in its own right, was hardly the most relevant one here.

"Ts-Tsukiyo?" she asked while eyeing me from head to toe. Not my name. Kinda close, though. "You look different from how I remember."

I could say the same about her. Then again, perhaps this impromptu meeting wasn't the best representation of either of us.

I went ahead and sneaked a peek at the phone she was holding. To this, the girl responded by quickly pulling the device out of my sight, all the while using her other hand to cover her face. Through the gaps between her fingers, I was able to see her eyes frantically jumping from left to right. A lot was seemingly going on, but at the same time, we were still more or less in the exact same position where we'd started from.

"Err, so..."

"Eek!"

"Huh?"

"Please don't get the wrong idea."

"About what?"

"About what you just heard. It was... err... umm... a phone call."

"Right..."

Could it be that she was just really, really bad at talking on the phone?

"So, did you... hear what I said?"

"I did."

"All of it?"

I could already feel myself starting to regret telling her the truth. It would've been so much easier to lie, say that I didn't hear anything, and walk away.

"About... half of it, I think?"

"Which half?"

Now that I thought about it, that really did make a big difference, didn't it?

"The... first half. Yeah."

How exactly did it make sense that I could've heard just the first half and not also the latter, that I didn't know.

"The first half... I should be safe then. Right?"

What was she asking me that for?

From my childhood playing partner to a weirdo neighbour. I couldn't help but sigh at the absurdity of the world.

"A-Are you happy?" the girl asked me all of a sudden, her eyes still spinning.

This wasn't actually how she was planning on changing the topic, was it? ...Was it?

For something clearly meant to be nothing more than a desperate excuse to move the conversation along, I ended up putting quite a lot of thought into her question.

"I think I am reasonably happy, yeah."

Why? Because I had been able to spend one more New Year's with Gon.

On second thought, I might even upgrade that from "reasonably" to "quite".

"That's good to hear."

Barely had I given her my answer when the girl had already begun making her escape towards her grandparents' house, all the while spinning like, well, a spinning top.

"And you?"

Why did I ask her that? Did I really care? Or was it just an old habit?

The girl stopped spinning, turned around, and snapped both of her fingers at me. Or at least that was what she tried to do; while her fingers did make a sound of some sort, it was hardly what I would call a "snap".

"There's your answer."

Huh?

Refusing to elaborate further, the girl then ran away, for good this time. I was left standing there dumbfounded, only to be brought right back to reality as I heard a loud scream from inside the house. It sounded almost like a cat whose tail had just been stepped on. Not that I had ever seen anything like that, of course. It was simply the first thing that came to mind.

"Wow... Looks like she has a lot going on in her life."

Based on the phone call I'd overheard, it kinda sounded like she had a girlfriend. That, or maybe she just wanted to touch some random person's chest. Somehow, that possibility sounded much scarier.

A girlfriend... Huh.

I wonder how she might react were I to tell her that I had one as well.

"Ah. Is it my turn this time?"

I pulled out my phone and checked who the text message I'd just received was from. To the surprise of absolutely no one, it turned out to be my aforementioned girlfriend. She still texted me every single time to ask if it was okay to call. Personally, I kinda wished that she wouldn't worry so much.

Then again, maybe it was actually a good thing that she did; I could easily see her worrying herself sick were she to call me at a bad time and I wasn't able to pick up.

I texted her the okay, and waited for her to call me.

Why was it that I decided to open with the following? To be honest with you, I wasn't sure myself.

"Hello. Are you happy?"

"Huh? Y-Yeah. I am now."

Good.

















I'd always been able to count the things in my room with the just the fingers of my two hands. There had been some loose clothes, a few mementos, and honestly, not much else.

I was currently in the process of peeling myself away from it, away from that room lacking in anything that could be called entertainment. Considering how many years I had spent there, it was honestly shocking how empty the cardboard box now containing all of my material belongings felt.

Sitting there on my bed for the one last time, I found my mind being flooded by the most trivial of memories.

The day I ran away from Shimamura's house and spent the rest of the day screaming into my pillow.

The time I wanted to call her but instead stared at my phone for hours wondering if I should or shouldn't.

The sleepless nights preceding a big day spent tossing and turning in my bed.

...Perhaps those memories weren't quite so trivial after all.

They were all related to Shimamura. It was almost as if my life had only really started after I met her. In a lot of ways, that was actually the case; it really felt like the old me and the current me were two entirely separate persons. Going by this logic, the latter was still very young, which was why it was justifiable that she—me—acted like such a child in front of Shimamura. Right? Right.

The walls and the ceiling of the now-empty room were both the same colour, both equally lifeless. 

I'd been living my life the same way I always had just until yesterday, yet already, the air felt thick with dust as if not a soul had been here for years. "Lifeless" truly was the word to describe the atmosphere of the place. Had my mind already taken a head start to my new life? Perhaps.

It was currently that strange season between winter and spring, leaning slightly more towards the latter. While the rest of the town might have to wait a bit longer, for me, tomorrow officially marked a new beginning.

It was the day Shimamura and I would move in together.

We were both adults now. If nothing else, then at least in terms of our age.

We no longer had to wear our school uniforms. Our hair had grown slightly longer, and the sources of our troubles had likewise changed to accommodate our new surroundings. We could drink alcohol, and—

Well, I could, at least; Shimamura, not so much. Her body simply wasn't made for it. We'd tried taking a few shots as celebration back when we had reached the drinking age, and oh boy, that hadn't ended well.

I'll leave out the details, but let's just say that it had been the one and only appearance of Shimalion.

"Looks like I took after Mom."

That was how Shimamura had commented on the matter after the fact. Speaking of her mother, she really did resemble the woman in quite a few ways.

They were both equally kind and loved by those around them.

There were likely ways in which I, too, resembled my own mother. However, in my case, it was difficult for me to decide whether that was a good thing or not. I often found myself thinking, could things have worked out differently between us? Would it have been possible for us to form a healthier relationship? Of course, this was all just wishful thinking; the time to go back and fix things had long since passed.








"..."

Had there ever been a simpler excuse than it "being too late"?

Perhaps the real reason was that neither of us could be bothered.

When you actually thought about how much work it would take, how much effort it would require to fix our broken relationship—

"...I sound like Shimamura."

There was no reason that realisation should've made me as happy as it did.

I spent the next few moments like that, reminiscing about the past, before realising what time it was and promptly exiting the room. The sound of my footsteps as I made my way down the stairs sounded exactly like it had back when I had still been in high school. I remembered talking about how my room was on the second floor with Shimamura once. She'd sounded really jealous, although to this day, I couldn't tell you why.

Once downstairs, I poked my head into the living room, only for my eyes to meet those of my mother currently sitting on the sofa. The woman scanned me from head to toe before opening her mouth:

"You want dinner?"

"I'm eating outside."

"Sure."

That was all she said to me before once again turning away. I did the same, and quickly made my way to the front door.

Was this how everyone interacted with their parents?

I had to imagine that Shimamura's final night at her childhood home was at least a bit more lively than this. That, or perhaps not. How would I even know? Speaking of, how was her little sister going to react? Would she cry? If she was really as similar to me as Shimamura claimed, then that wouldn't be completely out of the realm of possibility. She might even cling to her and beg her not to leave if that was the case. And what about Shimamura herself? How was she going to take that?

Before I knew it, my thoughts had once again shifted away from my own family to Shimamura's.

It just went to show how little the former really meant to me.

Same thing with my mother.

Even if one of us did have thoughts about the matter, I doubt we were ever going to discuss them.

How did it feel for a parent to see their child leave home, for their family to permanently shrink?

Seeing how I was likely never going to have children of my own, the chances were that I wouldn't ever get to know.




After a bit of walking, I was met by just the sight I had been hoping for—the lights were still on. Good.

I hadn't actually checked whether the place was still open before coming here, meaning that if it hadn't been, we might have needed to significantly alter our plans.

Much like all those years ago, the restaurant's unique colour scheme consisting mostly of red and yellow caused it to stick out like a sore thumb compared to the other buildings in the area. Then again, perhaps that was the point. Leaving those sorts of thoughts behind me, I swiftly made my way through the parking lot and had a look inside.

When was the last time I had used this door and not the one in the back?

"Welcome! Hmm?"

I immediately recognized the person greeting me as my former manager, and she quickly recognized me back.

"Coming in as a customer today?"

With her arms remaining crossed, she waddled her way over to me with ridiculously large steps. It had been years ago, yet despite that, the woman still appeared exactly like she had the day we'd last met. Her pronunciation hadn't gotten any better, either.

"Good evening."

"Welcome, welcome."

"I know it's been a while since I stopped working here, but..."

I had not visited the restaurant once since graduating high school and promptly quitting my part-time job, and with us moving away from this area entirely, the chances were that there wouldn't come a second time after this. That combined with the fact that I wasn't much of a food person was what had compelled me to choose this restaurant in particular.

"I'm moving away tomorrow, so I thought I would drop by to say goodbye."

"I see, I see", the woman replied while nodding her head. Apparently she hadn't, as it was only a few moments later that she added the following: "Like, goodbye-goodbye?"

"Yes, exactly."

"I'll miss you."

"...Really?"

"Hmm... No, likely not."

Ahahaha, she laughed. I'd figured as much. That said, there was something quite relieving about seeing the woman act like her old carefree self after all these years. While some things kept changing, others remained the same.

"So, what would you like? We have everything here."

Sure they did.

"Let me show you to your table."

I ended up being seated at the table nearest to the front door. Sitting there, I couldn't help but find myself reminiscing about the time I had worked here as a waitress.

My China Dress had been quite popular among the clientele, I heard. Not that I cared what others thought.

Except for one person.

"So, you're now old enough to smoke, right?"

"Shouldn't you have asked that before finding me a seat?"

Not only that, all of the seats here were smoke-free, so I wasn't really sure what the woman was getting at.

"Hmph. Still as boring as ever."

"Thanks."

I ordered today's special, prompting the manager to disappear into the kitchen area. A girl quickly appeared to take her place. She was wearing a uniform, though unlike the China Dress I'd been made to wear, this one didn't randomly leave a part of her body exposed. Had the times finally caught up? That was one of the many thoughts that crossed my mind as I sat there waiting for my food to appear.

While there were lots of things about the experience that I hadn't enjoyed, far too many to even list here, it had led to Shimamura praising my appearance, and for that alone, I had no choice but to consider it an ultimately positive thing to have happened to me.

In the end, if you had to sum me up in a single word, that word would be "Shimamura". Not to say that I was Shimamura. Just... she described me perfectly.

I probably thought about her more than she did herself. Therefore, if there existed a way to measure one's "Shimamura-ness", the chances were that I would have her beat.

There were no other customers around besides me. If I had to take a wild guess, that likely had something to do with how early I had gotten here. Even the girl I mentioned earlier was just standing there doing nothing. Now that was something I could relate with; I'd yet to get over how weird it felt being paid the same regardless of how much actual work you did any given day.

"......"

I closed my eyes and breathed in the air around me. It smelled completely different from normal.

I had spent my entire life—all those years—here, yet come tomorrow, I'd be leaving it all behind. Don't get me wrong: It wasn't as if I was running away from home. Rather, I'd found myself seeking something that could only be found elsewhere. I felt no reluctance to leave everything I currently had behind, and it was exactly those feelings that I was missing.

To put it short, I wanted something to attach myself to.

Why?

I wasn't sure. And yet, I sought it regardless.

I suppose it would be fair to say that what I was going through right now was very similar to how one felt the night before getting married. Not that I'd ever been married.

Then again, what was "marriage" if not joining your life with another person and building a new home for the two of you to share?

Nothing had even begun yet, and already, I didn't want to let go.

My food ended up arriving shortly. The person who brought it to me was surprisingly not the girl, but rather, the manager herself. Chao Fan and a tiny bowl of ramen, followed by a whole single piece of jello as dessert. Pathetic. And if you thought that was bad enough, then wait until you hear about the fried chicken; the pieces were all clumped together like some kind of a reef, and while staring at them did bring back all sorts of memories, I also couldn't help but wonder how on earth I was going to eat this all.

"Was the daily special always this... extravagant?"

"Depends on the day. Hahaha", the woman laughed before adding the following: "Make sure you wear the dress while you still can."

She then turned around and got back to "work".

What an ominous thing to say. I found myself thinking quite hard about the woman's remark.

Wear it while you still can, huh?

Personally, I would've thought it was something you could wear regardless of your age. Was it not?

I decided to go with the former.




Rubbing my belly as I made my way back home, there was only one thought that crossed my mind: those pieces of fried chicken really had been too much.

There was only so much cheap garbage you could eat for the sake of the good old times alone. By the end there, I had barely been able to tell what the food tasted like.

My step felt as heavy as my insides. My hair had also decided to act particularly uncooperative today, and while combing it to the side, I found myself having a look at the sky above.

The night sky truly was the one thing in this world that had managed to resist the flow of time.

There were so many people out there who I would never get to meet again, so many paths that I would never be able to walk down. And yet, the sky remained exactly how I remembered it from all those years ago.

Had someone told me that this was this was the sort of future that awaited me back in high school, one where I actually felt some sort of attachment to what was happening around me, I'm almost certain that I wouldn't have believed them. Conversely, now that I was here, ever going back to that mindset was the last thing I wanted to do.

"Ah, if it isn't Adachichi."

"Chi-Chi."

Was that supposed to be referring to me? I quickly turned around, only to meet eyes with Hino and Nagafuji. It'd been so many years since I had last met the two that I couldn't even recall where it had happened, yet if I was being honest, neither of them really appeared to look any different.

Hino was carrying a fishing rod on her shoulder, and as for Nagafuji, she was spinning her index finger around for whatever reason. Completely unprovoked, the two then began circling me. The two... Or was it perhaps "the three"? That's right; it appeared that a third person had joined the circle at some point. Upon closer inspection, I was able to identify her as none other than the strange blue-haired girl who I'd had the pleasure—or displeasure—to encounter quite a few times over the years.

Unsure as to how I was meant to react here, I found myself standing completely still. Not that I could have moved much even if I wanted to.

This charade lasted for about five more laps in total, after which Hino and Nagafuji turned towards me with wide smiles on their faces.

"That was all. Take care of Shimamura, alright?"

"Bye bye, Chi-Chi!"

"Wish you the best!"

And with that, they ran off. I attempted to respond with some mixture of "okay" and "thanks", though I'm unsure whether my voice was able to reach them in the end.

It was quite... strange, wasn't it?

There was a chance—and a pretty good one at that—that this would be the last time we ever saw one another. And yet, unless you knew about it beforehand, would you be able to tell that based on the way we had acted here? Perhaps it just went to show how superficial our relationship had always been—how cold of a person I was.

For the most part, I had no interest whatsoever towards other people, and given that, it only made sense that they wouldn't care about me either.

Assuming that person was the real me, then who on earth was the me who kept on chasing after Shimamura?

This question was one I often found myself thinking about.

Anyway...

"Good evening."

It was the blue-haired girl who spoke, having been left behind by the other two. She probably had a name as well, yet not one that I could for the life of me recall at the moment. As for her clothing, she was wearing a full-body pyjama, which judging by the shape of the massive beak extending from the back of the hood, I assume was meant to be designed to look like a platypus.

"G-Good evening to you too."

"Hohoho."

"You're not going to go with them?" I asked her while pointing at the figures of Hino and Nagafuji now far in the distance.

"Why would I?" the girl asked me back with a puzzled look on her face. "I only joined them because I thought it would be fun to spin around."

"I see..."

I waited for a few moments, yet the girl still remained there. I took a step forward, and she quickly followed after me. Three large hops backwards? Nope, not enough to shake her off. In the end, we were both left staring at each other—me completely motionless, and her softly swaying from side to side, almost like one of those dolls that always bounced back no matter how hard you tried to push it. I could only hope that there was no one around to see us, because if there was, I must have had looked absolutely ridiculous.

"Hohoho", the girl laughed at me in the most innocent of ways. This wasn't good. Seeing her smile, I was once again made to face the fact that I knew absolutely nothing about dealing with children. I was fully aware of my tendency to talk to people with a certain amount of hostility, and even I could tell you, that wasn't how you were meant to approach kids. 

"Is something the matter?"

That's what I wanted to ask her. Why was she following me?

"It's just... I'm just not sure what's going on in your mind."

"Hahaha. What are you even talking about? Of course you aren't. There is no one out there who can read the mind of another."

For how casually the girl had thrown out her reply, I actually found myself surprisingly taken aback by it.

"Huh. Right."

A pretty smart platypus, wasn't she? Staring at the girl, another realisation quickly passed my mind.

Very rarely had I ever come across her by myself.

Usually, it was Shimamura who she followed.

Shimamura...

I puffed my cheeks and gave the girl a disapproving look, to which she responded with a wide smile.

"I also love you very much, Adachi."

"Huh? Oh, err... Thanks."

It was equally rare for people to tell me that they loved me. Other than Shimamura, the girl might well have been the first one. Even my parents had never said it to my face. Whether they loved me or not, I had no idea.

As it turned out, expressing your affection towards another was one of the most difficult tasks a person could be faced with.

Only children were able to do it freely, and it was for that reason exactly that I found them so mysterious.

Speaking of mysterious, why were the hair and nails of this girl blue again?

It had always bothered me quite a bit, yet when it came to Shimamura, she barely seemed to even notice.

"I believe you should love everyone around you equally."

"Okay..."

While I didn't want to start arguing with a little kid in public, I actually wasn't sure if I agreed.

I went ahead and imagined how it would feel if Shimamura were to adopt such a philosophy.

Her smiling not only at me, but at everyone equally...

Me no longer being special to her in any way...

I couldn't stand the thought. I honestly couldn't.

It was to a point where I had to go back and change my answer.

"Actually, I disagree."

"Alright."

No argument ensued. Instead, we ended up walking side by side in silence.

I did wonder how far she was planning on following me, but when I asked her about it, all I got for an answer was "We will see when we get there". How strange. Mysterious, even.

"You will always wind up somewhere in the end. Does it really matter where that is?"

"Huh. Maybe it doesn't..."

"It doesn't. And it didn't."

It didn't? What on earth was she talking about? I ended up not having much time to think about it, as she quickly added the following:

"Speaking of. It has been quite a while since the last time, has it not, Adachi?"

"I guess?"

"About 7199 years, to be exact."

"Err... What?"

"Hohoho. Good to see that you are still in high spirits."

Instead of an answer to any of the thousand questions that had popped up in my mind, all I ended up receiving was yet another innocent smile.




The very first thing I heard as I returned home was my mother's voice. She sounded almost... upbeat. How unusual. Then again, given how little we talked, that might have been her normal voice for all I knew.

It sounded like she was having a conversation with someone. Should I say something? Or was it rude to interrupt them? I ended up not having to make a decision one way or another, as quickly after, the woman noticed me on her own.

Squinting slightly, she stated the following.

"Welcome back."

"I'm home..."

What a lousy exchange. And yet, this would likely end up being our last.

I went ahead and made my way past her.

"Yeah yeah. My daughter just came back home. Hmm? Why?"

After a moment of hesitation, the woman turned over to my direction and handed me the phone.

"...What?"

What now?

"She said she wanted to talk to you."

"Who did?"

A heavy sigh left my mother's mouth, as if telling me to just take the phone already. I did as told, and pressed the device against my ear.

Who could it be? A relative of mine? No one really came to mind.

"Hello?"

"Howdy, Adachi!"

"Ah. You're..."

Immediately, I could tell that the person on the other end of the call was none other than Shimamura's mother. Out of all the people I knew, she was the only one who spoke in such a ridiculously cheerful tone of voice. It seemed that at some point, our mothers had come to know each other quite well. I was pretty sure that Shimamura was more familiar with the whole situation, although now that I thought about it, we'd never really discussed the details of it, had we? There were a great many things that popped up into my mind whenever I had the opportunity to see her, but that wasn't one of them.

Shifting my attention towards the matter at hand, Shimamura's mother had something she wanted to talk with me about. What could that be? I'm just going to take a wild guess and say that it likely had to do with her daughter.

"Mama Shimamura A, reporting in!"

"Right..."

Mama A? Did that imply the existence of Mama B?

"Hehehe. It's kinda funny."

What was? Barely had I had time to think about it when the woman already continued talking:

"You both have the same cold, emotionless voice."

While as equally vague as her previous comment, this time, I didn't have to think twice about who she was referring to.

I had a quick glance at my mother standing next to me. She looked genuinely uncomfortable, almost as if she would rather have been anywhere else.

"How have you been holding up?"

"G-Good."

I was instantly reminded of that thing Shimamura had made me do all those years ago. Even now, we still sometimes went through the routine, and each time, I felt like I was going to die from embarrassment.

"I must say, Adachi. You have quite the strange type."

"Err... What?"

"I hope you're prepared, because if there's one thing I know about our Hougetsu, it's that she's as high-maintenance as they come."

The woman went on to list all sorts of negative things about her daughter, like how she was super messy, couldn't stick to a schedule, and sucked at cooking. I honestly couldn't believe my ears; from my point of view, Shimamura had a genuinely good grasp on her life, at least more so than me. Yet the way her mother described her, it almost sounded like she was talking about an entirely different person. Then again, perhaps that was simply the way family worked; when you shared a roof with someone, it was easy to become fixated on their shortcomings.

Me, on the other hand, I was able to see Shimamura in her entirety.

"Are you a cooking man, Adachi?"

"Not a man, so..."

"Well, a cooking girl then."

"I don't really know how to cook, if that's what you're asking."

Food didn't bring me the sort of joy it appeared to bring certain people, and so, I had never felt the need to get good at making it.

"Oh, but I did once make Okonomiyaki for her, if that counts..."

"Right. That did happen."

"Huh?"

"I assume. I wasn't there, obviously."

"Right..."

This was so difficult. Not to say that I disliked talking with her. I was just terrible at it. If I had to take a guess, I imagined that my mother also felt that way.

"Err... Even if Shimamura is as 'high-maintenance' as you say, I—"

Hypothetically, of course, I went ahead and added in my mind.

"I am going to do everything I can to support her."

I'd do that, and as I did, Shimamura too would be there to "support me" in her own way.

That was what I wanted to believe—what I chose to believe.

"Huh. How admirable."

"Thank you..."

"I will also say that Hougetsu can be a real sleepyhead, so if she ever refuses to get up, don't hesitate to give her a good ol' kick on the butt."

"Umm... And what if she's sleeping on her back?"

Really? That was my biggest concern?

"In that case, you just need to turn her over, and then kick her."

Why was it that the woman wanted me to kick her daughter so badly? If I'm being completely honest, I'm not even sure if I had it in me.

It was simply not possible for me to imagine myself purposefully doing something to hurt Shimamura. And I didn't mean that in some sort of romantic way; it felt more like I was being bound by a curse, like I had signed a supernatural contract which made it physically impossible for me to do that. If you think I was exaggerating, then trust me, I wish I was.

"So, yeah."

"Huh?"

Were we done already?

"In conclusion, please take good care of my idiot daughter."

I could've sworn that the woman was talking a bit faster than normal as she said that. It almost sounded like she felt slightly... embarrassed.

"I... I will. Thank you."

Thank you? For what?

"As long as you get along, that is all that matters."

"Right."

"Understood?"

"Y-Yes. Understood."

"Good."

Sounding satisfied with my answer, she finally let me go.

I somewhat understood what the purpose of this call had been. At the same time, I also didn't. The way the woman went out of her way to dance around every single topic had made it simply too incomprehensible for me.

Perhaps Shimamura would've been able to decipher her and give a proper reply, but not me.

I didn't even really know what our relationship was. Were we family? Strangers? Or something in between?

"Hey", I heard my mother say with her hand held out. It seemed like she wanted her phone back. I gave it to her, and she quickly returned over to the sofa.

"Hmm? Why hasn't she hung up yet?"

The look on her face quickly transformed from that of curiosity to annoyance as she placed the device on her ear.

"Seriously? You still want to talk? God, just shut up already..."

I figured that I should probably hurry back to my room unless I wanted to be roped into yet another strange conversation, and so, that was exactly what I wound up doing.

Oh, and I forgot to mention, but the strange girl from earlier had thankfully not followed me all the way home. Instead, she had simply kept on walking by herself after I stopped. There'd been something surreal, almost dreamlike about the way her glowy hair left behind a blue trail in the darkness of the night. Perhaps it had actually been a dream. I wouldn't be at all surprised.

