






















Multitude of reasons. Multitude as in various, or many. Like the number of reasons why I was now sitting here grasping Adachi's right foot.

The sound of cicadas crying outside flowed in through the windows and the floorboards like a ceaseless stream. There was a clock on the shelf, and each tick of its hands sounded as loud as an explosion. I could see the very specks of dust dancing in the air around us.

All of my senses had been sharpened to their limits, yet my mind itself remained clouded behind a thick layer of fog.

Adachi had come visit me at home to plan our up-coming trip. After a series of events, this was how we'd ended up. What were those events, and how had they led to this? I honestly couldn't recall any longer. Perhaps the heat of the summer had melted away my common sense.

In case you were curious, the name of the game we were playing currently was "make your opponent blush by kissing them anywhere but on the lips". Whoever was able to make the other person blush more would be crowned the winner. You could also score bonus points for choosing a particularly unexpected spot for your kiss. How exactly "unexpected" was defined was up to the players. So far, I was winning by a lot.

What did you get by winning? A whole lot of warmth and heat, mainly.

Now then. With my eyes still on Adachi's right foot, I began to wonder where I should strike next. We had reached the point where even the soles of her feet were glowing bright red. Not that I ordinarily spent a lot of time observing people's soles—I really did not—but it did make me wonder if hers were always like this when we were together. If they were, that would be quite incredible, wouldn't it? 

I had already been feeling this way for a little while now, but the way she was helplessly wriggling in front of me, it kinda made me feel like I was doing something bad.

"What you thinking, Adachi?"

"Huh? A-About what?"

Her ears reminded me of the wings of a bright-red butterfly. It was like something from a painting. Hmm... What if I kissed them? Oh, but would that count? Weren't ears a pretty common place to kiss?

That designation was of course entirely subjective, which is why the rules of this game hadn't made much sense to begin with. Then again, as long as it was fun, who cared? If anything, personally, I found that the lack of precise rules only added to the enjoyment.

You would've thought that her face would get tired after all this time spinning her eyes around, yet Adachi's expression showed no signs of dying. Was it because whenever I wasn't around, she was saving up her energy? That must have been it.

"Hmm."








"H-H-Hmm?"

"Are you looking forward to the trip, Adachi?"

I decided to bring the conversation back to its original topic. It had only been what, thirty minutes since then?

"The trip...?"

That deflated reaction of hers made me think back to our days in high school.

"Y-Yeah, I am..." she mumbled, all the while lifting her chin up like a drowning person gasping for air. It might not have sounded like it, but it was clear to me that she truly meant what she said. Perhaps the air here on the second floor was too thin for her? I fixed my eyes upon her lower lip, as well as the tip of her tongue as it made its occasional appearance.

"I'm looking forward to it too. A trip with Adachi. It has a nice ring to it."

"Err, Shimamura..."

"Yes, Shimamura at your service", I responded in a cheeky tone of voice. I was starting to feel strange, but let's blame that on the summer heat, shall we? After all, this was but another aspect of summer. The heat and cicadas might have been a constant, but in many other aspects, each summer was unique from the last. Even now that I was spending mine with Adachi, that rule still held.

"Nothing..."

In the span of time we had spent staring at each other, a cup of shaved ice had melted down into a syrup-covered puddle.

Not that we were actually eating any shaved ice. Rather, that was the kind of image Adachi's voice brought to my mind.

"I know what you want to say, Adachi."

"Really? You do?"

"Of course."

I did not. Plus, even if I did, I bet it wouldn't be all that interesting. As for Adachi, she placed her hands on her cheeks, somehow even more red than before. It appeared that whatever it was, me supposedly knowing about it was thoroughly embarrassing to her.

We'd grown up, calmed down, and yet, when it was just the two of us, she would still make the same face as she had all those years ago. It was truly a virtue of hers. Really? That's how I wanted to put that? There was no need for such overcomplicated expressions here. Let's just call it what it was: cute. She was so cute.

As if to match the sound of the cicadas starting to grow distant, a wave of memories from years gone by came rushing over me. The wave was tall, powerful, and grabbed me not just by my ankles, but by my knees as well. Shivering at the sudden sensation of cold, I squinted my eyes at the vast ocean before me. Images of each of my previous summers reflected upon its surface, like stars against the night sky.

You could stare at them from the beach, yet they were far too distant to swim to.

Nothing was more far away than the past.