Even then, at least some of the events of today must have had been real, as proven by the sense of fullness I still felt weighing down my stomach.

The very first thing I did after reaching my room was to check my phone. Still no message from Shimamura. I'd sent her a text a while earlier asking if it was okay for me to call her, though judging by her lack of response, it might be that she was already in bed. It used to make me terribly anxious whenever she failed to reply to my messages, and even these days, it was hardly something that I enjoyed. The big difference was that over the years, I'd gained enough confidence to be able to tell myself that she was going to respond eventually—that she wouldn't just leave me. Shimamura was a truly kind person, and unlike back when we had first met, she no longer tried to hide it.

While a part of me wanted to say that I had been what caused this change in her, that also sounded like the height of hubris.

I flicked on the lights, hopped onto my bed, and rested my back against the wall. Holding my phone with both of my hands, I then proceeded to wait for Shimamura to message me back. I couldn't even begin to count how many times I had done this exact routine. And yet, come tomorrow, it would be no more. That, if anything, was proof that I was actually making progress—that my life wasn't simply a pendulum swinging in place.

The closer I got to it, the harder it became for me to comprehend that this was actually happening.

It was as if my mind was shattering at the thought of a dream I had felt was forever beyond my grasp becoming reality.

Some time later, my phone at last rang. I didn't even bother checking who it was. Only one person ever texted me.

"Sorry, sorry. I was in bed."

"I know."

I couldn't help but laugh a little. A few more moments passed, after which Shimamura finally called me.

"Hello."

"Evening, Chi-Chi."

"Is that just what everyone calls me now?"

"Huh? Who else does?"

"Forget about it..."

I leaned more towards the wall, and doing so, wound up shifting my eyes towards the ceiling lights.

The lamps in my room had never been all that bright, which allowed me to stare directly at them without having to look away.








"Good evening."

"Yeah, yeah. Now then... I assume there isn't something you needed to tell me?"

"Nope. Just wanted to hear your voice."

I could hear her giggle on the other end of the call.

"Should've just waited for tomorrow then. We are going to be seeing each other every single day from now on."

I genuinely cannot tell you how good it felt hearing those words come out of her mouth. It was like winter had turned into spring inside my body.

"Right. I guess that means no more phone calls then either."

"It doesn't have to, does it? There's no law against calling someone inside the same house."

"Oh... Yeah. Maybe we could install a string phone."

Truth be told, I'd never actually used—much less built—one of those. I just knew that they existed. How might Shimamura's voice sound like coming through a string and a pair of tin cans? I really wanted to hear it now. More than that, I wanted to hear every variation of her voice. I wanted to create an archive of them in my mind, which I could then listen back to whenever I felt like it, leading to me wanting to hear her voice again. It would be a self-fuelling loop—a cycle of endless joy.

"Hehe... Ehehehe... Hehehe."

Shimamura continued giggling. Rather than actually being amused by something, it more sounded like she was trying to stall the conversation. Could it be that she too was nervous about the future? Over the years, it had become the norm for us to see each other pretty much every single day, yet starting tomorrow, we would be going far beyond that. We would straight up be sharing our lives. That was something neither of us had experienced before. While that did mean that there might be downsides to it that we weren't able to anticipate, the positive aspects were, without a doubt, going to outweigh them.

"It's kinda crazy to think that we are going to be living together from tomorrow onwards."

"...Are you against it?"

"If I was, I wouldn't have spent all that time looking for an apartment. No, it's just..."

"Just what?"

"Moving's a real hassle. I've still gotta pack all my stuff. Blegh."

"Blegh..." I repeated after her. Not sure if I was quite able to capture the same emotion, though. Regardless, it didn't sound like she secretly hated the idea of us moving in together. That was good.

"It'll be fun if we do it together. Probably..."

While I would've preferred to be able to say that with more confidence, she wasn't necessarily wrong. There was quite a lot of stuff we needed to carry over, some of it even pretty heavy. It was like we were being served a dose of reality as punishment for being willing to dream. And yet, for me, all it did was make me more thirsty.

"I'm really looking forward to it myself. I'm not sure if I'm even going to be able to sleep tonight."

Wouldn't be the first time for me. Between being too scared, too excited, or just generally unable to, there was rarely a night when I was able to sleep normally.

For someone as frail as me, I sure was doing a lot of moving around.

It was almost as if I was receiving some sort of energy directly from Shimamura that kept my arms and legs in constant motion.

I'd always liked that theory. It felt very accurate.

Simply saying it out loud was enough to satisfy an organ I didn't know existed inside my body.

"Our own house. Shimamura's and mine..."

"Ahahaha."

"Th-That's one firm laugh..."

"Sorry. I was gonna nod my head, but ended up laughing instead."

How did that explain anything? What exactly was she laughing at?

Even now, there were still aspects to her that I wasn't fully able to wrap my head around.

"Normally, you'd say 'Mine and Shimamura's'. It's so like you to flip it the other way around."

Right. I guess you would say that normally. As it turned out, my "normal" was a bit different.

"It's because it would all be meaningless without you."

That's why I put her name first. She was the first step, where it all began. While some might find having yourself begin from someone else a contradictory statement, for me personally, it made me happy beyond words.

"I get what you mean. I also can't really imagine leaving home and starting a new life without you."

"Really...?"

From everything I'd seen, I got the impression that Shimamura very much enjoyed her life at home. And yet, she'd still chosen to move in with me. There were no words to express the amount of gratitude I felt towards her for making that decision. It was to a point where she'd felt the need to repeatedly tell me that I hadn't pressured her into this.

That she was doing it out of her own volition—because she wanted to.

"Say... Have you talked with your family about this?"

"Huh? Like, today?"

"Yeah."

"I don't think that my folks are quite that—Actually, never mind. I just remembered that we did have a short conversation. Then again, there is also a certain person who can't read the room at all living with us, so I guess that balances it out. Actually, can she even read in the first place? Sometimes, I just don't know..."

While I didn't really get that last part, the gist of what she was saying seemed to be that it was normal to talk with your parents about moving away from home.

"I take it that you haven't really talked with your mom, Adachi?"

"Yeah... I haven't. At all."

"At all?"

"Yes."

That wasn't an exaggeration. It really did feel like I'd already stopped living here.

The hours flew past me, and before I knew it, it was already night.

"It's a bit strange, isn't it?"

"Yep."

Whereas someone else might have given a more roundabout answer, Shimamura went straight for it. Whether it was because she was too tired to dance around the topic or just couldn't be bothered, that I didn't know.

"Then again, you're always a bit strange, Adachi."

"Huh?"

"Ahem. Moving along..."

Were we really just going to leave it at that? I guess so. Still, to be fair towards myself, I did feel like I'd gotten slightly better at maintaining my composure around Shimamura compared to how I had been before. Slightly.

"You might be a little strange, but not in a weird way."

"Thanks?"

"It would be nice if every mother was able to perfectly understand their child and vice versa, but life isn't always so simple. I'm speaking from experience when I say that it takes serious effort, both mental and physical, to get along with another person. The fact that you and your mother don't is totally understandable."

"Right..."

That was more or less how I felt about the subject too. I'd be lying if I said that it didn't bring me quite a bit of joy to hear that Shimamura agreed.

"Still, just because there isn't much of a relationship between you currently, it doesn't mean that it has to stay that way forever. Like, there was a time when we were just ordinary classmates. We didn't live close by to each other, we hadn't been together in our past lives... Well, I assume, at least. Regardless, you get what I'm saying, right? If it really was the case that relationships required some sort of a pre-existing connection, then there'd be no way that we would ever even have gotten to know each other."

"Yeah... Right. That makes sense."

It'd been purely by chance that we'd ended up meeting. While there had been plenty of decisions along the way made with the sole intention of getting us to where we were right now, the one that had started it all, the decision to go up to the second floor of the sports gym that fateful day, hadn't been based on anything but us simply feeling like it.

If it had happened once, surely it could happen again, right?

Perhaps. And yet, I've been so focused on Shimamura that the thought never even crossed my mind.

It was honestly shocking just how simple-minded of a person I was.

"I don't need anyone else. As long as I have you, I'm happy."

I owed everything I was—my entire world—to her.

For as long as I continued seeking Shimamura, I had nothing to lose.

"Well, if you really feel that way, then I'm not going to try to change your mind."

"Thanks..."

Her voice as she said that felt so soft, almost like she was singing a lullaby. I found myself leaning forward and hugging my knees by instinct.

A few moments later, I heard a light yawn leaving Shimamura's mouth.

"It's weird. I just woke up, and I'm already feeling tired."

"Do you want to end the call soon?"

"Now that's something I haven't heard you say before."

"I want to leave something for tomorrow as well."

"Oh, no, no. I'm sure that we will have plenty to talk about."

The conviction in Shimamura's words—something rarely heard in her voice—caused my chest to tighten with happiness.

She was right. If there was one thing the two of us would have going forward, it was time.

I went ahead and pressed my back against the bedroom wall. On the other side of it, I could feel Shimamura leaning against me.

"Right. Let's continue this conversation tomorrow."

"Sounds good."

Between the future that awaited me and the promise we'd just made, which one made me feel happier? I'm going to cheat and say both.




While I had gotten more than used to the prospect of eating without company over the years, my final meal in this place I used to—and would no longer after today—call home ended up not being one such occasion.

My mother had gotten up particularly early that morning to make us breakfast. We were currently sitting at the dining table facing one another, neither of us looking like we had any interest whatsoever in starting a conversation. We'd exchanged hollow greetings, but after that, nothing. Just silence.

"Eat up", the woman finally stated, the tone of her voice sounding equal part bored and awkward.

"Yeah."

I went ahead and grabbed myself a piece of toast. Watching me nibble small pieces off it, the woman proceeded to get started on her own salad. While people normally ate their food, the word I'd use to describe her was consume; nothing about her appearance gave the impression that she was particularly enjoying the process. It felt much more mechanical, like something she did solely out of necessity. While it was difficult for me to say myself, I had to imagine that it wasn't all that different from how I looked as well.

Normally, we would already be done by this point, yet here we still were. Still eating.

It was as if the woman's presence was making it increasingly difficult for the food to pass down my throat, and I could only assume that those feelings were mutual.

Had it always been like this? Had we always been this distant? The answer to both of those questions was a resounding "no"; the connections which used to exist between us had ended up degrading over the years, and because neither of us could be bothered to put in the effort necessary to maintain them, they had simply ended up fading away. It might have been possible to resurrect them at some point, but now? It was simply far too late; all that stood between the present and me leaving this house for good was a single slice of toast.

While "helplessness" wasn't necessarily the right word to describe the emotion I was currently experiencing, it did feel like I was on the verge of permanently losing a part of myself.

Meanwhile, the morning sun continued shining bright. What a perfect excuse for me to shift my gaze away.

Even without looking it was clear to me that my mother was likely doing the same.

She ended up being the first to finish, followed by her immediately leaving the table to wash her plate. I had to wonder, what exactly had been the point of us having breakfast together if we were just going to be silent the whole time? She knew this was going to happen, it was how it always went, yet she'd chosen to sit down with me regardless. Why?

I couldn't even begin to guess what went on in her mind. Then again, how could I when we never even talked? Huh... Maybe it really was that simple. Maybe we should just talk.

I lifted my head and stared at the woman, currently doing the dishes with her back turned towards me. She was right there, well in my reach, yet at the same time, I got the impression that she was going to crumble down like an aged wall were I to touch her.

Both my body and mind alike were stopping me from taking the necessary step forward. It felt like I was being choked, both literally and figuratively.

I desperately looked around in an attempt to find something, anything that could be used as a bridge to start a conversation. There had to be something, right? It couldn't all be over, could it? It was only when the last piece of toast travelled down my throat that the realization hit me:

This really was it. The things I had taken for granted my whole life were no more.

"Thanks. It was good."

That was all that I was able to muster: Not the start of a conversation, but rather, a simple phrase, one that I'd repeated countless times.

"You're welcome."

My mother's response came out equally short. If there still had been some sort of a thread left connecting us, it was now fully severed.

No more reasons to stop. No more opportunities to rekindle what had been lost.

With breakfast out of the way, I proceeded to wrap up the rest of my morning routine. I brushed my teeth, washed my face, put on makeup, and finally, made my way over to the front door.

This was it. There'd be no turning back after this.

"Bye..." I stated quietly over my shoulder. Over the years, it had become a habit of mine to say that whenever I left home, regardless of whether there was anyone there to hear me or not. It was as if I was talking to the building itself.

However, this time, it was different. I would not be returning. Ever. What would be the right thing to say here?

Other than "goodbye", nothing else really came to mind.

I took the last remaining pair of shoes and put them on. I couldn't even remember when I'd bought them, yet they were going to be what would take me away from this place—take me to happiness.

Speaking of feet, I remembered Shimamura once giving me a foot massage as a joke. Or rather, I remembered the idea of it; my mind had gone completely blank as soon as she started, making it impossible for me to recall what had actually taken place. I had tons of memories like that. While thinking about them was in some ways embarrassing, they also filled me with immense joy. I could feel my body growing lighter. I wanted to go.

I wanted to go see Shimamura.

"Sakura."

When was the last time someone had called me directly by my given name? I don't know why, but something about it made my skin crawl.

I quickly turned around, only to be met by the sight of my mother staring back at me with her hands on her hips. Whether it was the lack of makeup or something else, I could've sworn that she looked older than I remembered. It was as if the years that had been skipped between now and when I'd been a baby had come rushing in all at once.

"Sakura..." she repeated again, this time while scratching her forehead. I replied in the form of a nod, followed by a small grunt. Silence then ensued. Was it fair to say that we'd made progress if back in the day, we wouldn't even have gotten this far? I could feel shivers travelling up my neck, and I knew it couldn't be the wind because the door was still closed.

The silence lasted for a few more moments until eventually, my mother closed her eyes and let out a sigh.

And so, without even the slightest change in the expression on her face, she at last let me go.

"Bye then."

I could only begin to guess how much time it had taken her to wind up going with those particular words.

As for Shimamura, what might the words her parents chose for her have sounded like? Probably not quite so conclusive—so final.

"Yeah."

Having finally finished putting on my shoes, I then turned around, placed my feet firmly against the floor, and leapt off.

Through the front door into the cold spring morning I ran.

With the sound of my footsteps lagging behind me, gently stroking my hair.

Never before had I felt this free—free of all baggage, free to go wherever I wanted.

It was a similar—albeit a much stronger—sensation to what I experienced when mindlessly riding by bike to work.

A sensation of emptiness.

In the end, there was nothing binding me to this house, to this town.

I belonged nowhere. It was honestly a pretty sad thing to be forced to face.

It'd taken me till the very end to realise that it hadn't all been that bad.

That was the kind of person I was. As was she most likely.

And yet, I...

I...

It was there that my voice broke, shattering into a million little pieces for me to pick up and put back together.

All the while, my feet continued carrying me forward. There was no rhyme or reason to their movements, and as such, no hesitation. After what felt like a lifetime's worth of walking, I was at last able to reach the city.

My breathing felt heavy. My body was on fire. Gravity was pushing down hard on my shoulders, and with it, there was mixed in a smell I couldn't recognize.

Any tears that had been forming in the corners of my eyes had been fully blown away by the spring wind.

There at last, I was able to put into words my final message to my mother.

It wasn't the case that it was too late for it. Hardly.

After all, this wasn't something that I could ever have said to her face.

We'd both made our fair share of mistakes.

And yet...




Mother.

The future looks bright for me.

I am never going to call you. I am never going to come visit you. I am never going to ask you for anything.

I will show you with my actions, not my words.

That I am truly happy.

















"Haa... I can't help but feel like I blew it."

"Right now?"

"When my daughter left home."

"Oh? Tell me more."

"And here I was hoping you wouldn't be interested and I'd finally get some peace..."

"No way!"

"Actually, let's take a step back. Why did you even come here in the first place?"

"My daughter moved out as well. That's why."

"You think that's a good reason? Sorry, but it's not."

"My friend!"

"Yeah, yeah."

"Want me to cheer you up?"

"...As in?"

"I was thinking about singing a song."

"Please don't."

"Why? Why not? Whyyy?"

"Please die."

"Anyway. You mentioned screwing something up?"

"Could you not switch topics like that? But, yeah. It's hard to explain..."

"Oh, that might be a problem. I'm not very good at paying attention to complicated stuff."

"You always make everything about yourself, don't you? Haa... I don't even know how to put it into words. It's just, I wanted to wish Sakura goodbye, but then it hit me that she wasn't ever going to come back. The more I tried looking for the right words, the more I realised that my whole approach was wrong. So, yeah. I blew it."

"Doesn't look like it was that difficult after all."

"Huh. I guess not..."

"So, do you feel better now?"

"I guess..."

"I knew I was a good listener."

"More like a bad listener if you ask me."

"Hahaha. You might feel proud of yourself for making that joke, but trust me, you're not the first one."

"Somehow, I'm not surprised in the slightest... Anyway, what about you?"

"Me? Hmm... I knew this would happen eventually, so I can't say that I'm all that shocked. Besides, I still have one daughter at home."

"Right."

"The years really have flown by. It feels like yesterday when Hougetsu was a little girl."

"True that. Time is the great equalizer."

"Do you have any regrets? Regarding your daughter, that is?"

"I wouldn't call them 'regrets' per se. It's more a general feeling of uneasiness."

"That's a good thing, no?"

"I suppose you could say that."

"For what it's worth, I personally think that you did a good job. She's a good girl."

"Is she? I'm her mother, and I honestly can't even tell."

"Come on, don't be so hard on yourself. You raised her to be able to stand on her own two feet. There are lots of parents in this world who can't say the same."

"......"

"Also, if she's not going to come back home, then all you need to do is go visit her, right?"

"I knew you'd say that..."

"Hmm?"

"Can you really not put two and two together? What do you think I mean when I say that she's not coming back?"

"That she needs some convincing, in which case you should go see her?"

"I give up..."

"No, don't!"

"Every now and then, I find myself getting jealous of you, and every time I do, I hate myself for it."

"That's quite the thing to say to someone."

"In any case, the answer is no. There is no hope for me and Sakura. Perhaps it's for the best for the both of us that we go our separate ways."

"Huh. Well, in that case, I guess I'm just going to give up. Hahaha."

"I seriously hate you."

"Hahaha."

"How is any of this funny?"

"Are you planning on getting drunk tonight?"

"No?"

"Wise choice."

"At least not with you."

"I never drink, so."

"Good point. I wish I had believed you the first time."

"Right?"

"I still get mad whenever I think about it. You damn merlion..."

















Valentine's Day, huh? That was the thought that wound up running through my mind as I sat there, resting my head against my hand in the middle of class. While I had experienced something similar the previous year as well, it was fair to say that this time, the nuances of the situation were more than slightly different. I glanced at Adachi sitting to my right, and wouldn't you know it, our eyes ended up meeting. We spent the next few moments like that, staring at one another, all the while the lesson kept on going around us.

Adachi's eyes were jumping all over the place—as they often did—yet she refused to look away. It was honestly quite bold of her, to keep staring behind her in the middle of class. A part of me wanted to tell her to stop, to focus on the lesson, although that created a whole another problem: How on earth was I meant to communicate that to her without any words? I suppose I could wave my hand or something, but then again, knowing Adachi, there was a good chance that she might interpret it as me saying "go there". Alternatively, if I were to shift my gaze away myself, she might think that she'd done something wrong, and get depressed.

She was a very delicate person like that, and it was exactly for that reason that I occasionally found it so interesting to stand back and observe her from a distance.

And just like that, we kept on staring at one another, until finally...

"That's all."

...the class came to an end, and with it, so did the school day. To think that just a few months ago, the sun would have been starting to set at this hour. It always felt to me like nights were at their longest during December. Was that why Santa chose winter to give out gifts? So that he would have more time to travel around the globe?

Staring outside at the sky glowing faintly yellow, I found myself growing increasingly tired. While I personally preferred my nights to be as dark as possible, I had to admit that there was something oddly relaxing about the idea of sleeping under a blanket of soft light.

Were we still in middle school, I would've been on my way to do sports next. How healthy had my lifestyle once been. I almost felt jealous of my younger self. As I continued reminiscing about the past, I suddenly sensed someone staring at me. Obviously, that someone was Adachi. I could tell as much without even needing to turn around. Either I walked over to her desk, or she came over to mine. Those were the only two possible outcomes these days.

There she stood, clutching her bag, staring at me with her eyes turned slightly upwards.

"You were looking my way, so I figured that you wanted to say something."

"Huh? Hmm... No, I'm pretty sure that it was you who was looking, Adachi", I stated casually. This prompted Adachi to lift her bag higher, as if to hide her face behind it.

"You were looking too..."

"No, I really wasn't."

"B-But, our eyes met, so..."

"Right. I guess they did... Sorry."

No more than a few minutes had passed since then, yet already I was having trouble recalling what exactly had happened. It really was like I'd been dreaming with my eyes open.

The expression on Adachi's face made it clear that she did not get what I was talking about. Understandable. I went ahead and shook my head lightly as if to signal that there was nothing there to get.

"Hahaha. Don't worry about it. Anyway."

My attempt at moving the conversation along only prompted Adachi to continue staring at me intensely.

"Are you mad at me?"

Not one bit, Adachi responded in the way of shaking her head. She then went on to add the following: "You kinda resemble your mother when you do that, I feel."

"Huh? Seriously?"

I wasn't at all a fan of comparisons between myself and that woman. Right away, I could feel a slight pout forming on my face.

"I guess I can see that..."

"...Are you mad at me?"

"No, no. Of course not. I think you're right. It's totally normal for a child to resemble their parents."

That was the case even with Adachi and her mother: the look on both of their faces gave off a similar, painting-like sense of coldness.

Then again, I doubt Adachi would be happy to hear that.

Now, getting back to the topic at hand.

"Let's just say that we were both looking at each other. Sound good?"

"Yeah. Sounds good."

And just like that, agreement was reached. Next up...

"Do you want to drop by somewhere on the way back?"

Seeing how that was something we usually ended up doing regardless, I decided that I might as well take the initiative here. Adachi lowered the bag and began opening her mouth, only for her to immediately freeze up as if she'd remembered something.

"Sorry. I have work tonight."

"Huh. Well then."

I quickly stood up. As I did, I felt a slight change in the air through the tip of my nose. It felt colder, or perhaps less stagnant. Did air get less lazy the higher you went or something?

Making my way to the door, I sensed something behind me pulling me back.

I turned around, only to once again find Adachi standing there, this time staring at me like a pouting child.

"Adachi?"

"You're not even a bit disappointed?"

"I'm super disappointed."

"Sheesh..."

"Ouch!"

My thoughtless comment earned me a pinch on the back through my jacket. Painful, but deserved.

"If anything, I feel like you should be disappointed in me", I muttered out loud while walking down the hallway with Adachi by my side.

"Huh? For what?"

"For not even remembering what days you work on."

It was an awful tendency of mine to simply forget about matters which didn't directly concern me.

Adachi had made a conscious effort to open herself up to me. Despite that, there still remained a great number of things that I didn't know about her. It was fair to say that she was quite the mysterious presence.

"Speaking of which. You've had that job for a pretty long time, haven't you?"

"I guess..."

"I'm proud of you."

"Err... Thanks?"

An embarrassed smile formed on Adachi's face.

"Not just everyone can keep it up the same way you do. It takes some serious... how do you say it... perseverance."

Good job, I added as I gave her a pat on the head. Adachi initially seemed to enjoy this, but not long after, she proceeded to shake her head.

"I... I don't like it when you treat me like a child..."

"I'm not treating you like a child. Children don't have jobs."

For example, me.

"No, I genuinely think it's praiseworthy how mature you're acting for your age."

Like the air around us, she was always moving, and just like its touch, hers too felt pleasantly soft.

When was it that I'd become so lazy in comparison?

Eventually, we reached the school gate. It was here that we would be separated for the day. Or at least we would have if she hadn't grabbed my hand at same point.

I took a few steps to the side. Doing so, a bridge formed between us.

"Adachi."

Hey, I pointed at said bridge with my eyes. This prompted Adachi to stare at our interlocked fingers for a few moments, and just when I thought she'd figured out what I meant, she lunged towards me, closing the distance between us. Absolutely not what I'd had in mind.

"Huh? Did I get it wrong?"

"Somehow, yes..."

Massively embarrassed, I could see Adachi's cheeks growing redder than the setting sun. There was something very pretty about the way this colour combined with that of the strands of hair hanging in front of her face. A weird thing to pay attention to, I know.

Speaking of weird, the passing students must have thought that we were total nutjobs.

"Hey, Adachi."

"H-Huh?"

"If I had to compare you to something and it couldn't be an animal, I'd pick a Nattou bean."

"...What?"

She was sticky, and she was persistent. Leaving Adachi to chew on that remark, the two of us parted ways. Still, all joking aside, the sort of diligence she was showcasing here was seriously praiseworthy; personally, you would have needed to pay me a fortune to even consider going straight to a part-time job after school. For how dainty and frail she looked on the outside, Adachi truly was a strong individual. Perhaps that was exactly why—perhaps she was so soft that no matter how much she was bent and twisted, she never broke.

Whatever the case, I couldn't help but respect her.

"Now if only she could stop stiffening up whenever we talk."

Haha, I laughed, fully acknowledging that I was the one to be blamed for it. Sometimes I wondered, what was it about me that was so anxiety-inducing? Had it been the Mad Dog Shimako from middle school that we were talking about, then perhaps you would have had a point, but the me of present? The only explanation I could think of—and I say this fully acknowledging what it sounds like coming from my own mouth—was that maybe, just maybe, I was so calm and collected, so cold and distant, that it became difficult for her to approach me.

As much as I liked to believe that I was able to convey my feelings to Adachi at least relatively well, perhaps there was still room left for improvement there.

As for Adachi, she had no such problem; whatever she thought and felt, it was always obvious from the surface. While there had been times in the past when the way she chose to express herself had hidden her true intentions, these days, as long as I took a step back and viewed the situation as a whole, I could more often than not decipher what she was saying. Such was the wisdom of our seventeen—and eighteen—year old selves.

For a long time, I'd thought that my trajectory in life had been as straight as an arrow, whereas in reality, it had been curving ever so slightly—curving towards Adachi.

There were times when I wondered, what would have happened had we met a few years before—back when I was still "straight"?

Erase the gym, the summer, the cicadas, everything.

What were you left with? Nothing. Nothing would have taken place between us.

"My, if it isn't Shimamura", a cheerful voice spoke all of a sudden from the top of my head. In the next moments, tiny specks of glowy dust began fluttering down around me. With a deep sigh, I grabbed the girl and pulled her down. I already knew exactly who it was. How? Because there was only one person who had a habit of randomly climbing on my head. Somehow, I got the feeling that even if I were to search every last corner of the world, I would not find another being like her.

It was Yashiro, obviously. Today, she was dressed up as a fish. What type of fish specifically? That I wasn't able to discern. Being a pretty urban person, I only ever saw fish sliced up on my plate. Now that I thought about it, the same went for chickens and pigs as well, didn't it? Huh. What a world we lived in.

"Hello!"

"Yeah, yeah. Hello. I'd really appreciate it if you stopped climbing on my head like that."

"Why?"

There was something very strange about seeing a fish walk on land as if it was its natural habitat.

Why, she asked. Hmm... Why indeed?

"Shou really likes it when I do it to her."

"That's just because she loves shiny things."

I recalled her from time to time mentioning how Yashiro was like a fairy. A fairy, huh? There was certainly something quite fairy-like about her sprinkling around sparkly dust every time she moved, I'll grant you that. I wonder, between an alien and a fairy, which one of those was a more likely thing to exist in reality?

"By the way, in case you were curious, I'm a skipjack tuna."

"Wow."

"I got the inspiration from an earthling who I saw walking around wearing something similar."

"Are you sure that was an 'earthling'?"

Sounded more like a merman soldier who'd risen from the depths of the ocean to invade the world of the landwalkers to me. Actually, would mermen technically also be classified as earthlings?

It wasn't something I'd ever really put much thought into.

"I have important business with you and your family today, Shimamura."

"Oh, do you now? That's rare."

Most of the time, she didn't need a particular reason to loaf around at our house.

"I have come to make a chocolate delivery."

"Hmm?"

This was getting more shocking by the second.

"As they say, merry Valentine's Day."

"They don't actually say that..."

Also, it wasn't Valentine's Day today. I guess that for Yashiro, things like dates didn't hold nearly as much importance as they did to the rest of us.

Assuming that she really was tens of thousands of years old as she claimed to be, I could kinda see why that was the case.

This all reminded me: I'd yet to have a conversation with Adachi regarding what we were going to do for Valentine's Day this year.

Had she even given it any thought at all? While that did seem highly unlikely, the idea itself—that I was the one fussing over it—was enough to cause me to blush a little.

With Yashiro tottering along behind me, the two of us made our way back to my house. The air was the same temperature as it had been these past few days, yet for some reason, I felt much colder today. Why? Probably had something to do with the fact that I was walking with a fish.

That, or maybe the weather report had simply been wrong.

Now inside, I checked the shoes by the front door, only to find a pair missing.

"Looks like my sister isn't home yet."

"Oh?"

"Grade school students these days sure are busy."

"That they are", spoke the least busy grade schooler in the world as she went ahead and kicked off her sandals. How messy. I took her sandals and placed them neatly on the shelf.

The girl then turned towards me, and with a proud look on her face, proclaimed the following:

"I have one for you, one for Shou, one for Mommy, and one for Daddy!"

She proceeded to produce one box of chocolate after another from inside her costume. There were four boxes in total, all too large to look like they could possibly have fit behind her gills where she pulled them from. 

"Oh, wow. You bought these?"

I'd spent enough time with the girl to know better than to put whatever she gave me into my mouth before first confirming its origin.

"I was watching television yesterday. That is where I got the inspiration."

"You were watching TV? Like, a show where they went out to buy chocolate?"

"Hahahahahaha."

"No, don't laugh. That was a serious question."

"I poofed them."

She proceeded to do a poof-motion with her hands.

"You... what?"

Was that the girl's way of saying that she'd baked them by hand, or was there something more to it? Quite concerned, I had another look at the decorative ribbons that were tied around each box, only to find that each one had an identical crease in the exact same position. And when I say "identical", I don't mean "similar"; it was as if the boxes were literal copies of one another.

"Hmm..."

In any case, I could only assume that this meant that the chocolate itself didn't contain any real cocoa either. Well, whatever.

She was kinda like that one alien who pulled ice cream out of its bag.

Nothing wrong with that, I felt.

"I think my sister's going to be delighted."

"You're not, Shimamura?"

The girl's head was tilted slightly to the side, her eyes wide and innocent.

"Hmm... No, actually, I am."

You could not find a more trivial example of this sort of an interaction, yet here I was, trying my hardest to distance myself from it. Why? For what purpose? Enough was enough.

This time, I would make a conscious effort not to run away.

To accept a gift from another with gratitude and joy.

Did I say "thank you" the right way? Did I look grateful enough? Those were usually the sorts of things that were going through my mind.

In reality, what I should have been embarrassed of was my inability do something even the youngest of children were capable of.

"Thank you. I mean it."

I gave her a pat on the head, prompting the glowing fish to waggle her tail fin contentedly. How exactly did she do that? Honestly, I was in way too good of a mood to even care.

"Anyway, chocolate, please", Yashiro stated shortly after, her now-empty hands held out in front of her.

"Wow. It's like you understand what Valentine's Day is about this time."

Had someone taught her? My sister, perhaps?

"I don't have any at hand, so... Oh. Once my sister gets back, why don't the three of us go buy something together?"

"Yay!"

A happy fish. Fish happy. Fippy... No, never mind. Still, would I really be going shopping with a fish? That felt kinda odd.

"Hmm... Well, whatever."

Regardless of what clothes Yashiro wore, she was still going to stick out like a sore thumb.

"Hey!"

My thought was cut short by Mom suddenly running down the hallway.

"How am I supposed to jump out and scare you if you don't even make it past the front door?"

"Not even my sister does stuff like that..."

"Just goes to show how youthful I am."

Hahaha, she laughed. I decided not to even say anything. As I'd learned from my dad, that was often the best way to deal with this woman. The only annoying part was that if you ignored her too much, she'd get super pissy and outright aggressive. I'd experienced that a lot during my years in middle school. Especially the "aggressive" part.

Thinking back to all of the fights we'd had, it was honestly shocking just how foul my mouth had been. It still hurt me to this day, just like an old wound that had never had a chance to properly heal.

These days, I found it incredibly difficult to speak back against her, and if I had to guess, that was likely due to guilt I still felt over all of the things I had said back then.

"Mommy, mommy!"

"What is it, fishy?"

"Here is your chocolate."

"Oh? For me?"

"Merry Valentine's Day!"

"Wow. Who knew you could be this considerate."

Mom also patted Yashiro. She was just the right height for headpats, wasn't she?

"I will buy you the cheapest bar of chocolate I can find in return."

"Yay!"

Seriously?

"Hmm..."

Well, as long as the person on the receiving end was happy, I guess it wasn't my place to complain.

Yashiro ended up staying over for dinner, after which she took a bath with my sister before going to bed with her. You know, the usual.

It went to show just how adaptable creatures humans were that even a situation as clearly crazy as this had begun to seem fairly normal to me after enough time.

In a way, I suppose that was what life boiled down to in the end. It was a never-ending process of coming across new things and learning to see them as normal.

Only after being wounded time after time could you begin to endure the pain.




The day had come to an end, and my family—plus our guest—had hit the hay. Only I alone continued studying in the darkness of the night.

A yawn escaped my mouth in an attempt to alleviate the exhaustion I was experiencing, yet my eyelids still remained heavy. What should I do now? Wondering about it, I put down my pen and allowed myself to collapse over my desk. To be completely honest with you, I was more than ready to give up.

Should I do that? Should I just call it for the night and go to bed? Before I was able to decide, my phone rang, instantaneously charging up the half-depleted battery inside my mind.

"Is it Adachi?"

Not that she often called me in the middle of the night. Actually, she wouldn't call me in the first place, not without first texting me to make sure that it was okay. As my hand fumbled to find the device, I realised that there only remained one possible option.

"Taru."

The person calling me turned out to be none other than Tarumi. How unusual. Unusual. That word in itself felt "unusual". Whatever the case, it was true that it'd been a while since she last called me.

I was reminded of the time in middle school when we had completely drifted apart after being placed in different classes.

We had reunited completely by chance around a year ago, but had only seen each other a handful of times since then. We were slowly drifting apart just like we had done in the past. Perhaps a relationship between us simply wasn't meant to be. With thoughts of that nature flowing through my mind, I went ahead and picked up the device.

Its cold touch against my palm felt as unreliable as a string phone.

"Yeah. Hello. Hi."

I found myself hesitating a little, something which never happened when greeting Adachi.

It was a bit strange, wasn't it?

I'd known Tarumi for far longer, yet here we were.

"Yo."

"Err... Mornin'."

"Sorry. Were you sleeping?"

"Studying, actually."

"Oh, wow. Trying hard, are we?"

I gave a quick glance to the notebook I'd left open on my desk. Not really, no. I had embarrassingly little to show for my efforts. Staring at the part of the page where I'd yet to write anything, I waited for Tarumi to continue speaking.

"Hey, Shima."

"Huh? What?"

"Actually, no. Nothing..."

"Please state your business."

Stretching out my back, I went ahead and readjusted the jacket I was wearing.

"O-Oh? Err... Sorry."

"No, no. I was just messing around. Hahaha."

I ended up laughing in a manner startlingly similar to how Yashiro did it. No good, no good at all.

There was a pause, after which Tarumi continued:

"Err, I... I did have something. Yeah. Do you wanna go hang out?"

"Right now?"

I didn't need to check the clock to be able to tell that it was getting awfully close to midnight. What a delinquent.

Speaking of delinquents, I had to wonder just how well that label still fit her these days. From what I'd heard though our mothers, it sounded like the worst thing she'd been getting up to lately was sometimes expressing displeasure towards having to do chores. Did that really count? Was that enough to make someone a "delinquent"?

"I was thinking sometime later, but if you want to, then I guess?"

"No, sorry. I'm way too tired."

"Right... Well, in that case, how about after you wake up?"

How exactly did you go somewhere before you woke up? That was the first thing that came to my mind. Not that it was how she'd meant it, obviously, but still.

Hmm... What a tricky question.

Whereas the me of old would almost certainly have said yes without a second thought, the me of present had to take Adachi's feelings into consideration as well. Would she be upset if I did that? I honestly found it difficult to imagine her reacting any other way. That was just the sort of girl she was. Her emotions were as turbulent as a burning flame, and equally as fiery.

I tried looking around for something that I had been given by Adachi, but there was nothing of the sort in sight. Instead, what I came across was a stuffed seal toy. I went ahead and ran my fingers across its belly. Oh how soft it felt.

"I get that you want to hang out, and I do too. However..."

"Yeah?"

Should I try explaining it in detail? Or should I just leave it at that? Wondering about what approach to take here, I found myself scratching the side of my nose. On one hand, it kinda worried me how Tarumi might react, but on the other, her knowing the truth would surely be a benefit for our relationship going forward. Then there was also me just being lazy. That third factor especially was something that I had to deal with often.

"Hmm..."

"Shima?"

Tarumi was a good person. If there was one thing I'd come to know, it was that.

I should just tell her, shouldn't I? Yeah, I should.

"The truth is, I've met someone. A girl. I have a girlfriend."

"...Huh?"

Based on Tarumi's reaction, it was clear that this was the last thing she had expected me to say. I decided to keep pressing further.

"If I go around hanging out with other people behind her back, she might get offended. Hahaha."

It was beyond important that I made myself absolutely clear here. Too many breaks and pauses, and the conversation would almost certainly fall apart.

"Hahaha..." I laughed again. Why? I didn't have any specific reason. If I had to say, I guess that it made the silence more tolerable. There was another person I knew who did that, laughed randomly, that being Yashiro. I really was starting to adopt a bunch of her mannerisms, wasn't I? How awkward.

There at last, Tarumi spoke in a wavering voice:

"S-Seriously?"

"Seriously."

While barely a year ago, I myself wouldn't even have believed that, it somehow was what had actually ended up happening.

"G-Girlfriend?"

"Yep."

Speaking of, I recalled her once asking me whether or not I had a boyfriend. I'd told her that I didn't at the time, which funnily enough was still the answer I'd give. Now, a girlfriend on the other hand? Those I most definitely had one of.

It was funny how life worked out sometimes. That, or perhaps it had all been decided already the moment we met.

When was it that Adachi had first fallen in love with me? While a seemingly simple question, now that I thought about it, I realised that I'd never actually asked her that.

"I—"

"Hmm?"

Tarumi sounded like she was having a difficult time putting words together. I decided to give her some time.

Staring at my now-empty cup, the remaining scent of tea was enough to cause my head to spin lightly.

A few moments later.

"I see..."

For how long she'd taken to think about it, she really wasn't saying much of anything here. And yet, behind the simple expression, there was clearly hiding a world of emotion. Right. I guess it did make sense for her to be shocked. Repulsed, even. Had it really been the right thing to tell her?

"You, a girlfriend. In...teresting. Very."

"Oh, you don't need to pretend like you're not shocked."

As far as reactions went, it wasn't one that I particularly minded. Heck, I was still very much shocked about it myself.

I was able to shake my body from side to side a good dozen times before Tarumi once again continued:

"Th-That's pretty far out there."

"Well, I am in high school."

"Right. Still... A g-girlfriend, huh?"

It was honestly difficult for me to make out what Tarumi was saying. It almost sounded like she was talking with her mouth closed.

I also didn't know how to respond, leading to more silence between us.

Silence which I spent yawning and patting the seal sitting on my lap.

"Well, anyway. That aside..."

"What's up?"

"I really want to see you. Just once. Can I?"

Her words felt like cold water pouring all over me.

I could feel a sharp pain travelling down my fingers as I replied:

"Sure thing."

Once more, I accepted her invitation.

We were going to meet, talk... and then what? Was something going to happen afterwards?

I didn't know. I honestly didn't. That was exactly why I wanted to do it.

"Does tomorrow sound good to you?"

"T-Tomorrow!?"

"Hmm? No good?"

I figured that after school would be the perfect time to do it. Then again, I suppose that we did live relatively close to one another, meaning that there wasn't anything stopping us from doing it on a day off either.

"No, it's fine. It's just, I'm surprised. You're not usually the one to suggest when to do something."

"Huh. Yeah, I guess I'm not."

"Also, tomorrow's really soon..."

"I figured that there wasn't any point in putting it off."

All that did was give you time to think about unnecessary things.

"Still... It's very much like you, Shima."

Was it just me hearing things, or was there just a sliver of happiness hiding behind her words?

"Well then, tomorrow it is. Wanna meet in front of the station?"

"Sounds good to me."

"A-Alright..."

Her voice became distant, and with it, the connection between us faded away.

Shortly after, Tarumi ended the call.

"Hmm..."

While I liked the fact that I no longer felt like I was about to fall asleep, what assaulted me now was an extreme sense of sluggishness.

Was this it? Was this the end? No, probably not. That might have been going a bit too far.

Even so, it didn't stop me from feeling that way. It was as if there was something heavy weighing down my stomach. If I had to describe the sensation, I might say that it felt like I'd turned into a crocodile. Speaking of, I vaguely recalled seeing Yashiro dressed up as one of those once. How cute she'd looked. It was in the middle of shifting through those simple memories that I realised that I had an unread text message.

"Huh. Looks like it's Adachi this time."

"Can I call you?"

This message had been sent not all that long ago. As I was reading through it—not that there was all that much to read—a second one arrived.

"Can I?"

I'd be lying if I said that I didn't feel slightly startled. The timing was perfect. Almost too perfect. There was something strangely amusing about imagining Adachi sitting there with her phone in her hand, waiting for a check-mark to appear next to the message indicating that I'd read it.

"'Yeah, you can'. And send..."

Only a few seconds later, my phone rang. That was fast even for her.

"Hello."

"G-Good evening."

It was almost comical how different our greetings were in tone. I couldn't help but laugh a little. Then again, I suppose that was very "Adachi" of her.

"Were you sleeping?"

"Studying, actually."

"Huh."

"Why does no one believe in me?"

Tarumi had asked me the same thing as well. Did they think that I was a cat or something?

"No, I do believe in you. I'm sure that you're working really hard."

"Thanks."

"It's just, you took a while to answer. That's why I thought you might have been sleeping..."

Oh. So that's what it was.

"Ah, yes. That'd be because I was having another call."

For me, it was a simple statement of fact with no deeper meaning. However, as for Adachi...

"......"

"Ada Chi-Chi?"

A certain dryness could be heard in her breathing. Was that just my mind pulling tricks on me?

"Who were you talking with?"

"Hmm... A friend."

"......"

"You can't just say nothing, Adachi."

"But—"

"No buts."

"But..."

She sounded like a child who had just been told "no". I couldn't help but smile a little.

"Th-That's not funny."

"No, I think it's very funny. Say, Adachi. Hmm... How should I put this..."

What a difficult situation. I found myself casting my gaze to the side as I thought about my approach.

There were practically an infinite number of options for me to take here. Should I poke fun at her? Should I get angry? Should I make it all serious? In the past, I'd frequently gone down the second route. Why? What had it been that had gotten me so peeved? Peering into the past, I saw a younger version of myself—middle school specifically—glaring at others, unable to make out what they were saying. Approach her with even the slightest hint of a smile on your face, and you were just asking to have a basketball be thrown your way.

"I believe that it's very important to have friends. Wait... Do you have any, Adachi?"

"Nope."

	

While most people would surely have been offended by such a question, nothing of that sort could be heard in Adachi's voice; it sounded like to her, she was simply stating the obvious. Now that I thought about it, I guess she had always been lacking in those types of people, both friends and family.

It was that lacking that had made her this way.

"I feel like we've already had this conversation once, but just to ask you again, am I really that untrustworthy?"

That, or perhaps the problem was in the way I acted: I was more than aware of my ugly tendency to come off looking like I had little interest towards other people. Now, while that might have been the case for majority of individuals who I interacted with, for Adachi specifically, I made a genuine effort to pay attention to her feelings.

"I believe you. I do. It's just..."

"It's just what?"

"When I think about you having fun with someone else, it makes me feel like I was... drowning."

"Oh?"

"Like someone was pouring mud directly into my heart."

"Now I think you're just exaggerating."

"I don't want to give you away. I refuse."

"Hmm..."

Putting aside whether it was a good thing or not for a moment, Adachi's feelings for me sure were deep. Deep. Deep like the ocean. Going for a casual swim in them could turn out to be a very dangerous venture. That was the poetic way to put it; in more practical terms, I had a possessive girlfriend.

Even if we could live with just the two of us—and that was a big if—it would certainly not be easy. Had she considered that part? Moreover, were my thoughts to become as focused on Adachi as hers were on me, that would without a doubt be the end of us two.

"I think about you plenty, even when I'm talking with other people."

And I wasn't saying that just to please her; it was genuinely something I'd found myself doing more and more often. Perhaps this was indicative of the extent to which she was digging her claws into me. I certainly did sometimes feel like I was slowly being consumed. Whatever the case, it was clear that we were far beyond the point where I could just pretend like nothing was happening.

"Again, and I mean it when I say this, it's actually pretty depressing how little you trust me."

I'd never been one to insert myself into other people's business. Not because I didn't care about them, but because I was terrified of leaving my shell.

This was one of the many hurdles I'd had to force myself over in order to start dating Adachi. To see those efforts be met by accusations of betrayal, it genuinely was depressing. I felt hopeless. Feelings of loneliness painted over me like black waves in the night. And yet, beneath the darkness, there was hope.

There was hope, which meant that I couldn't give up. I had to get on my feet. I had to.

If someone was going to offer me a hand to pull myself up with, I wanted it to be Adachi's.

"Sorry."

"You've done nothing you need to apologize for. It's just... Communication sure can be difficult."

The more earnestly you tried conveying your feelings to another person, the more they ended up distrusting you. There was probably a good way to do it somewhere out there, but I sure as heck didn't know what it was. Also, that was only a problem for me; when it came to Adachi, I believed everything she told me without a second thought. She was simply the sort of person who I could tell was always speaking directly from their heart.

"I do trust you, Shimamura. I really do."

"Yes, yes. I love you to bits too."

"Actually, never mind..."

Hmph.

"Anyway, what were we talking about again?"

"Err... I'm not sure if we've talked about anything yet."

"Oh, right, right. You've just been interrogating me this whole time."

"Th-That's not a very nice way to put it..."

"Regardless, I'd like to take a break from the serious topics for a moment. Can we talk about something more fun?"

"Huh?"

"I mean, you're the one who called me. You've gotta have something, right?"

Fun. One look at the clock made it clear that I should be getting ready to go to bed, not having fun, yet I chose to do it anyway.

"Fun fun fun."

"What?"

"Nothing. Please, go ahead."

If Adachi's heart truly was full of mud like she said, then I wanted to help her clean it. I just wonder, where did the leftover mud, the stuff that couldn't be filtered, wind up exactly?

"Well, actually, there is something..."

"Let's hear it then."

"Valentine's Day. That's next week."

"Right, right. It is."

I'd actually thought about it quite a lot myself, but she didn't need to know that.

"Valentine's Day, huh?"

"Y-Yeah."

I couldn't help but smile a little. There was something very funny about this exchange.

"So, did you have something in mind?"

"Well, we celebrated it last year, so I thought we could do that again..."

"Alright. Sounds good to me."

"Ah... Y-Yeah!"

I could practically see her nodding her head all excited. That was an interesting thing about humans; even if you couldn't see another person directly, a version of them still existed within your mind. I wonder, if you couldn't do that, would you think that it was almost like a super power for those who could? Maybe.

"Do you want to go shopping again?"

"I'd love to. The chocolate you got me last year was delicious."

On a side note, I'd also tried out the chocolate Yashiro had given me earlier today, and yeah, it was good. The individual pieces looked like they were modelled after an animal of some sort, though for the life of me I couldn't tell you which one. My parents hadn't known either. I'd even asked Yashiro herself, but no luck.