"Sh-Shimamura?" Adachi mumbled after a while. Right. I suppose I was still holding her by her foot. The words "sensitive" and "sentimental" might have started the same, but they hardly fell under the same umbrella.

Adachi, and my memories. Attempting to view them both at the same time, all I was able to focus my eyes on was the former.

I pulled my hand forward and held it over her face.

I could only pray that one day, this image would become part of the sea.

"Let's hope so."

"Err... What?"

Hahahaha.




Adachi and Shimamura, twenty two years old.

The perfect age to go on a vacation.

















"That's still a thing, huh?"

That'd been my mom's comment on the subject, making me realise that perhaps it had been quite a while since I had last went for a swim at the school's pool. It used to have been my favourite way of spending those long days of summer vacation. The water was cool and refreshing, and I was surrounded by friends. Really, there was no reason for me not to have gone.

I put on my swimming suit followed by my regular clothes, grabbed my pool bag, and then took off running. Not until I'd reached the front door did I stop.

"Here I go!"

"Not without shoes you don't."

"Ah, right. Shoes."

I turned around, retraced my previous steps, and pulled out a pair of shoes belonging to me from the lowest shelf of the rack. I was in the process of putting them on as I realised that I wasn't wearing any socks either. Then again, given that it wouldn't be that long till I next took them off, I decided to just roll with it. Another thing I noticed as I wiggled my toes around was that not even my shoes had been able to escape the heat of the sun. I guess that was summer for you.

My mom, having come to see me off, was currently standing on the opposite end of the front hall with my baby sister in her arms. She had learned to speak quite well recently, and let me tell you, that made playing with her a hundred times more fun.

"Watch out for strangers and cars, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah."

"Maybe this time you'll remember the first hundred or so steps."

This comment was followed by her squashing my cheeks from both sides at once.

"I say that because if there's one way in which you resemble me, it's that you're a little stupid."

"Huh?"

A shocking revelation.

"I did always suspect that."

"That's my daughter."

"Just you wait. Next year, I'm turning that 'little stupid' into 'little smart'."

"Oh, will you now? Good luck on that then."

With that done, I decided to wish my little sister goodbye as well.

"Big sister's gonna go get healthy now."

"Were you not already before?"

Mom went for my cheeks again, this time pulling on them. My sister too tried wiggling her little fingers, though in her case, her arms were far too short to actually reach their target. Still, it looked like she was having quite a bit of fun. That was good.

The more fun, the better, I thought.

"I wonder if Taru will show up too."

"Let's hope so."

Whereas I visited the pool pretty much daily, such was not the case with Taru. Apparently, that was because she was often quite busy at home. What a diligent child for her age.

"That reminds me. Turn around."

Giving me no time to do as I was told, Mom grabbed me by the shoulders and forcefully span me around.

"You're not supposed to touch a sleeping person's hair", I protested.

"Then don't sleep standing up", she clapped back before getting to work on my hair. Her fingers moving nimbly, she first gathered all of my hair into a ponytail, and then tied it up with a knot. All this while still using her other arm to hold my sister. That must have taken some serious skill.

"There. That should work better against the heat."

"Hmm."

I flexed my now-exposed ear, and was able to make them wiggle a little bit.

"Oh, you can do that too?"

"Hohoho."

"Even the little things carry over, huh? Well, anyway. Off you go now."

"Bye bye!"

I turned around, and like passing through a glimmering river surface, ran outside.

There was no sound, yet I could feel the wave of heat washing over me, wrapping itself around every last part of my body. Summers were always like this. Trying to take the initial steps forward, it felt like I was being pushed down by the sun's shining hand.

I spotted a few friends on my way to school, who then joined me. This same thing happened a couple more times, until soon enough, I had gathered myself quite the party. With me in the front and them following behind me, we went about our march, laughing all the way.

Passing by the familiar green fence, we eventually reached our destination. Funny thing about that fence: I'd once tried climbing over it as a dare, only for a teacher to spot me and get really angry. Then, when I told Mom about it later, she acted like someone had just slapped her across the face. I remember her even clapping her hands together to make the sound.

Next day, she showed up all giggly and told me that "it had been easier than she thought".

No fair.

I passed by an old bronze statue so ancient that its paint coating had begun to crack and you could see the green metal shining through, crossed under the roof connecting the two school buildings, and stepped inside the sports field located in the backyard. There was this particular location where the vegetation had gotten out of control and created a make-shift roof between some iron poles where everyone liked to hang out because it blocked out the sun, and when I looked, I saw that a number of other kids had already gathered there waiting. Now, I know I just said how popular of a spot it was, but it should also be noted that there were plenty of those who hated it for the occasional caterpillar that would drop into your hair. Those people included Taru.