It's a mystery, I recalled her telling me while gleefully fiddling with the candy bars my mother had given her in return for the chocolate gifts.

"I kinda feel like this is the only reason we ever go to Nagoya."

"Yeah."

"Will those visits become more frequent once we graduate, I wonder."

That, or perhaps we'd move so far away from home that we'd never go there anymore.

"Say, Shimamura. What do you want to do after high school?"

"Hmm. I haven't really thought about it, honestly."

I didn't really have a subject in mind that I wanted to devote myself to studying. That said, I also couldn't really imagine myself getting a job straight out of high school. The way I saw myself, I was always stuck in this particular moment in time between childhood and adulthood. How nice would it be if I could simply continue wasting time in school with Adachi for all of eternity? I knew that wasn't a particularly healthy thing to dream about, yet I did it anyway. With no concrete future waiting for me, it was really all I could do.

"What about you, Adachi?"

I decided to try dodging the question for now.

"I haven't thought about it either. I guess I'll get a job."

"Adachi the Chinese Cuisine Master."

"Definitely not there."

All jokes aside, it was true that one day, both Adachi and I would need to start working. I wonder, how would that affect our relationship? We'd still likely be together, but in what way? I honestly had no clue. Such was the nature of attempting to predict the future, I suppose.

It was also possible that we could end up being separated for reasons completely beyond our control. Like for example, a meteor might crash into the Earth and kill off the entire human race.

Would Yashiro survive something like that happening? Honestly, I kinda felt like she would. It was surprisingly easy for me to visualise a scene of her prancing around the ruins of a post-apocalyptic city.

Well, regardless. The topic of tomorrow was already dark enough without us having to go to such extremes.

"I want to go back a few minutes."

"Err... Huh?"

It didn't sound like she quite knew what I was referring to.

"I'm going out with a friend tomorrow."

No lies, no roundabout excuses. I decided to simply tell it to her like it was. Adachi immediately fell silent. For a moment, I couldn't even hear her breathing.

Her love was so pure, so dense that sometimes, I hesitated even touching it.

"I've decided that I'm going to tell you the truth from now on. That's a sign of my... yes, love."

I probably didn't need to reiterate just how bad things had gotten the previous time I had decided to keep her in the dark. Truly, it was a miracle that our relationship had survived through that incident intact. Or rather, how efficiently it had been rebuilt; it was kinda like if you took a piece of paper, dipped it into water, crumbled it up, and then managed to turn it back into a perfect square. Perhaps Adachi was actually a wizard of some sort.

"Not with Hino and Nagafuji, I assume?"

"Nope."

"Umm..."

It was clear that she wanted to say something badly, almost as if she already knew who it was that I was talking about. That made me wonder, had Adachi ever met Tarumi? I had to assume that the answer was no; if she had, I was pretty sure that she wouldn't have been able to hide it this well.

"Is it okay if I come with you?"

The way she worded that question made me think of a baby duckling following its mother.

A number of excuses popped into my mind simultaneously. At the same time, it was true that I had just told her that I would only tell her the truth from now on. No way could I go back on my word this soon.

"I'd rather you not. We have a lot to talk about, and I feel like having you there would make things unnecessarily difficult."

Also, were those two to meet face-to-face, I had a feeling like that might happen again. You know, that.

To put it into other words, the whole thing seemed like a massive pain in the butt.

A mess of such calibre that once it spilled over, no one would be able to clean it up.

"So, yeah. I want to talk with her in private. I hope that you'll understand", I went ahead and repeated for a second time. I didn't really know why; it wasn't like she was—for now at least—insisting on coming with me or anything.

I suppose it said a lot about the way I saw my relationship with Adachi that I felt like this whole procedure was necessary for me to simply meet with a friend.

When I say that she wanted to hug me and never let go, I mean that literally.

"Hmm..."

A hint of reluctance could be heard in Adachi's voice. Don't get me wrong, she was clearly trying. That wasn't the problem here.

Whereas under normal circumstances she was willing to do anything in order to please me, going as far as to lie to herself, it seemed like this was one situation where she could not bring herself to do that.

This was neither a good nor a bad thing. No, it was simply the sort of person Adachi was.

"If you can bear through it, then, hmm... Do you have anything in mind that you would like?"

On the flip side, attempting to win her over with the promise of a meagre reward perfectly encapsulated my character.

"I-I'll have to think about it."

Hook, line, and sinker. Just how I had planned it out.

And thus, we had successfully made it over this particular hurdle in our relationship.

"Is that what it's like having a serious talk with your girlfriend? Darn", I spoke out to no one in particular as I ended the call. This was immediately followed by my heart crying out in pain. I'd truly pushed myself to my limits there.

I found myself spending the next few moments sitting there on my bed in silence, stroking the stuffed seal I had picked up earlier.

Girlfriend. What a strange word that was. Building up such an intimate relationship with another person necessitated you getting closer to them than was comfortable, and thus fully lowering your guard. This meant that if you were to have a quarrel, it would only end once one of you got so exhausted that they could no longer keep going.

In the long run, such a thing was more than enough to break a person.

I suppose the takeaway here was to only argue in moderation.

"Truly, life is a struggle."

There were plenty of easy paths forward for me to travel down here. And yet, I'd chosen to climb up the steepest hill imaginable.

I was making my own life difficult on purpose.

Why? Because this was the direction I wanted to take our relationship.




"Say, Adachi. When was it that you first fell in love with me?"








I randomly wound up asking her this question that had bothered me since yesterday in the middle of the lunch break. This prompted her shoulders and neck to stiffen up, and a yelp I had a difficult time imagining any other member of the human race to make leave her mouth. The food she had been in the process of swallowing all went up to her cheeks, causing them to bulge in a way you usually never saw given the manner in which she preferred to eat.

How adorable.

Her face quickly turned red, and then blue. Not good. I handed her a glass of water, which she gulped down in one big sip. This allowed her to at least stop coughing, although mere moments later, droplets of sweat began dripping down her forehead—which was strange considering that we were currently in the middle of winter. Adachi was quite the warm-blooded individual, wasn't she? I sometimes wished that I was too. Between it being too warm or it being too cold, I much preferred the former.

Staring at her, slightly jealous, it was there that it finally hit me.

The words that I'd uttered were not at all something you were meant to say in a classroom filled with fellow students.

Was this the result of Adachi's influence taking hold of me? Well, whatever. Might as well finish what I'd started.

"Tell me. I wanna know."

While it was not at all my intention, in retrospect the way I worded that question kinda ended up sounding like I was pestering her. How difficult.

Her eyes remaining wide open, Adachi muttered the following using her lips alone:

"I-I don't know... It just happened..."

"My, how romantic."

It didn't sound like there'd been any specific incident which had caused it. Though I'd mostly said it as a joke, that was the very definition of the word "romantic", wasn't it?

"Why?"

"Why what?" I asked her back while poking at the fried egg sitting in the corner of my bentou box.

"Why did you want to know?"

"Hmm... No reason, really."

"Oh..."

Her reply sounded like two different responses mixed into one.

I cut off a piece of the fried egg Mom had cooked and placed it into my mouth. As expected, its taste fell firmly on the sweeter side. The woman preferred her food that way, and so did the rest of her family.

Yashiro as well. I wonder, was that the reason she had chosen to stay with us specifically?

As I picked up some rice to go with the egg, I noticed that Adachi was still staring at me.

"Like I said, it's no big deal. I was just wondering."

"R-Right..."

"Munch, munch."

"A-And you, Shimamura?"

"Hmm?"

"When did you... When you did first fall in l-love with me?"

Both her mouth and eyes alike were wobbling intensely. I got the feeling that were I to poke either, they'd burst open, causing her essence to spill out.

Her essence? What did that even mean?

"Me? Hmm... That's a secret, sorry."

"Not fair."

"Well, it's not like you told me either."

If nothing else, I remembered us being more or less indifferent towards one another when we first met.

An Adachi who did not love me. At this point, it was practically impossible for me to imagine such a thing.

It hadn't even been that long all things considered, yet already, I felt like her old self had been purged from my memory.

"...Do you even love me?" Adachi asked me suddenly. Why all this suspicion?

"I love you!"

...Probably because of that.

Still, even if I did put aside my shame and attempt to sincerely force out the words, I doubt that my mouth would comply. It was simply a condition I suffered from. I wish she would give me a break.

"No, I do love you. I do", I quickly added. Hopefully that would be enough to satisfy her for now.

In the end, the question remained: When had it started? When had I first fallen in love with her?

I actually did know the answer. It'd been when she had told me that she loved me.

I know it sounded stupid, like I didn't really care, but it was how it was.

To put it into more concrete terms, it had all started when we'd been watching fireworks together. That was when I'd first fallen in love with her.

All that had happened during the summer of the previous year. I had been in love with her for quite the long time, hadn't I?

Thinking about it that way, I couldn't help but blush a little.

We spent the next few moments eating in silence. Even after we finished, Adachi's ears still remained slightly reddish. There was something about that specific tone that reminded me of autumn.

"Just a second. I need to go wash my face", Adachi suddenly stated, grabbing the plastic bag her lunch had been in before dashing out of the classroom. What about your makeup, I was about to ask, though realistically, it wasn't like she could do more damage than the lines of sweat dripping down her face already had. I suppose that was mainly my fault, huh?

"Not good. Not good at all."

I ought to be more responsible going forward. 

I proceeded to put away my lunch box and spend the next few moments staring into space. It was there that I happened to meet eyes with Pancho, having randomly walked past my desk. We had barely talked since the school trip, and judging based on her reaction, it kinda looked like she didn't know if she was supposed to say "hello" or what. Personally, I wouldn't have minded if she just said nothing. In her right hand, she was carrying a bag identical to mine.

"Yo."

"Yoyo."

I went ahead and mimicked her greeting. Why? I don't know. I guess it just felt like the right thing to do.

While her greeting was incredibly clumsy, what wasn't was the swift way in which she walked past me.

Well, that was what I thought, at least; in reality, she only went to her desk in order to leave her lunch there.

"Say, Shimamura. What's this time of the year like for you?"

"In what way?"

My general feeling in regard to winter was that I wished that I could hibernate past it. Then again, I doubt that was what she was asking.

"You know. Are you going out on a Valentine's date?"

Right. So that was what she'd meant. Kinda felt like she had left out the most crucial part.

"I am, yeah."

"Interesting, interesting", she stated before leaning towards me and adding the following in a hushed tone: "What was it like last year? Oh, right, I guess I don't know if there was a last year..."

"Last year? Hmm... We did thumb wrestling."

I think.

Pancho proceeded to cross her arms and tilt her head slightly to the side. You could practically see a giant question mark floating above her head.

"Thumb wrestling? Is that a euphemism for something?"

"I don't really use those."

For me, words meant what they meant—and thumb wrestling was just thumb wrestling. Pancho proceeded to tilt her head farther to the side, so much so that it caused her opposite foot to rise into the air. It was quite the pose she was able to pull off. I couldn't help but admire her vigour. A few moments later, her foot at last returned to the floor, signalling that she had managed to wrap her head around the situation.

"Deep. Very deep."

"Right."

With both of us remaining just as oblivious as we had been at the start, Pancho then ran off back to her desk. A few moments later, I could see her trying out thumb wrestling by herself—her left hand versus her right. Watching her do so, it was once again made clear to me that she truly was a good person. While I wouldn't necessarily go as far as to say that we were friends, a relationship of some kind had definitely began developing between us.

So, yeah. That happened. Oh, and in case you were curious, Adachi did in fact make it back in time for the next class—albeit barely.

Let me tell you, I had quite the tough time deciding whether or not to point out the way her wet hair was clinging onto her forehead.




Eventually, school came to an end. I checked my phone, and after making sure that I had no new messages, got up.

"Taru, Taru, my friend Taru."

I figured that I'd try singing to lighten up the mood, though honestly, it didn't really have that much of an effect.

What a strange thing to do right before meeting with a friend.

It made me wonder; how was it that the relationship that had once existed between us came to be in the first place?

I made it till the shoe rack before turning around. There, I met eyes with Adachi, having followed me all the way from the classroom. It was almost comical just how quickly she came to a stop after being spotted.

Wait there. No, no. That wasn't what I was meant to say.

"I'll be going now."

Those were the words that I chose for her. I could see Adachi's eyes growing slightly watery as a mixture of emotions—ranging from acknowledgement to annoyance—emerged on her face. Conveying your true feelings was almost an impossible task for most people, yet for Adachi, it appeared almost effortless. I sometimes wondered, why was that?

Needless to say, I didn't have the answer. I wasn't Adachi.

I wasn't, and yet, sometimes, I found it quite fun pretending like I was.

"Come here."

I beckoned her to come closer. She did as told, and as she approached me, wobbling from side to side, I grabbed her left hand and pressed my lips against its surface.

Immediately, her entire hand—fingers and all—grew cold, almost as if she was absorbing the moisture from my lips.

A few moments later, I let go of her.

Adachi's fingers were left doing scissor-motions, reminding me of the claws of a crab.

"Remember."

"H-H-Huh?"

"Take care."

With that, I turned around and walked off, leaving Adachi to stare after me dumbfounded. I had to wonder, would she actually "take care"?

"I'm always careful."

Shut it, Yashiro. No one asked.




It was hardly the case that emotions were always positive.

In fact, I'd go as far as to say that they made up the minority.

I could feel the strap of my bag digging deeper and deeper into my shoulder. The cold wind was blowing against my face, causing my hair to jumble up and my ears to feel like they were about to fall off. How convenient that it was currently winter; I was able to blame my low spirits on the season instead of what was actually causing them.

Periodically breathing out clouds of white vapour, I made the long journey from school to the station in perfect silence.

Why? Why did I feel this way? I was just on my way to see a friend, nothing more.

Actually, no. There was definitely something more to it.

We were old friends, and that exactly was the problem; when you started mixing the past with the present, things were bound to get troublesome.

In that case, just don't let the present ever become the past. I suppose that was the answer, wasn't it? Adachi certainly seemed to be living by it. I wonder, was she satisfied with what we had been able to build together, where we were currently? Behind her refined looks and stoic appearance, Adachi was actually an incredibly greedy person, leading me to believe that there was a good chance that she wasn't.

With all sorts of thoughts flying through my head, I made my way over to the station. With every step I took, I found Adachi occupying more and more of my mind.

I suppose that was simply the state of my heart at the moment.

For how often I came by the station, it was honestly a little shocking just how few opportunities I had to go somewhere by train. I had a look at the bus stop we'd agreed to meet at, and after failing to see Tarumi anywhere, took post by the guide map.

"Just got here."

I sent her a message. Mere moments later, a reply arrived.

"Coming!"

Where? I found myself awkwardly ogling around.

Sure enough, mere moments later, Tarumi did appear, carrying on her shoulder a massive bag filled to the brim with stuff.

While I wouldn't say that the outside of the station was particularly crowded today, there were still more than enough people here to completely mask off both of our footsteps.

"Y-Yo."

"Good day to you."

My greeting came off sounding particularly polite. I guess that I was still in the mood after earlier.

Also, a funny thing, because the words sounded so similar, I came one slip of the tongue away from accidentally saying "goodbye" instead.

Imagine that, parting ways with someone as soon as you meet them.

I kinda hated myself for finding the idea as appealing as I did.

"You look the same as ever, Shima."

"Thanks?"

While Tarumi hadn't changed that much herself, I did notice that her hair appeared to have gotten just slightly shorter. I briefly considered asking her if she'd cut it, but ultimately didn't. There was nothing to talk about there, so why even bother? Then again, perhaps it wasn't the topic that was at fault.

It was always like this when I met with Tarumi. Our lives didn't intersect in the slightest, and as a result, there were simply no topics that could spark a conversation. It was during moments like these that I was made to realise just what a powerful place school was. No doubt would I learn its true value only after graduation.

"Hmm?"

Speaking of school, it was there that I noticed that Tarumi wasn't wearing her uniform under her coat.

Likewise, the colours of her chequered skirt brought to mind autumn much more so than winter.

Had she dropped by home before coming here or something?

"What's the matter?"

"This is."

I pinched the sleeve of my uniform, prompting Tarumi to immediately catch on to what I was talking about.

"Oh, yeah. I didn't go to school today. Had some stuff back at home to take care of."

"What?"

Did that make her an evil delinquent, or a good daughter? I wasn't exactly sure.

"I wanted to make time to see you."

"Oh... We should've chosen a weekend day then."

That would have been much easier time-wise. Then again, I guess that she did agree to this arrangement.

For some reason, I still couldn't help but feel slightly responsible.

"No, no. It's fine", Tarumi said while shaking her head. How noble of her.

"Are things that busy at your home? I don't really remember."

"Not really, no. I just need to do stuff sometimes."

I could see her playing with her hair as she said that.

Tarumi's home. Despite going there often to play when we were both little, I could hardly remember the place.

What I did remember was her mother. Or at least the fact that she had always been very nice to me.

Regardless, that was all in the past now. Years had gone by. Years and years.

"Huh."

That simple utterance was all that I was able to offer to her in response. A slightly awkward smile appeared on Tarumi's face.

"Shall we go then?"

"Yeah."

Before following after her, I had one last look behind me. Still no Adachi there. Good. As much as I wanted to trust her, it was simply impossible for me to fully shake the feeling that she might be secretly tailing me. Somehow, that just felt like an Adachi thing to do. If there was one thing I'd learned from spending time with her, it was that she had no concept of "too much work".

"By the way, where are we going?"

I took a step closer to Tarumi as I asked her this. Looking at her again, I noticed that she was wearing mittens. Likewise, her muffler had also been wrapped quite tightly around her neck, leaving no gaps whatsoever for wind to pass through. Was she really that cold?

I assumed that we were heading inside the station, but as it turned out, Tarumi ended up stopping half-way there.

"First things first..."

A vending machine. That was what she had stopped at.

"Huh?"

Inviting someone over to a vending machine. Now that was next level. What did I mean by that? No idea. In any case, Tarumi went ahead and bought a can of warm tea before handing it to me. I looked at the can, and then at her.

"Right, right. Mittens. Here, you can have them too."

Having said that, she swiftly took off her mittens and handed them to me as well. I accepted them, albeit questioningly.

"What's this all about?"

"I want you to be warm."

I put the mittens on. Doing so, I could feel the metaphorical weight pressing down on my shoulders growing increasingly heavy.

"I am warm. Plenty."

Even more so now. Still not satisfied, Tarumi then continued by taking off her muffler and wrapping it around me, prompting a cold shiver to run down my spine as the harsh textile scraped against my exposed skin.

"There. Warm."

Mission accomplished, it seemed. What was she, a heater? A microwave oven? With me wearing a good portion of the clothes she had come here with, it was almost as if we had changed places or something. As if that wasn't enough, Tarumi lastly pulled out a pair of earmuffs and put those on me. I was starting to feel like her doll or something.

It couldn't be that this was what she had called me here for, could it? To dress me up? While I much preferred being given clothes to having them taken away—I wouldn't want to be left standing in the cold in my underwear—there was obviously still a point where it started getting too much.

"Do you need a coat as well?" she asked me while pointing at the coat she was wearing. Did she really want to cook me?

I was already wearing quite a number of her clothes, and I couldn't help but feel like adding her coat on top of that would push me over a line where I was more her than I was me.

"I'm good. Plenty warm. What about you, though? Satisfied yet?"

"No, no. The time for that comes later."

Having said that, Tarumi then turned around to the direction where we'd come from. It appeared that whatever it was that she wanted to do with me wouldn't be taking place inside the station after all.

Speaking of, what was that? What did she want from me?

"I was thinking about a good spot. Does the riverside sound good to you?"

"Riverside?"

The first thing that came to my mind was a barbecue. The second was a duel. I highly doubted that either of those were what she had in mind.

Still facing away from me, Tarumi finally answered my question.

"I want to draw a picture of you, Shima."

"A picture?"

"A picture."

I could see her shoulders trembling slightly as she spoke the word back to me. Huh. My picture.

Actually, hadn't we done something like that once already? I was pretty sure that we had.

"I see."

All of a sudden, it made perfect sense why she had dressed me up. She was simply making sure that her model felt comfortable.

"Then, once I'm finished drawing, I want you to have it."

This time, I was able to catch a glimpse of Tarumi's face—and the slight smile that had appeared on it.

"Me?"

"Yes. You."

A portrait of myself, huh? Did she want me to put it up in my room or something?

I could definitely imagine my sister getting a good giggle out of that.

"I'm not sure why I didn't think of it sooner, probably because I was feeling a little out of it, but I guess we should have just agreed to meet by the river in the first place."

"I guess."

A little out of it? I wonder, what might have caused that?

Was she perhaps still feeling that way? A closer look at her face showed that her eyes weren't spinning, letting me know that she had been able to calm down at least a little.

Anyway, with that, we continued to make our way towards the riverside—a place which held no particularly important memories for me.

It'd been summer when we had last come here, and now it was winter. Where exactly did that put us?

I'd foolishly believed that nothing had changed, that things were like they had always been, yet clearly, something was different here.

Like most things, friendship also came in different sizes and shapes. And then there was Adachi, who didn't fit cleanly to any of them. I quite liked that. Switch our places, and it became completely impossible for me to imagine Adachi walking towards the riverside. It simply didn't fit her person.

She was the exact opposite of me. And yet, she still chose to walk by my side.

How mysterious.

We didn't really say anything for the next few moments. Talking things through was the very reason we'd come here, yet for whatever reason, neither of us seemed to be in a talkative mood. 

Whatever potential for conversation had existed, it quickly dove head-first towards the road to be drowned out by the sound of cars.




It went without saying given the time of the year, but there were hardly any people by the riverside. Likewise, the sun had also begun turning faintly amber. The wind was vibrant, causing me to feel like my ankles were getting wet through my socks.

Kicking around the tiny pebbles the ground was covered with, I silently followed after Tarumi.

"Here should be good", she stated all of a sudden, before pulling out a foldable chair from her giant bag and setting it on the ground. She went on to pull out a number of other objects too, leaving me to stand there awkwardly as I watched her work. Should I offer her a hand? Did she want my help? There was no way for me to know as Tarumi never asked. It wasn't long after that I found myself wobbling from side to side in order to ward off the cold.

"Now, go ahead", she signalled towards the chair with a gleeful smile on her face.

"Thanks", I stated back while taking a seat. Unsure as to how exactly she wanted me to pose, I decided to keep it simple, and placed my hands neatly onto my lap.

"Don't got an umbrella for you this time."

"Heh."

Honestly, I didn't mind—sitting here by myself on a foldable chair already felt strange enough without one.

Did that perhaps have something to do with how little time I spent outdoors in general? It was very possible. Speaking of outdoors, the visibility today was great, leaving the surface of the river to dazzle brilliantly. It almost looked like there were a number of shining creatures swimming in there. Having Yashiro pop her head up from below the waves honestly wouldn't have felt that out of the place.

Done setting everything up, Tarumi was finally ready to start painting.

"You're not feeling cold, are you?"

"I should be asking you that."

With Tarumi having given me all of her winter gear, she was now left dressed just as lightly as any other woman at this time of the year. Well, I say that, but it wasn't like she was shivering or anything.

"No need to worry about me. I'm good with the cold."

"Wow. How strong."

Was that really the right word to use here? I kinda felt like it might not have been, but didn't bother thinking about it any further.

The sight of Tarumi holding up her paintbrush caused me to recall a time when I myself had tried out painting. I remembered mixing all of the paints together without a care in the world, as well as being called wasteful for doing so. The reason was that I never left any paint for others. It was the only way I knew how to do it, so before you tell me that I should have taken a different approach, I couldn't even if I had wanted to.

It reminded me of the way Adachi lived her life, solely focused on a singular goal—a single person.

What a long-winded way to get back to her.

Switching topics, Tarumi and I had often drawn pictures together when we were little. Mine had mostly been dogs.

I wonder, what might I draw these days if I decided to give it another shot? Perhaps dogs still, though I doubt that they would be running around quite as excitedly as they had in the past.

"You're pretty good at drawing, Taru. Or I guess I should say, you've improved a lot."

"Yeah..."

She didn't sound particularly thrilled. Not like I could blame her; that was more or less how I would react too were someone to praise my artistic skills without even having seen what I was painting.

Was that a problem with me? Was it why Adachi still did not trust me fully?