I handed my card over to the teacher, and they put a stamp on it. I'd so far managed to collect every single stamp. Did something good happen if you got all of them? I honestly had no clue. Still, there was something about seeing a previously empty spot get filled out with a stamp that made me feel kinda good.

Pool time was split so that each class would have their own swimming period. For me, that meant early morning today.

I killed some time drawing circles and crosses in the sand with my friends, and before long, it came time for the warm-up exercises. It was a thing that we always did exercises before the pool was opened. You could tell the kids who only pretended to do it and those who did it seriously apart based on their postures, and let me tell you, I fell squarely in the latter camp.

Why the change of heart, you ask? Because if there was one thing I hated, it was when fun things stopped being fun.

It was quite difficult turning something that wasn't fun into something that was. For that reason I felt that it was extremely important to value those rare things that were fun from the start. By the way, I'd talked to Mom about that a while ago, and guess what she'd said? "I can do that easily". No fair.

While I was exercising, I happened to look behind me, and saw Taru there. So she did come today. That was nice.

I had lots of friends, but none as close as Taru. Tarumi. Taru.

What was her given name again?

Given that Taru likewise only ever called me Shima, perhaps she had forgotten mine too.

With the exercise now over, both my back and my forehead were left dripping wet as if I'd just walked through a shower of rain. I felt hot, so hot that it wouldn't have shocked me at all had smoke come out when I opened my mouth. And yet, while the others were rushing to be the first to the pool, I instead headed into the opposite direction.

"Yo."

"Ah, Shima."

Taru had been standing at the tail-end of our row. She was wearing a yellow shirt, accompanied by a blue pair of pants. I couldn't shake the feeling that I'd seen this combination before, and after eyeing her up and down a couple of times, it finally hit me: She was Nobita from Doraemon. Now only if she'd worn glasses. Meanwhile, Taru was starting to grow visibly awkward.

Considerably behind the other kids, we finally entered the changing room. The building was made out of stone, its walls were painted with a dark colour, and the air inside it smelled exactly like pool water. With so many people stuffed inside at once, it was also extremely warm. I honestly found it a little difficult to breathe.

"Your hair looks really cute today, Shima."

"Does it? Hehehe. Thanks."

I gave my head a little spin. Actually, not that little. I almost felt dizzy.

"My mom tied it up for me."

"Huh."

As much as I would have liked to keep it, there was no way I could go into the pool like this. The rubber band had to come off.

"Back to the usual Shima."

Giggling at the sight of me with my hair down, Taru went ahead and took her shirt off.

It was a habit of ours to always pick neighbouring lockers.

"I might not look like it, but I'm actually a different Shima today."

"Oh, really? Like what?"

"I'm Jungle Shima."

You could practically see a number of question marks appearing above her head. Leaving her to that, I too began undressing. The dressing room was quite the small place, and as such, it was a common occurrence for elbows to end up colliding when multiple people were changing at once. Today was no different. That said, as I'd already put my swimsuit on before leaving, I managed to be be the first one out.

Hopping over the floor grates, I left the dressing room behind. Thank goodness. It had been way too hot in there. Still, it wasn't like I could start swimming quite yet. No, I had to wait for Taru first. Waiting for her, the soles of my feet wound up growing uncomfortably warm, and I ended up doing little jumps in place. Even this turned out not to be enough, however, and in the end, I was forced to take refuge near the showers where the floor was covered in nice and refreshing water. There was no need for me to jump in place anymore, but I did it anyway because I liked the sound of it so much.

The sun was shining bright above me. I wasn't quite able to put it into words, but there was something about staring right at it that made me feel really happy. How strange. Sure, the heat kinda burned against my skin, but underneath, I was thrilled.

I lowered my head, and let the warmth pass through my mouth into my stomach.

This warmth did not burn like that of the sun, but instead felt pleasant.

With Taru by my side, we went through the showers, disinfected our feet, and then climbed up the stairs. As if being guided on by the constant sound of splashing, we made our way over to the poolside. The kids who had come earlier had already formed a line, a line at whose tail end we placed ourselves.

The way the school pool worked was that the left side was shallow, whereas the right side was deep. The right side was reserved for the older kids. I had on a previous occasion crossed over the fence that separated the two sides, but almost immediately turned back once I realised that my feet could no longer reach the bottom. Until I grew taller, I evidently had no business there. Now, as for Taru, she was actually quite a bit taller than me, and I do admit that there were times when I found myself thinking that I had to do something about that unless I wanted to be left behind.

Right as the water droplets running down my back had begun to dry up, the teacher gave us the order to hop in. As usual, the first part of the course would have us swimming in the day's chosen style. You were only allowed to swim in a straight line, and honestly, I didn't find it that much fun.

Regardless, my turn soon came, and I lowered myself into the pool.

"Aaah..."

That was the sound that wound up leaving my mouth as the water swallowed me up to my shoulders. The pool was like a whole different world, a world where temperature and weight did not matter as they did in ours. Letting my limbs float freely like those of a jellyfish, I was struck with a deep desire to remain that way forever. However, seeing the kids on both sides of me take off swimming, I figured that I should do the same before the teacher yelled at me.

The occasional fist pump notwithstanding, I proceeded to swim in a straight line like the good girl I was. We all did.

Why? Because we knew that doing so would make the moment we were all waiting for come sooner—the free time.

Once that time did come, the previously calm pool instantaneously erupted into a chaotic spectacle of water being splashed everywhere, as if you'd just thrown a steak on a hot pan covered in boiling oil. I too hopped in and began splashing about, with Taru following me not far behind. Then, after swimming for just a bit, I decided that this was a good spot, planted my feet on the bottom of the pool, and began launching karate chops at attackers coming for me from all four directions—not that there were actually any attackers, of course.

I then proceeded to place my head beneath the surface and start making bubbles with my mouth. This quickly caused me to run out of oxygen, and I could almost feel my limbs starting to grow numb. Not wanting to pass out or anything, I quickly raised my head back to the surface. It tickled me a little as droplets of water made their way down my forehead.

As I was busy doing that, Taru caught up to me and poked my back with her finger.

I turned around, only to find her tilting her head sideways confused.

"Did you forget how to swim or what?"

"I was imagining what it'd be like if I was being attacked by a bunch of piranhas."

"Piranhas are what again?"

"Scary fish."

Not that I knew much about them myself, other than what I'd happened to see on TV last night.

"Hmm... It's hard for me to picture. I've never seen a piranha."

"Here, let me show you."

I formed a pair of fangs with my hands and used them to take a bite out of Taru's arm.

Rather than frightened, she just looked confused.

"Was that supposed to be a crocodile?"

"No, a piranha."

I went ahead and ate up the rest of her arm as well. It tasted quite good.

"Where can you find a piranha?"

"In the jungle."

I'd already forgotten the name of the place, but there had been a whole bunch of trees. That much I knew for a fact.

"Do you think you're ever gonna go to a jungle?"

"Hmm, I well might."

No one knew what life had in store for them. That meant that as long as you set your mind to it, anything was possible.

At least, that was what Mom had once told me. No idea if it was true or not.

"It's at least likelier that I'm gonna go to the jungle and fight piranhas than that I'm gonna meet an alien, don't you think?"

For one, you couldn't breathe in space. It would be like being underwater the whole time.

On a second thought, that actually sounded kinda fun.

"When you put it that way... Yeah, maybe."

"Right? That's why I'm fighting them every day!"

"Things sure move quick with you", Taru mumbled, before soon cracking a smile: "Well, in that case, if I ever go jungle walking with you, I'm gonna have you deal with the piranhas."

"Please do!"

I'd catch them alive and cook them like the natives did. Oh, but before that, I needed to learn how to cook fish first.

"You can deal with the crocodiles then, Taru."

"Huh?"

"Aah, I can hardly wait!"

Crocodiles seemed a bit too tough for even me, which was exactly why I'd leave them for Taru.

"Cr-Crocodiles?"

"Shaaku!"

"No, that means shark."

"...Shaaku."

Embarrassed, I buried my head under the water, like a shark. What was the word for crocodile in English again? Try as I might, the answer simply did not come to me.

I was eventually forced to give up and swim back to her.

"Welcome back, Shima."

"My cheeks are cold now."

I pulled myself up from the icy depths. Whatever embarrassment I'd been experiencing earlier, it was long gone now.

Judging based on the faint smile that formed on Taru's face, it was clear that she too felt relieved.

"Oh how I wish we could go to the jungle right now."

"Wait, what? You actually wanna go?"

I'd only been joking about it. There were as many dangers as there were trees, and yet, Taru didn't seem disturbed in the slightest. She was like a real life Indiana Jones.