"What is she like?" Tarumi asked me all of a sudden from behind the easel. It took me a few moments to figure out what she was talking about, and then a few more to put together an answer.

"She used to be very distant at first."

"At first?"

"Yeah. For about a month."

It was weird to imagine now, but there used to be a time when Adachi hadn't really cared for me, and had only really addressed me when she wanted me to go buy her lunch. Where had that version of her disappeared to? The answer was: it hadn't. That was still how she acted towards all people who weren't me. Rather, it was more accurate to say that a second Adachi had been born as a result of our interaction. Being newborn made her immature, pure, unable to lie.

It was this version of her that I—

"And now?"

"She's like a dog."

"Huh?"

Tarumi sounded genuinely taken aback. I figured that she'd react that way. And yet, this was the only way to describe our relationship that felt accurate to me.

She was nice? She was pretty? All of those expressions sounded horribly cliched to me. Plus, I definitely didn't want to be that person who went on and on about how great their significant other was. You know the type.

"If anything catches her interest, she wraps her fangs around it and refuses to let go."

"Doesn't sound very girlish to me."

"Like I said, she's more like a dog."

Now that I thought about it more, maybe I should have said something else.

Introducing my girlfriend by comparing her to a dog was bound to lead to all sorts of nasty misunderstandings.

Well, that's what I would've thought, at least; much to my surprise, Tarumi seemed to understand exactly what I meant.

Huh? She did?

"Right. I guess that you did always love dogs."

"Kinda, yeah."

At this point, I could honestly no longer remember what I had and had not shared with Tarumi back in the day. I'd been completely transparent in grade school, almost as if I had no boundaries whatsoever—just like a certain free-lunch alien I happened to know.

It was almost uncanny just how much she reminded me of a younger version of myself.

Perhaps that was the reason why Mom liked taking care of her so much.

"Woof", Tarumi added after a short pause. It didn't even sound like she was trying to imitate a dog. She just said the word.

Here we were, two high school girls on a riverbank, engaging in the arts. What a curious thing indeed. Even more so when you took into consideration the freezing wind.

Then again, a part of me felt like that was the perfect weather for the occasion.

Standing opposite me, I could see Tarumi casting constant looks my way from the other side of the easel.

There was something about the look in her eyes that reminded me of Adachi.

This was not the way you looked at a model you were about to paint. No, it was something entirely different.

"A dog girl then..."

It sounded like we weren't quite done with that topic. Then again, I suppose that it did make sense; this was, after all, what we had come here to discuss today.

I wonder, what was it exactly that awaited us at the end of this conversation?

What was it that Tarumi was after?

"So, that girl... Err... Is that even the right word?"

"Hmm?"

"I mean, should I say 'woman' instead? I hear that's a thing..."

Girls our age going out with older women? Was it really? I didn't know of any such cases.

Actually... I thought back to the time I had spent at my grandparents' house.

"..."

No, I did not.

"She's in my class."

"Oh..."

What was that expression that appeared on Tarumi's face? Unfortunately, I was sitting too far to tell.

Too far. Both literally, and also figuratively.

At this point, Tarumi's hand which held the paintbrush was no longer moving.

"What is she like?"

The same question, again. It was almost as if this was the only thing in her mind. What was is that she was hoping to hear?

"L-Like, what do you... like about her?"

Her voice sounded slightly different this time. It was as if the sound was coming not from her mouth, but somewhere slightly lower.

What was Adachi like?

A little weird. Also quite pretty. Always giving it her all. Always demanding attention. Quite tall. Surprisingly good at school. Fairly diligent. Extremely jealous. Die-hard romantic. Determined. Occasional crybaby. Still not that great at smiling. Her values were likely vastly different from mine.

A lot of good, but also a lot of bad.

Ah, but how could I forget. There was one more thing. The most important one.

She had become my driving force.

"She takes me to places I thought I could never go."

Me, and me alone.

"I want to be there to see where that is."

If you had to explain the love between us in needlessly many words, then I suppose that was as good of a way as any to put it.

How might Adachi react were I to explain it to her like this? She'd probably get really confused, and also slightly embarrassed. Haha. It was kinda fun thinking about it.

Meanwhile, Tarumi's lips continued to twitch with increased tempo.

"I... I see."

"Yep."

"You love her more than anyone else."

"Well, I guess you coul—Yeah."

I was originally going to say something slightly different, but decided to go this route instead.

"So then... Err..."

A mixture of different emotions were manifesting on her face all at once, but due to the distance between us, as well as the canvas obscuring most of her, it was difficult for me to pick them out individually. A few moments passed, after which she continued speaking.

"You look really happy right now, Shima. It's just..."

"Tarumi?"

"The one time we go out together, it's an hour-long trip to the station next over..."

What was she talking about? However, before I had a chance to ask her to clarify, she lifted her head and spoke the following words:

"I want more. I want it to be serious this time. I want us to be... friends. Friends forever."

She was crying.

I'd made her cry.

A sensation far colder than the winter wind struck me, soaking my hair and covering every last inch of my skin.

She was crying over us being friends. In other words...

The world around me began to spin.

I was about to ask her the most important question, but couldn't. The words simply refused to come out. Instead, I stated the following.

"Yeah."

No words were necessary. Her reaction told me everything that I needed to know. I could feel a tiny hole being dug into my soul, cold like the air around us and far more painful.

Friends.

Forever.

A beautiful thought, for which there was no room in either one of our hearts.

And yet, Tarumi still went and said it. If you were still unconvinced that she was the far better person out of us two, then this was all the proof you could ever ask for.

Could you imagine Adachi saying something like that? Absolutely not. She'd rather die before she did.

We'd been inseparable in grade school. Every day, we'd eat lunch together, go out shopping, hold hands, buy matching accessories, spend hours just staring at one another. And yet, despite all of that, I still wondered. Had I been wrong to stop her that day? Should I simply have let her walk into the night, never to be seen again?








Why did it have to come to this? That was the question anyone would have asked in this situation, and so did I.

It was clear that saying it would mean the end of us. And yet...

The truth was that the current me loved Adachi much more than I did Tarumi.

That simple statement of fact was the answer to everything.

Was that what Tarumi had wanted to hear?

Had she come here today already knowing it?

Or had she perhaps still held out hope that things might work out in her favour in the end?

How? How could they possibly have?

All these questions were burning me underneath the muffler.

I could only assume that Tarumi had been hoping for something... more. And yet, those hopes were now destined to forever lay dormant, never to be realised.

Our relationship was dying, slowly fading away, and here I was, refusing to act.

Should I do it? Should I get up and shout?

Shout out the name of my childhood friend like I had done once before?

That, or just acknowledge that we'd had a good run, and let it end?

I doubt that Tarumi really cared either way.

After all, regardless of how we got there, the outcome of today was clear.

Friends or not, the two of us were almost certainly not going to meet each other like this ever again. There was only one way to avoid that, yet it was precisely the answer I could not give her.

With the saddest smile I'd ever seen on her face, Tarumi continued moving her brush, tears still flowing down her cheeks.

Even if this wasn't the way she had wanted things to end, she was powerless to change fate.

Like watching a triangle that could no longer support its own weight crumble, I continued staring at her.

"I wanted to be the one... The one to take you to places you thought you could never go..."

Those words came to me in the form of a whisper.

Distant, like the sound of cars driving on the opposite side of the river.

Ignoring all of the mistakes that had been committed up to this point.

I'd had quite a few fights in middle school. I specifically remembered how I'd hurt people with my words.

The one difference was that back then, I'd only ever picked on people who I disliked.

That was to say, this was almost certainly the first time I'd ever made a friend of mine cry.

















"Do you have any dreams for the future? Anything you'd like to accomplish?"

"Nope. I'm already living my best life."

My question ended up being answered in the most insincere of ways by Nagafuji—currently not wearing her glasses for whatever reason.

"Really?"

"Yep."

That was the end of that, I suppose. Whatever motivation I had to keep arguing with her was quickly sapped away by the tepid atmosphere of the room.

We were currently at Nagafuji's place, enjoying the warmth of the kotatsu to the fullest before time came to put it away. As usual, the savoury fragrance of grilled meat lingered in the air.

Despite us already being in our second year in high school, spending time with her doing nothing in particular still felt just as pleasant as it had all those years ago. And yet, more and more, I'd begun to wonder if it should.

A few moments passed, after which I turned towards Nagafuji to ask her yet another question.

"Do you ever stop to think if things are good the way they are?"

"Hmm. I see."

"You see what?"

"That you too, Hino, are an adolescent."

Having said that, she lifted up her hands, causing her breasts to rise with them. She had changed clothes as soon as we'd gotten here, and was currently wearing a t-shirt with a number of visible holes. I was pretty sure that I remembered seeing her buy that exact one when we'd gone shopping together years ago. I'd bought one as well, though given the fact that I didn't get that many opportunities to wear clothing quite so casual, mine had spent most of its time lying folded in my wardrobe—and as a result, looked nowhere near as used.

"Well, yeah. Of course. I'm about to graduate from high school soon."

"Hmm. I see."

"Just stop it already..."

There were times when Nagafuji refused to listen to what was said to her, and this was definitely one of them.

"No, I am listening. Let's hear it. What sort of exciting thing do you have to say?" she asked me, cupping her hand around her ear.

"I don't, really..." I stated back with a deep sigh. "It's just, there's nothing wrong with us wasting time doing nothing while we're still young. However, eventually, you'll need to start working. And it's not like I can stay here forever either. I sometimes wonder, wouldn't it be much easier if things could stay the way they are forever? Something like that..."

I ended up going off on a bit of a rant there. Rather than the situation itself, what annoyed me the most was that it felt like I was the only one who even cared enough to worry about it. Sure enough, Nagafuji pretended to think for a few moments, but as usual, it was immediately obvious that there wasn't anything happening inside her head.

"Things have a way of working themselves out in the end", she stated after a short pause, following it up by doing a wiping motion with her hands—as if wiping away all of our problems.

She then circled around the kotatsu over to me.

"I shelve them all for later, and what am I left with? You."

Happy, she added while tapping my shoulders thrice.

A million different responses—ranging from "Umm, what?" to "Shut up"—appeared in my mind all at once, yet as soon as I opened my mouth, they all vanished.

She was talking such nonsense that I simply did not know how to refute it.

Of course things weren't that simple. Of course not. And yet...

"Sometimes, I get jealous of you. You live in a total fantasy land."

"Now, now. I'm going to blush if you keep praising me like that."

Like talking to a brick wall. There truly was no rebuking her.

"Fantasy Nagafuji... I like the ring it has to it."

"Says a lot about you, honestly."

"Fantasy Nagafuji!"

"Don't yell it out loud."

"Or maybe FanNaga for short."

Unable to muster the energy necessary to deal with her antics, I ended up turning my back to her. As for Nagafuji, she kept going on for what felt like minutes, trying out all the different possible combinations of the words "Fantasy" and "Nagafuji". She sure was something, wasn't she? I sometimes wondered, why exactly was it that we were so close?

What was there between us?

My attempt at putting those questions into words was met with nothing but droplets of sweat appearing on my forehead.

"Hey", I stated after a while, facing yet another direction. "Let's try to do at least ten."

Ten more years with Nagafuji.

Ten more years to find a reason for us to be.

Then again, even if we did get to that point without finding an answer, we'd probably just go for ten more.

My proposal was met with a soft smile. It was as if she had not heard a single word of what I had said.

"Good luck."

"You're gonna need it too."

We both were.

















I thought I had been ready, but sure enough, the task of unpacking everything we had brought with us turned out to be a much bigger ordeal than either one of us had anticipated.

With the dark of the night drawing closer and closer, we had decided to give up for the day and roll out a futon. We did have a bed too, yes, but with it being covered in junk that had yet to be sorted away, there was hardly enough room for a person to sleep on it—let alone two. I wasn't sure if we had been naive or stupid to think that we'd be able to do this all in a single day. Perhaps a bit of both.

There we were, the two of us, sighing deeply as we lay in our hastily constructed bedding. I shifted my gaze to my side, only to find Shimamura lying next to me, her eyes lightly closed. It was by no means a surprise, and yet, I found it so incredibly hard to believe.

From today onwards, I would be living with her.

The thought of it alone caused me to feel all fluffy inside. Was this really happening? We'd talked about it plenty, found this place, packed our things, moved here, and yet, it still didn't feel real. It felt as if all of this was happening to a different version of myself, all the while the real me was stuck observing it from a distance. The reality of the situation and my feelings were completely out of sync. I had tried to force them to blend together a number of times, but all that doing so would ever result in was my mind would turn into a whirlpool of white clouds.

It had all felt so clear when I had left home, yet the second Shimamura entered the picture, I had found myself lost in the fog. In all honesty, the gift that I had been given here was far more than I had ever dared to hope for. It was fair to say that it would take me quite some time to be able to process the full ramifications of it.

I turned to look at Shimamura once more.

She opened her eyes, as if having woken up.

"Can't sleep?"

"Huh?"

This sudden comment of hers startled me, generating ripples in my body that effortlessly passed all the way to the tips of my fingers.

"Your eyes are sparkling."

Were they? Probably, yeah; whereas my body felt heavy and tired from all of the work I had done earlier in the day, my mind alone had yet to be given the signal that it was time to turn the lights off.

"I can't, no. There's just a lot going through my mind", I stated after a brief pause.

"Hmph", Shimamura mumbled. "In that case, let's talk about those things."

Following this statement, she proceeded to roll around into my direction. A slight smile could be seen having formed on her face.

"Hopefully that'll help you get some sleep."

"...Sure."

How kind she was. How unbelievably kind. I couldn't help but feel like a baby that was being lulled to sleep in her cradle. Back in the day, situations like these had made me feel incredibly nervous, but now, not so much. I wonder, was it possible that I'd ever get so used to it that I'd once again begin longing for those days?

So tired that having to wake up would be the biggest of my problems?

"So, what's up? What's on your mind?"

"Err..."

Pressing my fingers against my lower lip, I went ahead and attempted to make some sense of the river of thoughts flowing through my mind.

"It's nothing that special, really. Just, we're really going to be living together from now on, huh? Whenever I think about you, whenever I want to do something with you, you'll always be there. Whenever I come home, I'll be coming home to you. I just... I just can't stop thinking about how wonderful that is."

When saying it out loud like that, I was quite surprised how simple it all sounded.

"That's pretty normal for you, I feel."

"Yeah, maybe. I don't think I've gotten one good night of sleep ever since the day I first met you."

Many sleepless nights had been spent thinking about Shimamura in the darkness under my blankets. The sun would rise, and yet, she would still be the only thing on my mind. It was shocking just how large a portion of my thoughts she took. The way things were, you wouldn't have been entirely incorrect classifying me being more Shimamura than I was myself. I'd said this before, but in all likelihood, I spent more time thinking about her than she did herself.

"Sorry about that."

"Huh? N-No, I don't mind..." I mumbled awkwardly. If there was one thing where I had not improved at all over the years, it had to be dealing with these sorts of jokes.

"I've gotta say, it's quite incredible how well you're doing with that little sleep."

"Am I?"

"Compared to me, sure."

Shimamura softly closed her eyes, as if having recalled something. Even in the darkness of the night, I could see her shoulders shivering slightly. What was she laughing at? Then again, as long as she was enjoying herself, I guess it didn't matter.

That was the end of that, I suppose. What should we do next? And yes, before you say it, I was well aware that the answer to that questions was "get some sleep".

I knew that, yet I wanted to have Shimaura to myself for a little while longer.

My tongue painting circles inside my mouth, I tried searching for a new topic.

"Did you talk with your parents at all?"

"When?"

"Before you left home."

"Oh, yeah", she stated, as if having remembered something. "Just the usual. I spaced out for a bit, but I think that was mostly because I was feeling slightly tired. Oh, and also."

"Yes?"

"A certain cabbage-eating-sheep was there to wish me goodbye as well."

"What...?"

Don't worry about it, Shimamura laughed. Sure, I wouldn't, but that didn't make what she had said any less ridiculous.

Was it a metaphor or something? I thought about it a while before eventually giving up.

"What about you, Adachi? Were you able to talk with your parents?"

There was something about the particular way she had chosen to word her sentence that made it sound like she was talking to a child. Then again, I suppose that it was at least a little bit deserved.

"Not really."

"Huh."

It felt as if we had travelled back to our days in high school. I found that it often happened when I was talking with her. I associated those moments with a sense of nostalgia, but also a certain amount of coldness, almost as if someone was pouring ice water inside my chest. That was how I'd describe the majority of my memories.

"Your turn to say something, Adachi."

"We're doing this in turns...?"

Furthermore, I was pretty sure that it wasn't. Well, whatever.

"Do you usually think about anything before you fall asleep?"

"Hmm... Yeah, I think so. Half and half."

"Half and half?"

"Half of me is thinking, the other half is sleeping", she stated jokingly. "I guess this time, I'm imagining what it would be like living here with you until we're both old ladies with full heads of grey. It's kinda weird, honestly. Also a little similar to what you're thinking about, I feel."

"Ah..."

I could feel a line piercing straight through my soul.

That line bounced up and down, matching the rhythm of my heart.

It might very well be possible that the reason why we had words was so that we could seek these sorts of moments of overlapping.

"I wonder if that'll happen. If we'll become old women."

"Become, become, become old women", she replied in the form of a song. I laughed, after which silence once again ensued.

Whereas normally, these kinds of moments of silence caused me to panic, this time, I found it surprisingly satisfying.

"Now then, let's get some sleep so that we live long."

"Yeah."

"Good night."

Before I was able to reply, Shimamura had already closed her eyes. What looked like a faint smile could be seen forming on her face, though then again, it was very much possible that it was simply my interpretation of the situation.

She had wished me good night, and the next time we spoke, it'd be "good morning". Thinking about what that truly meant, I could feel my the blood flowing within my wrists growing hotter and hotter.

"Good night."

Then, a few moments later, I too closed my eyes.

Which one of us fell asleep first? That only the night knew.




The pillow I had my face buried in was soft, but far softer was the voice that woke me up.

"Adachi!"

Following this, she lightly shook my shoulders. I could feel my eyelids flickering as the lights behind my eyes were turned back on.

I leapt up.

"Oh."

"What?"

I could see Shimamura staring at me, her eyes wide and large. A strange mix of shock and playfulness could be seen on her face.

"I'm surprised."

"About what?"

I swiped the hair away from my eyes and had a look around me. It was there that the realisation at last hit me.

Right. We were at our new apartment.

"That you woke me up."

"Hmph. What's surprising about that?"

"The fact that you're up this early."

"Right. I guess I am", she stated while grinning. "It's hard to sleep when you're in this good of a mood."

With that, she turned around and left the bedroom. I could vaguely hear her mention something about breakfast over from the kitchen.

Or at least, that's what I think she said. I was far too taken aback by her previous statement to pay attention.

Shimamura was... in a good mood.








I had another look around the room just to make sure that this was real.

As I did so, I met eyes with a teddy bear Shimamura had left on the bed.

"Heha."

An awkward combination of two different types of laughter left my mouth.

Still in my pyjamas, I made my way over to the living room. Once there, I sat opposite Shimamura. So, this was it. Our new life together.

I'd just woken up, and already it felt like I was dreaming.

Shimamura looked at me and smiled.

"Here you go", she stated while handing me a sandwich coupled with a tiny milk carton. I accepted the items, stuck a straw into the carton, and took a sip. As the cold liquid entered my system, I could at last feel my mind starting to clear up.

"Once we settle down, we're gonna need to start making breakfast by ourselves."

"Yeah."

"Haha. What a pain."

Already she was complaining. I recalled a specific phone call I had received from her mother.

Something something please wait at least a day before kicking her in the butt.

It went without saying, but we were still in the same spot in terms of moving progress we had been the previous evening. The fridge was likewise empty—the sandwiches we were currently eating had been bought from the train station. For having spent the day on the counter, they still tasted relatively fresh.

"These sandwiches are really good, huh?"

"Hmm? Sure."

"You don't like them."

My tepid reaction prompted Shimamura to laugh wryly. Panicked, I quickly corrected myself.

"N-No, I mean, they're good."

"Please. If you don't like them, that's okay. No need to pretend otherwise."

"I do think they're good. I do. It's just... I don't really know how to express that."

I went with "didn't know how" instead of "couldn't be bothered to" for obvious reasons.

As if having seen straight through my lie, Shimamura laughed once more.

"You don't really concern yourself with what you put in your mouth, do you?"

"Huh? N-No, I do... A little, at least."

For example, I wouldn't eat something that I outright disliked. Something that I disliked... What would that be?

"Then again, I suppose that there are also those people who do the opposite, who are constantly thinking about food. The world tends to balance itself like that", Shimamura continued, all the while pulling out a slice of tomato sticking out from her sandwich. Balance. Her, the ordinary, and me, the unordinary. I could only hope that we were capable of balancing each other out.

Actually, I take that back. We definitely were. That was the only reason why we had been able to come this far—why we were here now.

"Hmm. It all makes sense now", I could hear Shimamura mumbling to herself. What made sense? I wanted to know as well.

"What do you mean?"

"Back in high school, you used to work at a Chinese restaurant, yeah?"

"Yeah..."

"What better job for someone who doesn't care for food. No risk of you getting tempted to try out a customer's meal."

You were practically made for it, she went on to add. Rather than being a simple joke, it genuinely sounded like she was praising me. This made the sandwich—something that I was already for the most part eating out of obligation—taste like empty air in my mouth.

"You sure can be quite mysterious at times, Shimamura."

"You think?"

It didn't take us long to finish eating breakfast. After washing our teeth, I figured that the next order of business would be to resume unpacking, but as it turned out, Shimamura had different plans.

"This calls for a short break, I feel", she stated from the floor. Why was she sitting on the floor? Well, that'd be because we didn't have a sofa yet. Still, a break, huh? I squatted down next to her, only for Shimamura to lean over to me and tap me on the shoulder.

"Hey, Adachi. If it ever looks like I'm trying to slack off, then please stop me."

"Huh?"

"I tend to fall asleep pretty easily."

This again?

"Y-You mustn't."

"Okay, okay", she finally stated before pulling herself up.

What had been the point of that? Though I had many questions, the spark of joy I felt in my heart took precedence.

We spent the next while going around the smallish apartment, putting together our nest piece by piece. Boxes after boxes we carried, every now and then bumping into one another. The air flowing in through the window we'd opened was nowhere near enough to cool us down, and as yet another drop of sweat dripped down my forehead, I was reminded of the time we had spent on the second floor of the gym. It was there that it had all started, and through many years of hard work, this was the place I had managed to reach. There truly were no words to describe how it felt.

"Oh? Taking a break already, Adachi?" Shimamura stated as she approached me from behind, carrying in her hands a bundle of clothes.

"N-No, not yet", I stuttered back. Wouldn't want her to think that I was lazy or anything. Shimamura walked over to the bedroom, dropped off the clothes, and then walked back to me—all the while I stood there like a dummy trying to find the right words.

"How diligent of you. I think that I'm going to, though."

With that, she threw herself onto the sofa. Lying there with her eyes staring lazily at the blank screen of the television, she looked just like the seal plushie she was holding. Though she had tied up her hair to keep it from getting in the way when we had first started, it had long since begun coming loose, and a good portion of it was now resting over her face.

Meanwhile, I was still just standing there. Despite our best efforts, the room still remained a jungle of cardboard boxes.

"I've been thinking", she stated towards the ceiling, all the while stroking the seal.

"Thinking what?"

"Moving sure is a pain in the butt."

"Right... Right."

"Unless we absolutely need to, I'd prefer not moving away from here any time soon. That's what I've been thinking", she stated slightly eagerly. She had turned over onto her back at some point, and was now gripping her soles with the seal plushie resting on her stomach.

"I guess?"

I decided to wait and see if she had more to add, or if that was it. The resulting silence forced Shimamura to awkwardly shift her gaze away and place the plushie on her face.

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't tease me so much, Adachi."

"Huh?"

What on earth was she talking about this time?

Do I need to spell it out, her muffled voice sounded from behind the plushie.

I nodded my head in response, only barely able to stop myself from barking like a seal—which would've been quite ironic all things considered.

"What I mean is..."

"Yes?"

"I want to spend many years here. I want this to be a place we can call home."

Her face hidden, all I could see were her lips coming together to form a clumsy smile.

Like a wave of warm water gushing in from below.

I could feel my shoulders and brow alike tense up as the realisation of what she'd meant finally hit me.

"R-Right!"

"Right."

Hahaha, Shimamura laughed. I took this opportunity to circle around the sofa and slide in next to her. I'd seemingly done so with too much force, as this caused Shimamura to leap up.

Two pair of eyes—one belonging to Shimamura and the other to the seal—stared at me in unison. Actually, enough about the seal.

The two of us. Together, forever.

Little by little, the true weight of those words began dawning on me.

"I... I hope that we will get along", I stated clumsily, my head weighed downwards. As I did, Shimamura sat back down next to me.

"You should. I can be quite difficult to live with, I have been told."

A childish smile appeared on her face following this statement. I could feel a flame being ignited inside me, filling me with pleasant warmth which quickly spread throughout my body.

Whatever it was that she wanted, that she needed, I was ready to accommodate. I had been for a long, long time now.

"How about we start with you fetching me some tea?"

"Right away!"

I leapt up and dashed towards the kitchen.

"Oh, I was just joking."

I knew that. And yet, I ran.

Why? Because I was embarrassed. Embarrassed that I had once again found myself acting like a dog in front of her.




This was it now. From now on, whenever I heard the word "home", this was the place that ought to come to mind. Surely, that would take some getting used to.

Those were the sort of thoughts that flowed through my mind as I sat there in the bathtub, staring at my arms as they effortlessly weaved through the water. It was as if the whole thing was a little off, like someone had forgot to adjust it ever so slightly. My heart was being torn into two directions at once, from one side by hope, and the other anxiety.

From today onwards, I would be coming home to Shimamura.

We'd share so much. Including this bathtub.

"Ah..."

No. Bad thought.

I decided to get up before the bath made me go completely dizzy.

I put on some clothes, wrapped a towel around my head, and headed over to the living room. Shimamura was not there. And yet, I heard something. I approached the noise, only to find Shimamura sitting in front of our bedroom closet. Why? What was she looking for? I circled around her, and there it was: In her hand, Shimamura was holding my blue China dress. I wasn't even wearing the thing, yet seeing her run the palm of her hand across the textured cloth, I couldn't help but find my cheeks growing warm.

"Wh-What's the matter?"

"Nothing. I just felt like reliving the past."

"Hmm..."

Fair enough. Even if I didn't want to admit it, there was no denying that this dress was part of our "past". So many memories were tied to it, from walking around the town to tossing that darn boomerang around.

It had been quite common for her to tell me to wear it when it had still fit, though for obvious reasons, doing so became increasingly difficult as years went by.

Now, back to the present. Still holding the dress, I could see Shimamura's gaze bouncing up and down, as if she was scanning me.

"Why don't you try putting it on? For old times' sake."

"Huh?"

"Then again, I suppose that those 'old times' aren't actually quite so old. You do wear it every Christmas, after all."

"Right..."

Why had that become a tradition between us again? Well, I say that, but I'd actually been the one to suggest it. I distinctly remembered doing it, but not my motivation. As the years passed by, those sorts of details tended to get lost in time.

"Umm... How about... How about you wear it for a change?" I mumbled awkwardly while tugging my sleeve. Much to my surprise, Shimamura didn't outright reject this idea, but rather, seemed to be genuinely considering it. Her gaze shifted upwards, which I took as a sign of her imagining what she might look like wearing the dress. Hmm... Was it just me, or would a different colour combination perhaps suit her better? In my mind at least, warm colours were more of Shimamura's thing.

"No, I don't think it would work. When I think 'China dress', you're what comes to mind."

"Huh?"

"In my opinion, that's absolutely a worthwhile connection to maintain."

With that, she closed the closet and headed over to the sofa.

What exactly did she mean by that? Personally, I didn't really get it. Then again, it was very much like her to get obsessed over seemingly minor stuff like that.

As I finished drying my hair, I could see Shimamura staring lazily at me in the corner of my eye.

"Tired?"

"You bet."

Though she was doing an admirable job keeping herself from yawning, her droopy eyelids exposed the truth. She was almost like a child that way. Quite adorable.

"Tomorrow should be easier, though. We got most of it done already."

The way she elongated her sentences there, simply adorable.

Then again, when wasn't she adorable? Never. The answer was never.

"Wanna go to bed already?"

"Sure."

Turning off the lights in the living room, the two of us made our way over to the bedroom. Unlike yesterday, we actually had a proper bed this time. It was a large bed. A single bed. A bed in which both of us would sleep. Together. Just thinking about it, I could feel the tips of my fingers starting to tingle. My eyes were drawing circles admist the darkness.

As for Shimamura, her eyes were half-closed, showing no signs of such worries.

The seal toy had been put away for the night, and now stared at us from the tiny desk in the corner of the room. I wonder, did that thing have a name? Probably. Next to the seal sat a bear—a bear pin. It was the same one that had previously been attached to Shimamura's bag. I could only assume that there was some significance in the fact that she had gone out of her way to place the two so close to each other.

Meanwhile, Shimamura had already gotten in bed, and was currently adjusting her pillow.

"It's not really necessary for us to match our bed times", she stated. It was as if she felt bad for dragging me into bed with her. Not that she needed to.

"Might as well. When you go to bed, I have nothing to do."

"Right. I guess that makes sense."

With that, Shimamura flipped over and placed her head onto the pillow with a satisfied grunt.

"Please forgive me for being such a sleepyhead."

"Huh? O-Oh, sure... I forgive you."

"Thanks."

What a bizarre exchange. Meanwhile, I could see Shimamura burrowing deeper underneath the blankets. It looked like she was ready to fall asleep any second now. I followed in suit, though if I'm being completely honest, I wasn't feeling tired in the slightest. Both my arms and my legs were burning hot, making any attempts at relaxation utterly futile.

I ended up having to adjust the pillow multiple times, all in order to find a position that felt even remotely comfortable.

"Let's go buy groceries tomorrow. It's sad looking at the empty fridge", Shimamura suggested all of a sudden. To this, all I had to comment was a simple "yes".

This was real. We were actually living together.

I'd gone through the trouble of drying my hair, yet already I could feel those efforts going to waste as my scalp grew burning hot.

Before closing her eyes, Shimamura offered me one last look.

"Good night."

"Good night."

Her voice was calm, gentle. It felt as if the palm of my hand was being softly tickled.

My breath was soon joined by quiet snoring. I shifted my gaze next to me, and there she was, lying on her side, unmoving. Her hair rested gently on top of her ear, heaving ever so slightly in the rhythm of her breathing. I'm not sure why, but there was something about the sight that caused my chest to tighten.

"This still feels like, a special event of some kind", I muttered out loud, but there was no response. Shimamura's faint snores combined with the slight heaving of her shoulders made it clear that she had already entered the world of dreams. I recalled her mentioning how it only took her five minutes to fall asleep, but here, she had only lasted three—and even that is being modest. There was a clear contrast between that and me lying in darkness for hours just thinking about her. That made me wonder: What did Shimamura usually think about as she fell asleep?

Had her final conscious thought been her thinking about our shopping trip tomorrow? It sure would have been nice if that was the case.

A few moments later, I also decided to get some sleep. I relaxed my shoulders, extended my arms, and let out a long sigh.

There was a part of me that wanted to stay like this forever. A part that felt like a moment with Shimamura lying next to me was too good to waste sleeping.

That said, there was always tomorrow. Tomorrow, as well as the day after that.

From now on, every single one of my days would be with Shimamura.




"Adachi-navi, take us to the supermarket."

"Err, it's straight from here, I think."

"Nice."

We'd been around the city a few times, mainly to get the keys to our apartment, but as far as regular outings went, this was our first one. We'd purposefully chosen a place near both of our jobs, and as such, it was no wonder that the buildings around us were far taller than what we were used to.

The people we passed on our way to the store were all quite young. If I had to guess, the university located nearby likely had something to do with it. Speaking of young people and school, there was one thing that made this walk feel worlds apart from when we had been students. That was the fact that at the end of it, we would not need to part ways.

We were currently holding hands as if it was the most natural thing in the world to do. Though it was still early in year, in the warmth of Shimamura's hand, I could feel the flowers of summer starting to bloom.

It was about an hour and half on train between here and our home town. Still relatively close, but at the same time, far enough away for us not to hear our parents' voices—or run into someone we knew. I'd leave the house with Shimamura, and return there with her.

Part ways would we never again.

"Say, Adachi. What do you want to buy?"

"Umm... Bread, I guess?"

"Bread. Right. That's always good to have. Anything else?"

"W-Water?"

"I kinda thought you might say that."

Shimamura laughed as if her wish had come true.

I wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry. On one hand, I was happy that she knew me so well, but on the other, that was an awfully boring answer to give, wasn't it?

"You're like a plant that eats bread, Adachi."

"Huh?"

I guess I kinda saw what she meant. I went ahead and imagined what a plant like that might look like.

"That's some nightmare fuel."

"And yet, you've managed to grow up alright. That's a real achievement, I say."

With that, Shimamura extended her hand and placed it on my head. After all these years, I was still slightly taller than her. At least, that was how it was in reality; in my mind, I always felt as if the height gap between us was reversed.

"That's...." I started to say, but stopped as my throat began hurting.

"That's what?" Shimamura playfully urged me to continue. She didn't actually do it, but it really did feel like her hand was being placed against my cheek. My shoulders shivered, and my hair fell on my face, blocking a part of my vision.

"That's because of my mother... I think..."

It was so difficult to force those words out. I was like a child, unable to be honest.

The woman wasn't here, obviously, yet for some reason, I still found myself averting my gaze. Walking like that for a few moments, I glanced at Shimamura, and our eyes met.

"Huh."

That was all the comment I got.

Nothing nearly as interesting happened for the rest of our grocery trip. Shimamura carried the basket, and I tossed stuff into it at random. I do have to say though, it was quite special the way she acted as we reached the produce section. Staring at the colourful fruits and vegetables seemed to bring her genuine joy. It did for me as well—only in my case, that joy was experienced second-hand.

If I had to sum up all that I wanted in life in a single experience, then this was it.

We decided to drop by a convenience store on our way home. One of the items she bought there was a magazine. It wasn't one she read regularly, and when I asked her why she'd bought it, this was the answer I got:

"I saw a name I recognized on the cover."

She proceeded to flip through the pages until stopping on a double-spread.

Although seemingly meaningful to her, to me, the image said nothing.

"Oh, wow. It really is her."

The page contained a large picture of a girl who looked like she was around high school age. Her clothes didn't fit properly, and her eyes could practically be seen spinning—despite it being a still photo. Her body build was best described as petite, and as for her hair, it had been tied up with a large, strange-looking clip.

The clip read "in training".

"You know her...?"

"Hmm? Yeah, I do."

Shimamura laughed. What was so funny?

"I had no idea she was this famous."

Skimming the article, it appeared that the girl was a potter. Shimamura knew her? How? From where? Moreover, what was the relationship between them like?

"Hmph..."

"What's the matter, Adachi?" she asked, pressing her finger against my lips. Had I started pouting? Honestly, I might have had.

"Where do you know her from?"

The girl was clearly much younger than she was. Where could they possibly have met? Before I knew it, feelings of fear and anxiety had begun seeping into my mind.

"From the countryside", Shimamura stated flippantly, almost as if surprised that I'd even be asking her such a silly question. A few seconds later, the expression on her face changed, and she pinched my lips.

"What to do... I'm sure that you're getting the wrong idea, but that's also fun in its own way."

Get the wrong idea about what? I tried saying something, but as my lips were still pinched shut, no words could come out.

For something that I assumed was meant to be a joke, she sure was doing this with quite a bit of force.

"Anyway, yeah. Don't be so down."

Again, I was unable to reply to her. Little by little, it was starting to become genuinely difficult for me to breathe.

"Mmmhmm..."

"Oh, right. Sorry."

Finally, she noticed what she was doing, and my lips were at last set free. Following this, Shimamura proceeded to stare intensely at my face. What? What was so interesting about me. As it turned out, I didn't end up having to wait for long to receive an answer.

"I'm starting to get used to you wearing glasses."

They look great on you, she added while running her fingers across their frame. At some point, I'd begun wearing glasses around the house. I'd gone out of my way to pick ones that were blue in their colour. Why? Because a certain fortune teller had told me that blue was my lucky colour.

Done staring at me, Shimamura took the glasses off my face and tried them on. She moved her head around slightly, as if asking me for an opinion.

"You look great."

"Thanks, Adachi. You're so good at flattery", she laughed while giving the glasses back to me. I put them in their case, and as I did, Shimamura closed the magazine.

"Starting tomorrow, we're both gonna be working jobs, huh?"

This statement of hers was followed by a deep sigh.

"A job..."

"Hmm?"

"I've worked part-time before, but this feels a whole lot more... serious."

That was true; back in university, she'd had a part-time job. I'd had one as well, and the money we had earned together was what had become the foundation of our new life. If you asked the high school me to tell you how I'd spend the money I earned working at that Chinese restaurant, not in a million years would this have been the answer I gave you.

I'd only started that job to kill time. And yet, years later, those efforts had obtained a whole new meaning.

The future had changed a past. Although an obvious contradiction, it did feel like there was something there.

"Your salary is higher than mine, right? I'm pretty sure that it is", Shimamura stated. "I guess that means that you'll be the one supporting this household then."

She then patted me on the shoulder. Indeed, we'd chosen to work separate jobs. It just seemed easier that way. Mostly because it would be impossible for me to concentrate otherwise.

"Work hard, earn lots of money, and then we can..."

"We can travel overseas."

"Exactly."

A certain glimmer could be seen in Shimamura's eyes as she said that. Though I couldn't confirm it, I had to assume that the same was true for me.

This was a dream that both of us shared.

An ambition that tied our hearts together.

"I get the feeling that you're just a better person than me all around."

"Huh? No, not at all."

No, no, I shook my head. I genuinely did not think so. It continued to amaze me just how awkward, clumsy, and all-around useless I was in her presence.

"I mean, you did get better grades in school. You were also the class beauty."

I'm a little jealous, she added while spinning her finger in front of her nose. The part about our grades might have been true, but the rest?

"You're definitely the prettier one. Absolutely."

"Hehe. Thank you very much."

"No, I mean it. I do."

I for some reason sprang up, almost accidentally headbutting Shimamura. I looked at her, and yeah, she was still just as pretty as ever. I could feel my face growing all sorts of hot. I decide to say the following while I was still able to get the words out:

"In my mind, you're the most beautiful person that exists."

"...Hmm", she mumbled, her expression remaining stiff. Was she feeling embarrassed, perhaps? It wasn't often that she did.

"Well, not that I dislike being called pretty."

Byuutiful, she added in English while running her fingers through her hair. She then proceeded to stare at me. We were close, so close that our foreheads nearly touched. In the centre of my vision, rings of light began forming.

What happened next? Well, let me tell you.

"Eek!"

Shimamura licked the tip of my nose. This was the last thing I had expected to happen, and you can easily imagine my surprise. As for Shimamura, she proceeded to smack her lips a few times, almost as if she had just tried out a new food and was deciding whether she liked it or not.

"Tastes like makeup."

"That... That makes sense..."

I could feel the tip of my nose starting to tingle. It was as if a bridge of some sort had been formed between the air and Shimamura's saliva, allowing me to sense each and every individual particle floating about. Seeing this, Shimamura giggled. That alone was honestly enough to make this experience a net positive. Even so, I couldn't help but wonder. What was it that had led her to do that?

My fingers began drumming against the bottoms of my feet, almost as if I was playing the piano or something.

Meanwhile, I could see Shimamura turning her head to look behind her, still giggling slightly. I followed her gaze, only to find her staring at the entrance hall through the open door.

"What?"

"Oh, nothing. I just had this weird feeling that some tiny creature was spying on us. I guess that's the result of me living with my sister for all those years. It's like, sometimes I hear these tiny footsteps in the distance, but when I go check, there's no one there."

The slight sadness that could be heard in her voice did not escape my ears. While Shimamura tended not to let her feelings show, over the years, I had become increasingly skilful at picking up on the tiniest nuances of her behaviour. The fact that it had taken me so long was likely a result of me ignoring this side of human interactions for the most of my life.

Shimamura's little sister. The girl most likely despised me. I couldn't blame her; were I in her shoes, I'd likely hate myself as well.

It had be me who'd suggested that we move to live together. Shimamura had agreed, yet at times like these, I couldn't help but wonder if she'd really meant it.

"Do you ever miss home?"

"Well... Actually, yeah. I suppose I do sometimes", she stated with a wry smile on her face.

"...Even though I'm here for you?"

I knew this was an awkward question to ask. And yet, I asked it anyway.

"Yep. Even though you're here for me."

Shimamura put in no effort to soften the blow. She let me know exactly how she felt, nothing more, nothing less.

"Being with you and being with my family fill different parts in my heart."

This part is you, she added while lightly tapping her chest. I found myself staring intensely at the part that she touched.

For no special reason. Especially not because of that.

"My heart is full of holes. You fill some of them, my family fills some, others are for dogs, funny-looking animals, and all sorts of things. I'm a pretty greedy person that way."

She counted along with her fingers. I did the same behind my back, but unlike her, I only lifted a single finger.

For me, all I needed was Shimamura.

My heart was like a sliced apple, and she was the other half, the one that made me whole.

And yet, Shimamura was different. Her heart was full of holes.

Just like the surface of the moon, perfectly fitting her name.

"I guess you don't want to join my family, Adachi?"

I didn't have to think a lot about my answer.

"I'd rather be the most important person in your life."

"Ahaha. Figured."

A certain bit of youthfulness could be heard in her laugh, reminding me of the time when I had first made that statement.

After a brief pause, Shimamura drew near to me and lightly placed her fingers slightly below my throat.

"Don't worry. You are the most important person in my life. You will always be."

Shimamura had effectively stopped me from breathing.

With her fingers, with her mouth, with her words, with her kindness, with her whim... and yes, with her love.

"Mmh..."

"Well, I'm sure that I'll get used to this feeling soon enough. Human hearts are quite adaptable like that", she stated before glancing behind her. "Although, I do have a feeling that a certain tiny being will be paying us visits for years to come whether we like it or not."

She then got up, headed over to the fridge, and returned holding two cans of juice. One was for her, and the other one for me.

"I warn you, it's still warm."

I took the can and ran my fingers across its surface. Yeah, no kidding.

"Wanna raise a toast to our new home?" Shimamura asked with a wide grin on her face.

"Oh, yeah. That sounds good."

I'd certainly raised an eyebrow at the store when she had tossed these into our shopping cart, but I guess this explained it.

The drink in question was a brand of uncarbonated peach juice. Though we were old enough to drink alcohol, we never really did. Why? Because Shimamura seriously couldn't keep it in. We popped the lids of our drinks, and slowly brought the cans together.

"What do you want to drink to?"

"You."

I didn't have to think twice about my answer. To this, Shimamura offered an embarrassed giggle.

"Well, in that case, I suppose I'll drink to you."

She then took a sip of her drink. In no universe was this something I was going to complain about, although if I had to say, I would have preferred it if she hadn't sounded like she was half-joking. Well, whatever. I brought the can to my lips and had a sip myself.

Like rain running down a road dried by the summer sun, the liquid poured into my mouth.

"Do you like it?"

"It's very sweet."

I felt like this was a pretty normal thing to say. And yet, for some reason, it was enough to cause Shimamura to burst out laughing.

"What's so funny?"

"I just wasn't expecting you to say that."

Huh? I had another look at the can. Yeah, it was peach juice alright. Wasn't it supposed to taste sweet?

"You're normally totally indifferent towards food, so it's a real shock seeing you react this way."

"Am I? Actually, yeah, I think I might be..."

"It's also funny how the way you choose to describe something is by saying that it's sweet before anything else."

"Oh?" I tilted my head. Truth be told, that was mostly because I simply didn't care about the drink.

Of course, I wasn't going to phrase it like that.

I wanted to make her blush. I wanted to tug on her heartstrings.

"That's... That's because I only care about you, Shimamura."

"I'm aware", she stated back, her expression remaining perfectly calm. Then, with the can on her lips, she proceeded to stare me right into the eyes. I could feel the bits of sweetness that had remaining on my tongue transforming into something entirely different and shooting straight into my eyes and my ears. Like her, I also took a sip of my drink, though in my case, I nearly spilled the liquid all over myself.

Witnessing my reaction, a smile of satisfaction rose on Shimamura's face.

These sorts of innocent "quarrels" were quite common between us, and without a fail, it was always Shimamura who ended up coming out on top.

With the juice cans now empty, Shimamura patted her lap as if inviting me to rest my head on it.

This too was something that happened quite often. The way in which she did it always made me think of a person calling for a dog to sit on their lap. Not that I ever refused her invitation, of course. As I rolled onto the sofa, I was once again reminded of how much longer my hair was compared to just a few years ago.

"This feels..."

"Feels what?"

"Perfect."

Burying my head into Shimamura's thighs, it truly did feel like there was nothing else in this world that I could possibly have asked for.

"Maybe tomorrow, I'll ask you to do this for me."

"Hmm..."

I could feel Shimamura's scent floating along my neck, slowly wrapping around each and every individual strand of my hair. If I was forced to give a physical shape to the concept of happiness, then this might very well have been what I'd land on.

"It's so warm."

"Well, it is spring."

"Warmer than spring."

Warm. Warm like blood flowing, melting away the snow still remaining.

"Right. I guess I'm feeling pretty warm too", Shimamura stated in a soft tone of voice as she  ran her hand across my back. The thought of her enjoying this moment just as much as I did brought me unimaginable joy.

My heart had been pounding like crazy not all that long ago, but now, it had started calming down, slowly falling into a stable rhythm. It truly did feel like I could spend an eternity like this.

An eternity with her.

Meanwhile, Shimamura had fallen completely silent. Did she perhaps feel like no words were necessary? I certainly understood the sentiment, but at the same time, I did also want to hear her voice. I shifted my gaze, and doing so, found out the real reason behind her silence.

"Huh. She's asleep."

It in fact appeared that Shimamura had fallen asleep sitting. Resting on her lap, there wasn't much I could do other than watch. I traced the outline of her hair with my eyes, and as I did so, my mind began growing blank.

Not because I felt tired, mind you, but because I felt satisfied.

It was as if I was sitting under a giant leaf that protected me from the sun.

Soothed by a gentle breeze the likes of which could not exist in this world.

Rocked back and forth by the waves of eternity.

This had become my new normal.

When I woke up in the morning, Shimamura would be there. When I went out to buy groceries, I'd do so with Shimamura. Whether my eyes were closed or open, she'd always be by my side.

By my side.

"Ahh..."

Or rather.

"Yes..."

This was true happiness.




"Say, Adachi. When do you want to go to bed?"

"Huh? Umm... Whenever's fine."

It was currently later in the evening. We had been sitting around, talking this and that about which stores were located nearby and what have you, when all of a sudden, Shimamura had asked me this.

"Whenever, huh?"

"Yeah..."

"Well, in that case, I say that we go to bed right now", she proclaimed before jumping up and walking towards the bedroom with her arms swinging.

Had that really been necessary?

Moreover, how was she already feeling tired again? Didn't she just take a nap? Shoving those thoughts aside for now, I followed after her.

"Oh, I didn't think you were serious", Shimamura stated after noticing me entering the bedroom.

"Well, it's not like I—"

"Have much else to do, right?"

"Yeah. Without you, that is..."

Even if I did, it was difficult for me to imagine prioritizing anything over getting to spend time with Shimamura. To this, she nodded her head.

"Right. Once we start working, it's possible that our sleep schedules will no longer align. Might as well make the best out of it while we still can."

Spot on. It went without saying, but having a job meant getting to spend less time with her. The moments we did get to spend together needed to be valued. Actually... When you put it that way, it kinda made me sound like a dog desperately running after her master, didn't it?

"Oh, I need to use the bathroom."

With that, Shimamura suddenly changed directions. I alone was left waiting for her in the bedroom. For some insane reason that not even I could explain, I figured that the best line of action was to hop onto the bed and sit down on my knees with my back perfectly straightened out. Yeah, I don't know.