Taru had a look around, and with the waves caused by some other kids playing near us crashing against her legs, she cracked a smile as sweet as the sweetest candy.

"As long as you're there with me."

She was my best friend.

No matter what happened, no matter where life took us, that would always remain true. I truly, truly believed that. It was simply impossible for me to imagine myself without her. No one could tell the future, but that much was clear to me.

With that, I could say that yes, I wanted to go too.

As long as she was there with me.

Like a fierce roar, those feelings surged through me.

"Shaaku!"

"Again, that means shark."

Whatever. I proceeded to pounce on her, and eat her up four times over.




"It's strange."

"What is?"

We'd gotten out from the pool and were now changing our clothes near the corner of the dressing room. There, Taru turned towards me and sniffed the air a few times.

"We went to the pool together, yet you smell much more of chlorine."

"Chlorine?"

"It's the stuff they put into pools."

"So that's the secret ingredient..."

I had always wondered why it was that pool water tasted so weird.

Wiping my hair dry, my eyes came across the rubber band from earlier. I'd had Mom put it on for the way here, but what about the way back?

"Hmm..."

I wrapped the loop around my index finger and spent a moment pondering about this quandary.

Well, you didn't know if you didn't try. With that, I grabbed a fistful of my still-wet hair, squeezed the remaining water out of it, and slipped it through the band. I feel like I might have been successful had I started lower, but as I had foolishly started near the middle-section of my head like Mom had done, I ended up having no such luck. I yanked my hair a bit too hard, resulting in a sharp scream. My scream.

"Want me to do that for you, Shima?" Taru suggested, having witnessed my embarrassing attempt.

"You know how to do it?"

"Sure do."

"Well, in that case, please go-go-go ahead."

"I don't quite get you sometimes, Shima."

I handed the rubber band to Taru before turning my back towards her.

"Try not to wake me up."

"You can sleep while standing?"

"If I try, then yes. Maybe."

Especially after I'd exhausted myself with swimming.

Numerous times had the soap bubble of drowsiness been floating dangerously close to my head, and just as many times had I popped it.

Meanwhile, Taru had finished tying up my hair. I walked over to the mirror, checked it out, and then turned back towards her. No longer was my hair covering my ears, and I took the opportunity to wiggle them.

"It's so nice feeling light in the hair."

"Yeah. You look... kinda cute."

"Muhaha."

This sudden praise made my cheeks feel all tingly. It was as if her words were tickling my face, like the wings of a cicada.

"Oh, it's kinda slanted to the right. Let me redo it."

"No, no. It's fine. You made it for me, and I'm happy with it."

I sprinted to the side to dodge Taru's hand. As I did so, she let out a soft giggle.

"What's so funny?"

"The way you're running."

"What?"

I lowered my gaze, and saw my arms held out straight in front of me. Was that strange?

Well, whatever.

"It's the thought that counts."

I pinched my hair, causing water to squirt out. Taru's thought sure was cold.

Somewhere between her swimsuit and her regular clothes, Taru too nodded her head.

It didn't take us long to finish getting dressed, and we left the changing room behind. I shook my body like a dog after getting its fur wet. It was almost dinner time, and I could practically feel my mind starting to shift to a lower gear. Playing around was fun, but so was this sensation, just in a different way. I wouldn't be lying if I said that I had the most fun when I was doing nothing at all.

"Say, is it okay if I come over later?"

"You could come right now."

"I'd like to, but I need to go have dinner."

"Oh, right. Dinner. I should have some too. After that then, okay?"

The only thing that was a little bit of a bummer was that I couldn't take my usual post-lunch nap. Wait, actually, why couldn't I? What was there stopping Taru and I from taking a nap together?

Absolutely nothing. Clever me.

"I wonder if your little sister will still recognize me."

"Doubt it. She sometimes doesn't even recognize me."

"Really? I would've thought that you have a very memorable face."

In many ways, she added quickly.

I knew exactly what she meant by that. Again, clever me.

"Well then. See you later, Shima."

"Later."

We made our way over to the street corner where two large irrigation channels met before parting ways. Watching Taru run off, I began to wonder if I should break into a sprint too, but then I remembered Mom yelling at me before not to run on the street, and decided to go for a brisk jog instead.

My shoes were quickly starting to feel all kind of damp, so much so that I couldn't help but wonder if my soles had perhaps begun secreting some sort of a Shima juice.