The right side of the bed had been given to me, and the left side to Shimamura—possibly to match our dominant arms. The right side was also where the window was located in this room. The curtains were closed, and glancing at them, I could only imagine the night scenery that existed on the other side of them.

"Why are you sitting like that?"

Those were Shimamura's words to me as she returned. Fair enough.

"O-Oh, no reason..."

"So, you just naturally have good posture then? That's brilliant."

Pretending to sound like some kind of an old lady, Shimamura likewise sat down on the bed. There we were, sitting face to face. Already, I could feel my eyes starting to spin as memories and imaginations of all sorts flooded my mind. My ears were growing hotter by the second.

"I... I'm so happy to start living with you!" I suddenly yelled. Why exactly did I do that? Well, I'd like to say that it was because it felt appropriate for the moment, but really, it was mostly because I panicked.

"The pleasure is all mine."

Appearing slightly taken aback by my sudden outburst, Shimamura grabbed her side of the blanket and pulled it over herself. As she did so, I could feel her legs drawing near mine.

"I meant it like... casually..."

"Of course, of course."

It was obvious why I was talking weird, but why was it spreading to Shimamura as well?

"Oh, I forgot."

Realising that the lights were still on, Shimamura rolled out of bed. We'd been so close, yet now, we once more grew distant.

"Better turn the lights off."

"Right."

She clicked the switch, and with it, the darkness of the night fell upon us.

Tap tap tap. That was the sound her feet made as she ran back over to me. She then hopped onto the bed and buried her head into the pillow. For the next few moments, I simply stared at her before finally opening my mouth.

"Say, Shimamura. You're happy when you sleep, right?"

"I guess? I've never slept in front of a mirror, so I wouldn't know", she stated, all the while pinching her cheeks and pulling them upwards to form a smile.  "I suppose I find it a relief. Like, I made it safe through another day? Something like that."

"That makes sense. Myself... I'm too worried thinking about what tomorrow will bring with it."

Should I do this thing with her? Or perhaps that thing? Those were the kinds of thoughts that filled my mind from day to day.

"Tomorrow, huh? Hmm... I think tomorrow's laundry day."

Ahaha... Ha... she laughed, although it quickly dissolved into a sigh.

"We also need to make some food. And go shopping. And go to work. Really, there are a whole lot of things that you need to do in life. Let's try to get some sleep so that we can be ready for all of them, alright?"

It sounded like just the thought of it had made her exhausted.

Once again, our eyes met. Like two children having a staring contest, neither of us was willing to be the first to look away. I filled the entirety of her vision, and so did she mine. It was as if a new world had been created in that instant just for the two of us.

"There, there."

At last breaking the stalemate, Shimamura suddenly reached for my head and patted it. Half of my field of vision became blocked by the shadow cast by her arm.

"What?"

"You were staring at me, so I kinda figured that maybe you wanted me to do this."

Really? A brief pout formed on my face, but quickly vanished mere moments later.

"I didn't. But, now I do."

"That almost sounds philosophical."

Very complex, she added. Her voice sounded so beautiful, like a perfectly even ripple being cast in a still lake.

With every minute that passed by, I could feel us melding as one with the night.

This was it. This was what us living together truly meant.

Softly, cheerfully, I could feel myself sinking into her.

Shimamura was... the greatest mattress in the world. Huh... Was that really the best metaphor I could come up with?

Something soft... Tofu? Sponge? No, never mind.

Let's just get back to reality already.

"......"

Shimamura's arm still remained pressed against my body.

We were connected, as one.

I was a person incapable of living with others.

Very, very few of the people I'd met over the years had shown me any sort of love. For the most part, the blame lay entirely with me: I simply wasn't interested in them, and even if I were, by the time I was able to bring myself to cross that bridge, we had already drifted apart. I'd lived my entire life simply walking forward from day to day, never stopping stopping to chase after something. That was a truly terrible aspect of my personality. And yet, it would never be fixed.

Why? Because my dreams had already come true.

I was a person incapable of living with others.

A person incapable of living with anyone but Shimamura.

My dreams, my wishes for the future, my sources of joy and delight all proved this to be true.

My very being was defined by her.

Me, a person incapable of living with anyone but Shimamura, had fallen in love with her, and those feelings had been reciprocated.

Truly, how lucky I was.

"Shimamura."

"Yes?"

I...

"I love you", I whispered softly, accompanied by the sensation of all the blood in my veins suddenly starting to flow in reverse.

Shimamura stared at me for a few moments, her eyes wide, before finally breaking into a grin.

"Haha."

This sound came straight from her heart.




And so, lying in the cradle called Shimamura, another day came to an end.

The journey might have been long, but at last, I had reached happiness.

















As I returned home, I was met by the sight of Mom resting her head on the lap of a giant squirrel.

"What's going on here?"

"Oh? Ah, welcome back."

"Hohoho."

Upon closer inspection, the squirrel turned out to be Yachii wearing an animal pyjama. Just look at the size of that tail. Simply unreasonable.

Again a different pyjama. Just how many of those did she have?

Meanwhile, Yachii continued running her tiny fingers through Mom's hair.

"I gave her a few tasks to see what she could do", Mom stated from the couch. "Simple stuff like plucking grey hairs and setting the table seemed to be right in her wheelhouse."

"A great discovery."

Yachii sounded extremely proud of herself.

"She's especially good with hair. Just plucks them right off."

"That would be because I am able to adjust the length and size of my fingers."

"Yes, yes. Very good."








While Mom didn't seem to care like usual, I couldn't help but find myself getting hung up on Yachii's statement. She could do what? Well, whatever. It wasn't like that was the first weird thing she'd said. Specks of white dust could be seen flying off from the gaps between her fingers as she continued working.

"There. I got most of them."

"Most? Why not all?"

"Because if I got them all, then there would be none left for the next time."

"I wish. No, I'm going to grow plenty more by then."

"Oh, really? I had no idea. In that case, I better get the rest too."

With that, Yachii got back to work, plucking off the remaining strands of grey hair.

"Thanks."

"Can I get the thing that you promised now, Mommy?"

Here you go, Mom stated as she placed something in Yachii's mouth. Whatever it was, she proceeded to munch on it.

"Yummy."

"What was it?"

"A caramel."

Mom pulled herself up, and gave me a caramel as well. Just like Yachii, I too munched on it.

I could taste faint amounts of almond hidden behind all of the sugar.

"You next, Shou", Yachii urged me, patting her now-empty lap. Just like her hair and nails, her toes too shone with her characteristic blue glow. If I had to pick a single word to describe it, "fluffy" would likely be what I'd go with.

"I don't have any grey hairs."

"Quit it", Mom barked, tapping me on the head through my hat.

"What?"

"Oh to be young again. Won't someone lend me their youth?"

With that, she ran away.

It sounded like having grey hair had something to do with ageing. Now that I thought about it, both my grandparents were completely white up there. Did one's hair perhaps age alongside the person? How many grey hairs did my sister have?

"P l e a s e h u r r y", Yachii stated flatly, disrupting my thought. The way she said it kinda made it sound like she was sitting in front of an electric fan.

What to do, I wondered to myself as I sucked on the caramel.

Ultimately, both my heart and my mind came to the same conclusion.

"Sure, why not."

"Come, come."

I took off my hat and placed it on the floor next to my backpack before resting my head on Yachii's lap. There I was, being cradled by a human-sized squirrel. It was like a scene straight out of a fairytale. Whenever I was with Yachii, I always felt slightly colder than usual. Not in a bad way, mind you; it was a pleasant type of cold.

I lifted my gaze, only to be met by the sight of her light shining upon me.

I must have had witnessed this scene a thousand times already, yet even now, it still managed to have the same effect on me as it had in the very beginning.

Like an endless stream of fine dust, her blue, translucent glimmer rained upon me.

Meanwhile, I noticed that Yachii was smiling.

I'd only recently begun to learn that her smiles came in a variety of different types.

This once signalled that she wanted candy.

"Umm, sorry. I don't have any candy at hand."

"Oh no!"

Knew it. How simple she was.

Simple, yet so mysterious. What a contradiction.

"Hohoho. I am just joking. The first one is free."

"Yay."

I hope she realised that the next time wasn't going to be happening in a little while.

"Now, let's see, any grey hairs..."

"Ah!"

Without any warning, Yachii shoved her fingers into my hair and started stirring it around. She was much cruder than the barber.

"There aren't any."

"Of course not. I'm still a kid."

"How unfortunate."

Yachii pondered for a moment, and soon after her eyes lit up as if she'd had the greatest idea ever. And I mean "lit up" literally—they looked like stars on the night sky.

It was as if I was staring down at the cosmos.

I doubt that I was ever going to find something prettier than her eyes.

"In that case, we only need to wait until you are an adult. Then you will have plenty of grey hairs for me to pluck."

"Hehehe. Sounds fun. It's a deal then."

I loved the idea of that, of Yachii still being there for me after I grew up. Perhaps it had some implications, but in that moment, I did not care.

Meanwhile, you could see Yachii's giant squirrel tail happily wagging behind her head.

















This thought flew across my mind, drawing the shape of a parabola in its wake. As it landed, I was met by a sensation not unlike that of stepping on a pebble.

Each and every year, I found myself tasked with the challenge of coming up with something new and exciting. I was of course referring to Valentine's Day. I had ideas for the next two or three, maybe even four, but anything beyond that, I would need to start doing some serious digging. Adachi always acted like this was the biggest event in the world, which was fine, yet for me, I struggled to follow in suit. What was up with that, I wondered to myself, lying in bed.

A wave of tiredness bright like the first rays of sunlight at dawn passed over me. I much preferred sleeping like this to the times when it felt like I was plunging head first into an ocean of darkness. I'd close my eyes surrounded by light, and before I knew it, it'd already be the next morning.

The fact that more days were like this than not proved without any doubt that my life was in a pretty good spot at the moment. Obviously, I knew what was the cause for this. It was just fun pretending like I didn't.

So... Yes. Valentine's Day. Assuming that this was going to be a reoccurring event in our lives going forward, perhaps it would be best to cut down on the theatrics and simply buy each other a box of chocolates every year. That would certainly be the most cost-effective way to do it. I mean, even if I wanted to, it wasn't like I could just reuse the noticeboard trick of the yesteryear. As it turned out, playing your trump card immediately might not have been the smartest move.

"Hmm..."

I turned around to face the bed next to mine. There I saw sleeping my sister, accompanied by another creature much more glowy. It was thanks to her that I could still see around despite the lights having been turned off. Shining, but not too bright. More like something you might see at the bottom of the ocean. For whatever reason, I found the corners of my eyes shivering ever so slightly as I stared at it.

Imagine that, never having to bring a flash light with you. That would surely make life much easier.

Giggling to myself, I at last closed my eyes.

I could still feel the soft light patting my eyelids as I slid into the realm of dreams.




"Yikes..."

Quite a bit of time had passed since then, and yet, I still occasionally found myself thinking about Tarumi.

My usual approach of just saying "well, whatever" to things had finally met its match.

Once Tarumi had finished painting the picture, that'd been it. I simply took the picture and walked away. She didn't say anything, much less run after me. The sensation of one by one removing and handing back the winter clothes she had lent me was not at all dissimilar to that of casting away a massive rock, and if I had to guess, it'd be stuck in my mind for years to come.

Never before in my life had I felt quite so helpless. I knew that there was nothing else that could have been done, and yet, in the back of my mind, I couldn't help but wonder, what if? Between Tarumi and myself, if you had to pick which one was more in the wrong, most of the blame would likely fall on me. Even if her attempts were futile, Tarumi at the very least was serious. That was one thing that she had been able to make crystal clear.

Obviously, it had never been my intention to toy with her feelings. At the same time, as I thought back to our time together, there had always been something a little shaky about it. It was as if all of our interactions had been part of a dream—or a continuation thereof. Like we couldn't fully commit either to the past or the present.

Dreams simply were no match for reality.

The reality in this case being that far too much time had passed.

Of course there was no longer anything between us. How could there possibly have been?

"Why? Why did it go like this? We used to be such good friends back then..."

"What is the matter, Shimamura?"

"Oh, nothing. Just having some adult troubles."

"Yes, yes. I know exactly what you mean."

No you don't, I laughed. All she ever worried about was what she would eat next.

"I believe that having troubles is a good thing."

"Oh, really?"

"It means that you are taking things seriously."

Shockingly enough, that actually kinda made sense.

"Yeah. Maybe."

"Much like how I am serious about what I am going to have for lunch today."

"Right..."

With a quick laugh, she was gone. I pulled myself up from my desk and had a look around.

I was currently in school. Who had I been talking with just now?

I quickly scanned my surroundings, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Just the usual classroom. No blue heads anywhere to be seen.

"Has she learned how to use telepathy or what?"

How much free time did she have exactly? Not long after, that thought was replaced by something else entirely.

"What is it?"

It was Adachi. In the last minutes of the break between classes, she had decided to visit my desk. 

"Did you see someone here just now?"

I decided to ask her that just because. She seemed confused at first, but quickly replied with the following:

"I-I'm here!"

"Hmm..."

Figured. At the same time, I didn't really mind. If anything, I preferred this answer.

"You were just kinda... staring into space. And then, our eyes met..."

Ah, yes, I stated back confidently, all the while having no clue what she was talking about. How embarrassing.

I could only hope that she hadn't seen my mouth moving in any weird ways.

Then again, who really cared? Anything that resulted in me getting an opportunity to talk with Adachi was ultimately a good thing.

"I was just wondering what I should eat for lunch."

"You didn't bring any from home?"

"I did."

I watched as a giant question mark appeared above her head.

"...What are you gonna eat then?"

"The lunch I brought from home."

This empty answer prompted Adachi to curl her brows.

"Sometimes, I really don't get you."

"Hehe. You can call me Miss Mystery."

"...You're starting to sound like your mom."

"Yuck!"

It was there that the bell rang, prompting Adachi to quickly waddle back to her desk. Once there, she turned towards me, to which I responded by waving at her. She immediately did the same, although where I had been slightly stealthy, she held no such reservation. I wonder, if I went a step further, would she follow suit? Who was I kidding; I already knew the answer. Being a number of steps ahead of me practically defined Adachi.

It was an equally common occurrence that she'd run ahead of me, see that I wasn't following her, and then immediately trace back her steps. Whenever that happened, my first thought was always to pat her head.

"Ahaha...."

I was perfectly aware that the people around me could hear me giggling.

All of my exchanges with Adachi meant something to me. Even the ones that were too heavy for me to handle right away.

Whereas other people suffered from their hearts being spread out all over the place, she alone had the gift of being able to focus hers into a singular point.

I had once again found myself thinking about that. Thinking about Adachi.

As the lesson started and I opened my textbook, I could swear that I saw a faint glimmer of blue dust falling out from between its pages.




"Hey, Shimamura", I heard a voice speak to me from behind me, accompanied by the sound of Adachi's feet sliding against the floor. This was something that happened most days after school.

"You don't have work today?"

To this, she shook her head before slowly drawing near me. The way she stood there, almost as if waiting for something, kinda made me think of a puppy. Though Adachi herself would almost certainly reject the idea, personally, I was of the opinion that it wouldn't be at all strange if she suddenly grew a tail and a pair of dog ears.

"Do you want to go hang out somewhere? Or maybe drop by my place?"

"Err... C-Could we... do both?"

"My, aren't you being greedy today."

Not that I minded, I thought to myself while getting up. We were just about to leave the classroom when all of a sudden, I met eyes with Pancho. She was walking with the rest of her group, yet the second she saw me, she froze in place. This was followed by her doing the motion of shooting a rubber band towards me with her fingers. Needless to say, she didn't actually shoot one. It was an air rubber band. Leaving me utterly confused, Pancho then ran off.

I had some pretty... happy classmates, didn't I?

"Shimamura?"

"Yes, yes. I am Shimamura."

This answer came not from my brain, but somewhere else entirely. Pushing Adachi along, the two of us made our way to the hallway. Immediately, I could feel my body being assaulted by cold air from all directions, as if both the floor and the walls were made out of solid ice. I'd never been a big fan of winter, partly because the cold hurt my cheeks, and partly because walking around in heavy winter clothes was really annoying.

Meanwhile, looking at Adachi's reaction, you would've thought that it was still summer. If she didn't already have my respect, she sure did now.

"Hey, Shimamura. Err... About the earlier..."

"Earlier? How much earlier?"

"When you met with that... friend of yours..." she asked timidly. Unlike me who tended to postpone matters for as long as possible, she preferred a more head-on approach. Letting things go was not a concept that existed in her mind. It made me worry a little how long she was going to survive on this earth.

Well, I say that, but it would honestly have worried me more if she didn't do that.

"I..."

Had it been me in her shoes, I would likely have made some sort of a stupid quip here. As for Adachi, however, she remained silent.

"I didn't have much fun."

I decided to speak the truth. Twisting the facts would have just been rude, both to her, and to Tarumi.

Who could possibly find it fun making a friend of theirs cry?

"I'm probably not going to see her again."

The two statements didn't necessarily correlate. It wasn't because I didn't have fun that I wouldn't see her again. And yet, it was likely this that Adachi wanted to hear the most.

Really? was the question her eyes asked me. Despite her being taller than me, I more often than not felt like she was the one looking up at me, and not the other way around. I wonder, why was that?

Really, I answered through a gesture. Now that I thought about it, had I ever actually lied to Adachi before? Usually when there was something that I didn't want to say, I just said nothing.

Sometimes I even said nothing when I did want to say something.

...That wasn't good. Yes, not good at all.

Time to correct my past mistakes.

"I have much more fun with you."

This time, I was speaking directly from my heart.

"Huh?"

"Happy-! Okay-! Hahaha!"

There. I sped up my stride and began galloping forwards. Turning around and seeing Adachi awkwardly trying to mimic me only caused these feelings to intensify.

"Shimamura. Err..."

"Yes?"

"D-Does that mean that...?"

"Yep. Wawawa-!"

Lots of things fit the definition of "fun" when I was doing them with Adachi. In fact, most things did.

If that wasn't a good sign, then I didn't know what was.

Maybe it was heartless from my part. Maybe even a little bit cruel.

But I truly did not think that any other person could fill that role.

"Wa... Wawawa..."

"Wawawa-!"

Humming this song of ours, we made our way down the stairs.

Now this was it. True happiness.




Back home, I was meant to be studying, but in reality, my mind was entirely focused on the upcoming Valentine's Day. I wanted to plan something out, and I wanted it to be different from last time. It was important for me that things didn't remain stagnant. If the times, the places, everything kept changing, then so should we. The alternative simply made no sense.

Random thoughts such as those kept flying through my mind.

Attempting to combat the warmth of the kotatsu, I turned my head around. It didn't move. Little by little, the world was growing heavier. My eyelids were the world. If I opened them, the world would open before me, and if I closed them, it would vanish. I was relying on my eyes to keep the world existing. People who relied too much on their eyes eventually lost their ability to listen to their heart. I vaguely recalled reading a passage like that in a novel once.

I'd talked a little with Adachi after school, but nothing constructive had come out of it.

From the sound of it, she wouldn't mind us going with something safe and easy. Strange for her to start acting all conservative now, considering that neither "safe" nor "easy" were the words I would've chosen to describe any of her previous behaviour.

Feeling my body melting as if it was made out of chocolate, I shifted my gaze towards my school bag and the books that were still inside it. The bear clip attached to the bag stared at me with its usual warm smile. I rolled over, stretched out my arms as far as they would go, and just barely managed to pull the bag over to me.

I could feel my sides screaming. They were not happy.

I placed my hand over the bear. It was the same one I'd bought when I'd gone out shopping with Tarumi. Not even a year had passed since then. We'd been happy, smiling, and now, it was over. I pushed my palm down, and clipped the bear off.

The chain got stuck in my hand, and the bear continued dangling in the air for a few moments, until it moved no more.

Would Tarumi continue wearing hers? Almost certainly. I too would have liked to keep mine—even if only to act like I cared about these sorts of things more than she did.

At the same time, it couldn't be denied that in the past, I had.

No matter what happened in the present, the past could never be erased—never be tarnished.

Not for as long as I continued to remember it.

It would already have been difficult for me to stay friends with her, but what Tarumi wanted, it likely went beyond friendship. Obviously it was pointless to think about it now, yet at the same time, I couldn't help myself.

Was there something more that could have been done? I lifted my hand as if attempting to grab a balloon stuck on my head. Still, no matter what I did, no matter how things played out, none of that was ever going to lead to Tarumi's wishes coming true.

I guess this was really it then.

The end.

The end...

"Hmm..."

How embarrassing would it be if I was wrong here. If there actually was a way forward that I had overlooked.

Not that there was.

Why? Because Tarumi had the same glow in her eyes as Adachi did.

"Hmmm..."

I remembered little of the time we had drifted apart as kids. It was almost like one day, she had no longer been there by my side. There were many things about middle school Shima that I couldn't remember anymore, and much more that I wish I could forget. I'd asked my sister about it once, and what she'd told me was that my voice used to be much louder.

She never gave off the impression that she was scared of me or anything like that, so I guess I must have at the very least been a decent older sister.

That was good. The rest, not so much.

This was in contrast to elementary school where I'd been extremely easygoing, like, way too much so.

Thinking about all the stupid things I'd done was almost enough to give me a panic attack these days. I'd been a girl with no sense of danger and a lot of curiosity. In a way, I suppose you could say that it had been my utter disregard for the circumstances of others that had saved Tarumi.

It felt as if I was presently stuck at the exact middle point of those two periods of my life. I was somehow simultaneously too carefree and too touchy.

I was more or less drifting through life. You could argue whether this was a good approach to take or not, but what was undeniable was that it had brought me to Adachi.

Most things had stayed the same since we started dating. However, there was one thing that had changed. Tarumi. Dating Adachi meant that I could no longer see her.

"It's so like her..."

This should clearly have been about me and Tarumi, and yet, here I was, thinking about Adachi once again.

That was so like her.

That influence, that ability to make me always think about her, that was something unique to Adachi.

Likewise, it appeared that I was the only one affected by it. It was almost as if we were fated to meet one another from the day we were born. As one might say, it was destiny. Lately, I'd begun to feel that way more and more.

The specific way in which we had met was obviously a coincidence, but the fact that it had happened, that to me felt like it had been determined a long, long time ago. In other words, destiny. Heh. I must have sounded like such a dork. Perhaps the warmth of the kotatsu had started making its way into my head.

So... What was it that I'd been thinking about again?

It often happened to me that I'd start thinking about one thing, but then switch to something else entirely halfway through. It was probably my lack of focus that was the issue.

Being tired all of the time probably didn't help either.

As if casting my body backwards, I lay down.

A second before my body came in contact with the floor, squish.

"Eek!"

"Huh?"

I hastily pulled myself back up and turned around, only to find Yashiro lying where my pillow had previously been, hugging my seal plushie. Both her and the plushie had been partly squished under my weight, but quickly returned to normal with a pop.

"And what are you doing?"

"I was sleeping."

"Err, no, that wasn't what I meant."

When exactly had she shown up? I might have been lost in thought for a moment there, but surely it couldn't have been so bad that I wouldn't have heard her walking in, could it?

"You did use the door, right?"

A strange question, I know, but I decided to ask her anyway. This caused Yashiro to freeze.

"Of course."

"Why did you hesitate...?"

Not giving me an answer, Yashiro leapt up, still hugging the seal. In case that you were wondering, she herself was dressed up as a bird today. Specifically a crane, perhaps, judging from the colours. I don't know how to explain it, but I got the feeling that a bird costume was a pretty good fit for her. I guess it was her free-spirited nature that matched the way that birds soared the skies.

"Hohoho."

"What are you laughing about?"

"More good fortune awaits you in the future."

"Hmm?"

The wings of the crane fell upon my shoulders.

"Believe in yourself, and things will work themselves out."

Was she trying to cheer me on? It must have been quite obvious what was going on with me if even Yashiro was able to pick up on it. Hmm... I had a closer look at her face. Her expression seemed the same as usual. Maybe a bit sleepy.

"That sure would be nice."

"Hahaha."

Seeing her laughing like that, without a single care in the world, I couldn't help but find myself wanting to take her word for it.

"Well then, I better be on my way."

"Sure."

With that, Yashiro ran off. If I had to guess, she was probably going back to my sister.