With each step, my legs grew heavier and heavier, but still not as heavy as my eyelids. Perhaps I'd had a little too much fun over at the pool.

Those sure were two words that didn't fit the same sentence: "too much" and "fun".

In all seriousness, I did need to stay awake. Taru was coming over, after all. I opened my eyes as far as they would go, only to be met by a sharp jolt of pain. This made me feel ever more tired.

I shifted my gaze towards the sky, opened my mouth, and took a bite of the unseen.

Immediately after chewing and swallowing, I could feel it starting to swell up inside me.

We were about to go visit our grandparents soon. Then, I'd be able to play with Gon.

As well as with the girl living next door to them.

Summer vacation sure was full of fun experiences, wasn't it?

"Oh how I wish it could go on forever."

The strangest thing about summer vacation was that when it started, it felt like it would never end, yet by the time you noticed, it already had. Even if each day felt like the last, there was no denying that I was moving forward.

I'd started grade school, eventually I'd start middle school, and then, after that, high school.

If I had to say, I'd say that was probably a good thing. Probably, definitely.

Still didn't mean that I wanted summer vacation to end, though.

How philosophical of me.

They would come to an end eventually.

Yet I still hoped that each day would last forever.

I had a hard time imagining that there was a single grade schooler out there who didn't feel that way.

Walking down the street, there were paddy fields to my left, and persimmon farms to my right. Put together, the whole place smelled like dirt. It was there, beneath the burning sun, that my eyes came across a girl walking down the same road in the direction opposite of me.

Her skin was pale, so pale that had the sun been any higher, she could have easily blended into the background. Although she looked slightly taller than myself, her hunched posture placed her head lower. She had black, slightly blueish hair, beneath which hid a pair of narrow eyes, as well as a tightly pursed mouth.

Nothing about her appearance brought to mind the pool. Given that, it was no surprise that she didn't smell the slightest bit of chlorine.

Her walking like she was dying of boredom, and me walking like normal, we passed each other by.

I bet she didn't wish that summer vacation would go on forever.

How unusual. It was almost... intriguing.

"Let's cheer you up."

It was not my intention for this voiceless whisper to be heard by anyone, which is why it startled me so when she turned around. The girl looked confused. Did she think I was trying to start a conversation with her? Though I had no such intention, I could hardly blame her for seeing it that way. With her back now stretched out and a dark shadow cast across her face, she looked almost a year older than me.

I waved my hand at her, prompting the girl to turn around and keep on walking.

I couldn't tell you why exactly I did it, but I just kept on waving.

"Hmm."

You were a bit boring, sure. And yet, you made me laugh.

I'd said that I would do it, and I would.

Just you wait, strange girl. One day, I'd catch up to you.

Ahahahaha.

















With cicadas singing in the distance, I found my eyes focusing on nothing.

For the briefest moment, I felt truly free.

Well, enough about that. I put on my shoes, lifted my head, and waited for approximately five seconds.

"Hmph."

All I could hear were more cicadas.

"Off to the supermarket I go then", I stated out loud, only for my voice to be met by the sound of footsteps coming from behind me. Behind, but also above.

"I shall come with you, Mommy!"

"A dolphin today, huh?"

I turned around, and saw an alien dressed up as a dolphin scuttling down the hallway towards my direction. With a leap clearly impossible for any human being to have performed, she then hopped over my head and landed softly in the middle of the front hall.

"Put your shoes on first."

"Sorry. I went too fast."

The dolphin retraced her steps, and slipped on a pair of rubber sandals I'd bought her a while ago. She wasn't wearing any socks, which meant that her tiny toes were left all exposed. Her toenails were glowing with soft, ashen light, and in their shape brought to mind the image of a wave crashing upon the shore.

I picked her up, turned her around, and placed her on top of my head. She had a real tendency to run off randomly, this dolphin, and I found this to be the easiest way to keep her in check. Plus, she was so light that carrying her barely took any effort.

I suppose that made sense when you thought about it; she was used to floating around in space, so of course she'd be fine floating above someone's head too.

"Make sure you hold on tight, okay?"

"Okay!"

I heard of a boy riding a dolphin, but never of a dolphin riding a woman.

This was some premium entertainment right here, I'll tell you what.

Immediately as I stepped outside, I could feel what ever hint of refreshing coolness had existed there during the morning being evaporated by the sun's heat. I randomly stuck my index finger out, and could practically feel the singing of cicadas being caught on it.

With that song came a great number of memories from the summers gone by.

It was as if I was staring down a wall of cardboard boxes, each containing one of those previous summers, each open for me to peer into.

Enough about that. Back to the summer of now.

Walking down the street, I could every now and then catch a glimpse of the tail and fins of the dolphin still sitting on my head.








"I want to say it was grade school when I last saw a dolphin in the aquarium."

Not when my daughter had been in grade school, mind you. When I had. Maybe that wouldn't be such a bad idea, going down to the aquarium again.

With the whole family, of course.

"Hohoho. An aquarium, you say?"

"You ever been?"

"I have not, but I did see one in the television."

"Hmph."

Perhaps I could bring her along too, if the time allowed it.

Walking down the street, I was surprised just how many of the people I passed by had to do a double take as they noticed what I had on my shoulders. If I was being honest, I found it kinda funny. Not only was there a dolphin on land, that dolphin had a face popping out from its mouth. What was there not to like?

"Hey, dolphin. Say something", I urged her, hoping it'd make the time it was taking the traffic lights to change feel shorter.

She might have been a freeloader, but the stuff she talked about was often highly interesting. I'd already learned thirty different facts about space, and that had been on a single trip to the supermarket!

My husband, on the other hand, did not seem nearly as impressed.

"How about we continue that conversation from yesterday?"

"What conversation might that have been?"

"Err... I honestly can't remember either."

Ahahaha, I laughed.

"Well, just talk about something, and we'll pretend like it's the same topic."

"Very well then. I shall tell you the story of Shou feeding me fish food the other day."

"That's not about space."

It still sounded reasonably interesting, however, and so I let her continue. Following a span of time which felt much shorter than it had been in reality, we found ourselves standing on the steps of our trusty local supermarket.

The air inside felt nice and cool, and smelled only slightly of fish. It made my skin tickle as I breathed it in, and caused my feet to feel as light as a pair of feathers.

"Mommy, Mommy. The candy corner is over there."

"We're not going there today."

"Oh?"

I could hear the dolphin let out a grumble of protest as we went around the vegetable section. Not long after, she lifted her fin and pointed it ahead.

"The candy corner is over there, Mommy..."

"Hello, I'd like to change my navigator."

This must've been one of those newfangled junk inventions: A navigator that pointed towards where the navigator itself wanted to go.

On a second thought, that was kinda like me, wasn't it?

"Hmm, speaking of which... There."

The dolphin had sneakily gotten off my shoulders, and was now on the floor trying to push my feet towards the candy section. Well, if that's how bad she wanted it. I grabbed her by the back of her neck and carried her there, and oh boy, did that seem to make her delighted.

It'd been years since I'd last experienced this feeling. These days, not even my younger daughter would come with me to do grocery shopping.

I found myself struck with a strong sense of nostalgia, and couldn't help but grow a bit ticklish.

So, that's what it was. Huh. I gave her fin a poke.

"What is the matter?"

"Nothing."

Passing by the meat counter, I met eyes with the old woman who was always working there.

She was quite short, and so, without leaning in, all I could see of her was the top of her cap.

"Heyo!"

I decided to take the initiative, apparently turning into a high school baseball player in the progress. As for the woman, she appeared to be more interested in the dolphin sitting on my shoulders.

"How are you not burning alive wearing that thing?"

"Oh, believe me. She's nice and cool."

Not too cold, not too warm, but just the right amount. Pretty much exactly the temperature of almond jelly.

"Hello!" said the dolphin to the old woman. The two of them had already grown to know each other quite well.

"You sure are a friendly little one, aren't you?"

"I'm good friends with Mommy."

"That's unusual."

"Is it? I don't think there's anything wrong being friends with your mother."

While mothers obviously loved their children unconditionally, how did that work the other way around? What kind of a relationship was the end goal there? Was there something that they were after? I found myself wondering about that for a few moments.

The conclusion I ultimately reached was that if my daughter wanted to be friends with me, that was a-okay with me.

I'd even give her girlfriend candidate consideration.

We left he meat aisle behind, with the dolphin once again planting herself on top of my head. It was quite the unique sensation, having a cloud of blue float above you.

"Is it weird for us to be friends, Mommy?"

"No, not at all."

A wide grin appeared on her face.

"Hehe. Friends."

I could sense great joy in the way in which she tapped my head with her fins.

"Friends, whatevs."

"You sound just like Shimamura."

"...Hehehe."

Well, I was Shimamura.