What exactly had she come here to do, that I didn't know. Outside of the times when she was either hungry, bored, or sleepy, it was difficult for me to discern the motives behind her actions.

"Ah."

It was there that I realised that she had taken the seal plushie with her.

"Well, whatever."

Not like I couldn't go a single night without. I just wonder, would the seal shine blue after she gave it back?

Speaking of, it was kind of weird how used everyone had grown to having her around the house, wasn't it?

The previous weekend, I'd seen her watching TV with my dad, and they seemed to have been getting along just fine. This weekend, they were apparently planning on going fishing. How nice.

If you were to take Yashiro to the right place, the resulting discoveries could easily shake the world. Forget one giant leap for humanity—she had the potential to result in a hundred of those. Of course, instead of doing anything of that sort, the way she'd be spending tomorrow would be the same as any other day: Running around our kitchen.

Another strange thing about Yashiro was that she always called my sister Shou.

No one else ever called her anything even remotely similar.

Children sure liked giving one other strange nicknames, didn't they? Well, other than Tarumi and myself, I suppose; the way in which we had referred to each other had been pretty simple. Regardless. Most people just called me Shimamura, and at this point, it had kinda become a part of my personality. In comparison, there were very few situations where my given name was used. The fact that it was a little unusual probably had something to do with it.

"Hmm... Given name..."

A weird tangent I know, but let's talk about given names. In a regular person's life, they didn't tend to get all that much time on the stage. Even for me, the only person I actually referred to by their given name was Yashiro. It was kinda unique and fun when I thought about it.

And so, through a number of strange detours, I had at last found an answer to the question that had originally been bothering me.

Between us the world, it was clear which one of them was the more unusual one.

As such, if it was change that you were after, then you only needed to look at your immediate surroundings.

I cleared up the kotatsu from all of the school stuff—which I hadn't as much as touched during all this time—and pulled out my phone.

My fingers tapping the screen, I presented this idea of mine to Adachi.

"What if this Valentine's Day we only called each other by our given names?"




I woke up to the sound of my alarm clock ringing. I tried reaching for it, but my hands refused to move. My mind was covered under a layer of white haze, which I honestly found quite pleasing. I once again tried moving my body, yet there was no sign of my muscles receiving my brain's messages. Were I to stop breathing, it was quite clear that I would once again fall asleep. I knew that, and yet, my body wouldn't move.

"Agh!"

"Sheesh!"

I could see my sister's legs stepping over me. I wanted to stop her, to tell her off, yet my body still refused to act.

In the end, it was her who turned the alarm off. This happened quite often, I felt.

"Why do you even bother setting an alarm?"

"Well, you know... Mumble, mumble..."

I tried offering an explanation, but my lips were far too stiff for that. Not even bothering to pretend like she was listening, my sister turned away and returned to her desk. As for me, I picked up my phone and checked the time. Not surprising anyone, it was the exact same time I'd set the alarm to ring.

"Hmm... Let's start by combing my hair."

Clearly that would help me wake up. The curtains were half-open, and behind them, I could see the cloudy sky. Staring at it, I could feel my body starting to shiver, almost as if my blanket had been torn off me for a second time. Must have been because of the colour of the sky or something. The heater was definitely on, yet I still felt like a gust of cold wind was blowing at me from some distant corner.

Anyway, I then got up and started getting ready to head out. I stepped outside my bedroom, and immediately felt my feet turn into icicles as they came in contact with the hallway floor. Hopping up and down, I made my way over to the bathroom, where I then proceeded to wash my face with ice-cold water, at last forcing myself awake.

Considering how well I'd slept, I surprisingly enough did not have bed hair. I picked up my comb and a few containers of product, and got to work.

Having fiddled with my hair until I was finally satisfied with it, I then returned to my bedroom. My sister was sitting at her desk, seemingly busy doing homework. How diligent. I even commented as such, only for her to quip back saying that my praise wasn't worth much. That earned her a smack on the head. Was it just me, or had she gotten a bit taller since the last time? Huh.

I was in the process of choosing what clothes to wear as my phone rang. This time, it wasn't an alarm. I waddled over to my desk like a crab, and picked up the device. It turned out to be—shocking absolutely no one—Adachi who had sent me a message.

"Can I call you?"

"Sure."

Starting our conversations in this manner had almost become a tradition for us.

Not long after, my phone rang again. Just for the fun of it, I decided to be the one to start the conversation this time.

"Hello hello hello."

"H-Hello?"

She had been beaten to the punch, and was clearly a little bewildered, yet still went with it anyway. Truly, what a nice person she was.

"So, what is it?"

She wasn't gonna tell me that she was actually too busy to meet today, was she? I somehow doubted it. For one, something like that had literally never happened before. Myself, I'd probably turn her down if it was absolutely necessary, but Adachi? I kinda got the feeling like she might just push through regardless. Really, I wouldn't have minded at all if she prioritized her own wishes more. Then again, in a way, I suppose that she already did.

"Don't worry, I didn't oversleep", I went ahead and informed her in case that was what she was worried about. Yes she did, I heard from the other side of the room. Let's not worry about that.

"That's... good."

"It is."

With that out of the way, Adachi decided to move straight to the main topic.

"So... You wanted us to call each other by our given names?"

"Hmm? Oh, yeah."

That was indeed the plan I'd come up with for today.

"When does that, err, go to effect?"

What a strange thing to ask. I went ahead and had a look at the calendar.

"Today, I guess?"

I checked the date too. Thankfully, I'd gotten up on the right day.

"Today, as in? I just mean like, should I already be doing it?"

While I didn't fully understand why she felt the need to define such a strict starting point, I did think it would be funnier to only start doing it when we met in person.

"Let's say, once me meet. How's that?"

"Umm, in that case... I'd like to call you Shimamura for the whole day's worth while I still can."

"Hmm?"

Once again, I found myself utterly unable to follow her line of thought.

"If I go a whole day saying 'Shimamura' only once or twice, that would feel... weird."

"......"

"Shimamura?"

"Ahahaha!"

I burst out laughing. On the other end of the call, I could hear Adachi gasp.

Even my sister was caught off-guard, judging by the way she quickly turned her head towards me. I waved my hand at her as if to tell her that it was nothing.

"Just what goes on in your mind for you to come up with stuff like that. You know, you're really something else, Adachi."

Although it might sound like sarcasm, that was actually a genuine compliment. It was as if she lived in a whole other dimension.

So distant that it was incomprehensible to me. So strange that I couldn't help but think about it constantly.

She was truly an alien. An Adachian.

How I loved it.

I waited a few moments to see how she was reacting, until...

"Yes... I think about you constantly."

One of the characteristics of the Adachian was that she was endlessly honest.

"Good. Saves me the trouble then."

I honestly didn't spend too much time thinking about myself. It might sound like I was exaggerating, but I really wouldn't have been surprised if for every minute I spent doing it daily, Adachi spent two hundred. Then again, considering how much time I spent thinking about her, yeah, I guess it was fair.

"Alright. Say it as many times as you want."

If simply saying my name out loud was enough to satisfy her, then why would I ever not let her do it?

"Shimamura."

"Yep."

"Shimamura."

"Yep yep."

"...Shimamura."

"Yeeep."

Should I have been giving out more thoughtful responses? Even if that was the case, there was hardly time for me to think of any in the face of the endless barrage of "Shimamura"s. The "Shimamura"s she produced, and as they fell upon my heart, it felt like a giant wave of comfort passing over me.

This ended up going on for far longer than I had imagined, but eventually, even she reached her limit.

"That enough?"

"Mmh..."

A sense of satisfaction could be heard in her reply. She sounded like someone who had just stuffed their stomach full.

"Alright. Well, see you in a bit then."

"Yeah."

What a strange conversation, I thought to myself as I ended the call.

"Now then."

I finished getting myself ready.

"I'm going out. No need to save dinner for me."

"Okey-dokey", a voice came from the kitchen. "Another date with Adachi?"

I'd already started putting on shoes when Mom walked over to me. There was a tiny koala clinging onto her side, munching on a piece of cabbage I assume she'd given to her. Moving on from that.

"What do you mean a date?"

Plus, at no point had I mentioned Adachi to her.

"It's a nice weather for a date."

A cloudy day in the middle of winter was her definition of "nice weather"?

"You are going out with Adachi, yes?"

"...Yeah", I stated slightly reservedly. Knowing Mom, she most likely didn't have any ulterior motives for her question, yet at the same time, I couldn't help but feel slightly uneasy. Like I had something to hide.

Not that I did, of course. It was just, if I had to put it into words, that was the best way I knew to describe it.

"Don't you have any other friends? I feel like you're always going out with her."

"Hmm, I wonder..."

Paying little attention to the woman, I finished putting on my shoes. Doing so, I could see grains of dust fluttering down around me, and as I turned around, the aforementioned koala was right there. Well, more like a creature dressed up as a koala. It appeared that she had escaped my mother's grasp and run over to me while I wasn't looking. I patted her head, and she grinned at me, her mouth full of cabbage. I guess that was why she wasn't saying anything. Huh. No wonder Mom was always feeding her that stuff.

Speaking of Mom, she proceeded to give me a light kick on the butt. I didn't bother to turn around at first, but as she kept doing it with more and more force, I was eventually forced to give in. Looming over me with her hands on her hips, I met her gaze.

"Ehehe. Hehehehe."

"Right."

Not sure what that was about.

"Going all out, huh?"

While I didn't want to keep Adachi waiting for any longer than was necessary, this comment in particular prompted me to stop in my tracks and turn back.

"Here, here, and here."

Mom pointed at her face, then her neck, and then pinched her clothes. Huh? My brain was working hard to come up with a rebuttal, but before I could do that, I first needed to understand what the woman had meant. I could feel my cheeks growing itchy by the second. However, before I could come to any kind of conclusion, Mom waved goodbye at me. So did the koala—her mouth somehow still full of cabbage.

"Have fun."

There was something about the way she waved her hand that made it seem like she knew more than she let on. Pushing those sorts of feelings aside, I nodded at her, and left the house.

"So cold..."

Well, obviously. It was winter, after all. I'd been outside for only a few seconds, yet already it felt like the wind had torn through my clothes. What sort of an idiot would think that it was a good idea to go out on a day like this? Oh, right.

At the same time, despite the weather and the cold, my step felt amazingly light. I wonder, why was that?




"Yo."

"Shima—"

Adachi began calling out to me, but stopped at the second syllable, having seemingly remembered the rule of the day.

"Hou... hetsu?"

"Close."

It was quite the tongue twister, that was for sure. Or maybe it was just Adachi. In either case, she proceeded to tap her chest lightly—and then not so lightly; it soon got to a point where it looked like she was playing the drums. Thankfully, she was able to calm herself down before it got any worse.

"Hougetsu."

I could see Adachi growing red, yet simultaneously felt my own cheeks getting hot as well.

It appeared that we were both blushing equally.

I had previously tried to imagine what it might feel like having Adachi use my given name, but I've gotta say, this was entirely different from what I had thought.

"Y-Yo."

Why did I feel the need to say that again? I honestly had no clue.

Seemingly having reached her limit, Adachi's fingers and legs quickly began wriggling.

"It's weird..."

"It's not really. Like, my face itches too."

I proceeded to scratch it. We'd known each other for quite some time now, yet this sensation was unlike anything else I'd previously experienced. Perhaps not uniquely embarrassing—we'd done plenty of embarrassing things in the past—but just... itchy. At the same time, I also quite enjoyed it; it was an encouraging thought knowing that there was still room for fresh and exciting experiences in our relationship.

"Well then, shall we get going... Hougetsu?" Adachi asked awkwardly, so awkwardly that you could practically hear the joints in her jaw chafing.

"Yeah. Let's go."

As if pushing down on her shoulders—stiff and tense—I placed myself next to her.

We'd chosen to meet at the station. This was my second time meeting with someone here in February. That time, it had also been with a girl. The only difference was... Yeah. Let's just leave it at that.

We were going to Nagoya to buy chocolates for each other. I had to wonder, what about next year? We'd be third year students then. Would I still be able to keep up the tradition?








There weren't all that many people at the station, which was more or less to be expected. Not being too big of a fan of crowds, I quite appreciated it. Then again, once I moved away from home in search of a job, it was very likely that I would no longer have that luxury. Sometimes I wondered, wouldn't it be great to be able to spend the rest of my life here?

"Say, Adachi... Oh, right, sorry. Sakura."

I didn't actually have anything to say. Rather, I just wanted to say her name. Unsurprisingly, this startled Adachi. I too found myself feeling slightly out of place. It was honestly quite the struggle trying to decide what part of her to look at.

"Wh-Whad?"

"Did you bite your tongue just now? I guess we can talk about that."

"Okay...?"

Seeing Adachi move her hand to cover her mouth, I waited for her to calm down. As I did, I could feel shivers starting to run down my own back as well.

Hougetsu, and Sakura. It was as if they were two entirely different people. Clearly, I had gotten too used to Adachi and Shimamura. It was the same old us, the same old town, and yet, walking down this path, it felt entirely different. It was as if we had gotten lost and found ourselves in a strange new world. Little by little, I could feel my mind starting to race.

"Hou... getsu."

Judging by the growing hesitation in her voice, it appeared that I was hardly the only one who felt this way.

"What is it?"

We were currently walking up the stairs leading to the ticket gates. I watched as Adachi's lips opened, and then slowly closed back up again. Looking at her this closely, I couldn't help but notice that she had put on quite elaborate makeup. I guess I wasn't the only one.

Wait, no, I didn't mean...

"Sorry, let me think a bit longer..." she finally stated, hanging her head. A small giggle left my mouth. Wasn't she just adorable?

We made our way past the ticket gate, and after checking the billboard, began heading over to the correct platform. Judging from the increasingly fast pace of the walk of the people around us, it appeared that the train was about to arrive sooner rather than later. Hadn't something like this happened once before? I turned towards Adachi, exchanged nods with her, and the two of us began running. Honestly, it was kinda exciting; there were very few instances in my regular life where I had to run, which made these sorts of situations almost feel like some sort of a special event. Surely it was that, and not me just being in bad shape.

We ended up running all the way to the train waiting at the platform. Behind the train, there stood a row of tall buildings, through which one was able to catch a glimpse of a cloudy sky. It made me wonder: If this wasn't it, then what would make the perfect Valentine's Day weather for me? Snow? Now, that felt too Christmas-like. Ironically, a clear, sunny sky didn't feel quite right. The one factor that was important, however, was that it needed to be night time.

Why night time exactly? Because my most precious Valentine's Day memories had been formed during the night.

Quite silly, I know. And yet, it couldn't be denied that the beginning of things often held a special importance.

There were few passengers riding the train, so few in fact that Adachi and I were easily able to pick out adjacent seats. I suppose this was that perfect time between noon and evening when no one was going anywhere. I took the window seat, and Adachi the one right next to me.

"Hougetsu."

Mere seconds after we'd sat down, Adachi-robo said my name out loud. Why "robo"? Trust me, you would've thought the same had you seen the way she had twisted her neck to look my way.

"I-I'm excited."

Even the way she was talking sounded robotic. Sure, she wasn't exactly a master chit-chatter at the best of times, but it was usually never quite this bad.

"Me too."

"You sound kinda flippant..."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

For me, part of having fun was exactly the fact that you didn't need to care.

"Hougetsu..."

"Yes, yes."

Adachi proceeded to repeat my name a few more times, almost as if trying to get used to how the individual letters sounded like coming out of her mouth.

Come tomorrow, we could almost certainly be going back to Adachi and Shimamura, yet here she was, doing her best regardless.

Thinking about what that meant, I could feel my cheeks starting to tingle lightly.

The train eventually began moving. I let my head bounce from side to side matching its motions.

"Do you wanna, umm... do something?"

"How about a match of finger wrestling?"

I held out my left hand. See? I was even willing to offer a handicap and use my non-dominant arm.

"Where did you get this idea from?"

"From a person."

Pancho, specifically.

"A-Alright then."

Timidly, Adachi lifted her hand—also her left. I moved mine against it, and pressed my thumb against hers.

Pancho had been right; this was a perfect Valentine's Day activity. We were easily able to pass two stations' worth of time doing this. I would push Adachi's thumb down, begin counting down seconds, and then immediately shut myself up as I realised how dorky I sounded.

As for Adachi, she had her own quirk too, which in her case was trying to pull back her thumb, only for her to remember what the game was about and bring it back to the ring. It was kinda funny, how our different personalities were able to come out so clearly.

What a simple way to pass the time this was. Cheap, too.

By the end of our little contest, a nice big smile had formed on Adachi's face.

It always took her some time to bring herself to smile without having to force it. In that more than anything you could see a reflection of the way she had used to live her life.

I wonder, would a day ever come when those scars of old would permanently be left in history?

"I don't know what to talk about. Your turn, Shimamura."

"......"

"Shimamura?"

"......"

"Oh, right, sorry... H-Hougetsu."

"Good. Hmm, let's see..."

I thought it would be fun not to say anything until she noticed her mistake on her own, and sure enough, it had been extremely so. There was something about Adachi that managed to bring out my mischievous side.

"Let's talk about... Yes. The ark known as Adachi."

What did that even mean? Honestly, I didn't have a clue myself. I mostly just wanted to see Adachi trying to figure it out. Much to my surprise, her reaction came in the form of pouting her lips. Was she trying to look like a bird or something? I didn't end up having to wait long to get my answer...

"Not 'Adachi'."

"Oops."

Seemed like I wasn't quite as infallible as I may have liked to imagine. Let your guard down even for a moment, and your mind quickly returned to what it considered normal.

The normal in my case being Adachi.

"Sakura", I stated, tossing the word in her direction, only for Adachi to grab it from the air.

"So... What do you mean by an ark here?"

"In a way, you're kinda like a boat."

Yes, I was fully aware just how silly that sounded when said out loud. Adachi seemed to agree, judging by the way she momentarily shifted her gaze away, but not longer after, I could see her cheeks starting to grow slightly reddish. I had to wonder, just what sort of an image did she have in her head?

"A boat that carries me to places I would never have thought that I could reach."

Would I have gotten on this train if it wasn't for her? The answer was, almost certainly not.

Would I have stopped seeing Tarumi if it wasn't for her? Again, same answer.

In both good and bad, she was always there, standing by my side.

This presence of hers also extending to my emotional state. It wasn't wrong to say that I had never quite felt this way.

"Thinking about what kinds of heights you will take me next... Yes, that is quite exciting."

Adachi had never been one to hide her emotions, and it appeared that this aspect of her character was starting to rub off on me.

Meanwhile, Adachi could be seen lost in thought, staring intensely at the same thumb she had used in our wrestling match earlier. A few moments later, she opened her mouth.

"Sometimes, I don't quite get what you're talking about, Shimamura."

"That's Shimamura for you."

Noticing her mistake, Adachi flinched, but didn't go back to correct it.

"Still, if that's something that you're excited about... Hougetsu Shimamura... then I'll be happy to provide!"

While kind of an awkward way to phrase it, her words did manage to express the full extent of her commitment. Then again, wasn't that precisely the purpose of words: To express what one felt in their heart? Looking at it from that angle, you could say that Adachi was actually a bit of a wordsmith. Awkward in her phrasing, yet pure in her delivery.

Another thing that stuck out to me was, why had she chosen to use my full name there? I might be wrong, but I honestly couldn't recall a single other person ever doing that before.

It felt kinda... intimate—as if her words had touched me from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.

As if this was what the entire day had been building up to.

"Sakura... Adachi..."

"Huh? Wh-What?"

"Nothing."

"Huh...?"

I shifted my gaze, escaping to the cloudy sky. Oh how fun it would've been if I were able to fly among them.

A dozen or so minutes later, the train at last reached its destination. The doors opened, telling us to get going.

Adachi had been the one to get up first, prompting me to start sprinting in order to exit the train before her.

"Hey, Sakura", I stated on the edge of the platform: "Let's go."

With that, I reached my hand out to her.

What an unusual turn of events. In fact, I was quite certain that I had never done something like this before.

Standing there, my arm extended, I felt so... embarrassed.

And yet, at the same time, my heart was telling me to keep going.

Pushing me forward, beating faster than ever.

At first, Adachi appeared confused.

Bewildered that her role had been snatched away from her.

Soon enough, however, her attention shifted towards my fingertips.

A wide smile, perhaps a bit  too wide, formed on her face, and her eyes turned into waves.

Was she laughing? Or crying? Perhaps it was a bit of both.

"Yeah. Let's go. Hou—"

The way she stumbled there, that was classic Adachi.

A moment later, she regained her breath.

"Hougetsu."

She took my hand, and grabbed it tight.

She really did like holding hands, that Adachi.

Why? Probably because it caused sakura flowers to bloom in both of our hearts.

Even in the midst of winter, our hearts were in full bloom.

















In the bed we shared, moments before falling asleep, Shimamura ran her fingers through my hair.

The tip of her finger brushed against my ear, causing my shoulders to twitch. In response to this, her arm—reaching towards me from the darkness to which my eyes were slowly growing used to—instantly stopped moving. It lay there, gently, as if forming a bridge between us.

"Were you asleep?"

"Err, my eyes were open."

"So you were sleeping with your eyes open then. Got it", she laughed. I waited for a moment, and then laid my hand on top of hers. Little by little, I could feel their combined weight causing my head to sink deeper and deeper into the pillow.

"You sure like touching my hair, huh?"

"Hmm? Oh, yeah. I guess I do. It's so soft", she stated faintly. "Makes me feel relaxed."

"Huh."

"You don't have something like that? Something that makes you feel relaxed when you touch it?"

"Hmm... No, not really."

Touching Shimamura had the opposite effect on me: My heart wouldn't stop racing.

Now matter how much time passed, what came next always managed to feel new and thrilling.

Hmm... I could hear Shimamura mumble to herself as she closed her eyes. As she did, a hint of a smile appear on her face.

"We two are quite different, aren't we?"

"Yeah..."

"I think that's a good thing."

"Oh?"

"I think it's quite fine when we have these sorts of little disagreements."

Her eyes still closed, Shimamura continued smiling.

"Two voices, existing in unison, but not overlapping. That's how it should be."

This comment was followed by her opening her eyes once more.

The lights were off, and yet, I found myself nearly blinded. That was how bright her gaze felt to me.

Aah...

Blood rushed in my veins.

Truly, I was alive.








There was no stopping my heart.

As if clawing the sheets, I dragged my body forwards. Forwards towards Shimamura. She noticed this, and glanced at me.

I winced, and yet, still kept moving, slowly.

Ever so slower than her hand as she pulled it in.

Finally, as our noses literally touched, I caught up to her hand, and grasped it.

The warmth of her palm quickly travelled through my body.

"...Do you feel relaxed now?"

"Umm, no, not really. Quite the opposite..."

So close that our breath could cause the other's hair to flutter, our very voices joined as one.

Shimamura laughed, and I drew just an inch closer to her.

Closer and closer, until the beat of our hearts became one.






Afterword




And that wraps up volume 10 of Adachi and Shimamura. Finally we've reached double digits.

I'm not kidding when I say that I never expected to make it this far.

None of this would've been possible without your love. Thank you, everyone!

I currently have plans for 12 volumes. Why? Because my previous longest series was 11 volumes. That's why.

Now, Adachi and Shimamura has gotten to a point where it has some serious history, huh? I was curious when the first volume came out, and when I looked it up, it turned out it was before I turned thirty. So many years... I feel like nothing has changed since then.

Hello. Hitoma Iruma here. It has been smooth sailing for Adachi and Shimamura lately, but like I said previously, volume eight contains the true ending of the story, and in a way, everything past that is sort of like an extended epilogue. As such, I hope you can enjoy reading these books, and not worry about it too much.

I wrote this book while listening to a song called Star-t from the game ALTDEUS:Beyond Chronos. It's really the only thing I have been listening ever since I bought the soundtrack... It's a really good song, so if you ever get an opportunity, please listen to it. Actually, no, don't wait, go seek it out. It's that good.

Lately, I've, I have, been doing nothing. Having a peaceful life sure is nice, isn't it? Sometimes, I wish things could stay like that forever.

Oh, I should mention. We have a new illustrator this time. That makes, what, three already? Five if you count the manga. Thank you, everyone.

Thank you very much for purchasing this book.




Iruma Hitoma
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