Having paid for the groceries, I placed the shopping cart on a desk, and started moving the things inside into my bag. Or well, at least I tried; in reality, lowering my head in this way caused the tail of the dolphin to slap me across the face, making the whole ordeal utterly impossible.

"Get off while I pack the groceries."

"Okay!"

As commanded, the creature slid off my back. So she could stand on her own too feet. Most dolphins couldn't, I had to imagine.

With the girl standing there in silence, staring at me, I found myself unable to resist the temptation. I pulled out a daikon and lifted it up in front of her.

"Wah!"

Her fins shot up.

Then they fell down again.

"Ooh!"

This time backwards.

Knowing that she was just reacting randomly made me like it even more.

Why? Because I was quite the random person myself.

Stopping only for a moment to entertain this little alien, I finished with the groceries.

"Alright. Back you go."

"Wah!"

Showing just as much joy as she had with the daikon, the girl swiftly hopped onto my back.

"This all reminds me. You never talk about your parents."

"Hmm?"

A puzzled sound left her tiny mouth. It was as if she couldn't comprehend what I was trying to say.

"You spend all day at our house. I would kinda like to see your parents, too."

As a parent myself, I couldn't help but be a little curious.

"My Mommy and Daddy... Go on."

"Huh?"

"Which ones?"

"Oh?"

This was starting to get quite complicated. Now I definitely wanted to see them.

The dolphin spent the way back home on top of my head as well, flapping her arms about as I walked. The normally oppressive veil of summer was nowhere to be felt, almost as if the tiny creature was sucking away the excess heat around us. How convenient.

I stopped in front of the railway crossing, and scanned the nearby stores to see which ones were still open.

Alright.

"This cafe is slightly fancier than normal, but let's try it."

"Fancy like this?"

The dolphin proceeded to do a fist pump. How funny. Both the way she acted and saw the world reminded me so much of my daughters when they'd been little.

"It does say 'ice' here on the sign."

"Super fancy."

Hohoho, the alien laughed as she admired the culture of Earth. Huh.

What a cultureful day this had become.

Walking inside the cafe, I was surprised to see no more than two tables. Not that there would've been room for any more. It was clear that this place had been in business for years.

In terms of interior design, brown stood by far as the dominant colour, though I also had a hard time telling if that was because everything was made out of wood, or if it was simply time taking its toll. It was as if someone had taken a whole bunch of furniture and placed them in a cave. On a second thought, that didn't sound half bad; a cave at least would have offered an escape from the burning heat of summer.

"Welcome!" I decided to shout out loud before whoever it was running this place had an opportunity. That someone turned out to be an older gentleman, popping his head out from behind the counter. The look on his face could perhaps be best described as that of disappointed shock—pretty much exactly what I'd expected.

"Looks like today, I am the customer. Pretty nice, huh?"

"Don't you ever get annoyed by the sound of your own voice?"

"No? Why?"

"I'm a little jealous. Now, let's see here..."

The man shifted his attention towards the dolphin.

"Hello!"

"...Never have I been greeted by a dolphin before. Hello to you too."

It was worth living to this age, he added. Wish my goals in life were that easy to achieve.

"I always did suspect that you were a weirdo, but to think that you have a fish for a daughter."

"Oh, you didn't know? My husband is half a merman."

"That explains a lot..."

Glad he understood.

Well, not that dolphins were actually fish.

"You can call me Chikama Yashiro."

"Now that is an interesting name."

Interesting indeed. Had I even heard her full name before? If so, I must have forgotten. I certainly didn't call her by it. Whereas the faces of people easily stayed in my mind, names were a different story altogether. Even when it came to people like little Adachi's mom, I could barely remember them.

What was it again? Ou... Ka... Ouka? Yes, Ouka. An elegant name for an elegant person.

"What a parent you are, seriously."

"Sorry! Now then. Order what you'd like", I said to the dolphin. Actually, what did dolphins drink? Seawater, perhaps?

"When you go to a fancy cafe, you've gotta get a frappuccino!"

"You know what that is? I'm shocked."

"Hehehe. Daddy ordered that from the television yesterday!"

"Hmm... Still, I don't think they got those here."

"W H A T ?"

"Take a look around you. Do you see any fraps, pucs, or cinos?"

Maybe you could find a puc if you really strained your eyes, but the other two? No way. They sounded like something you'd see sitting in front of a Doutor Coffee.

"Big talk from a woman as far removed from frappucinos as possible."

"Excuse me? I'll have you know that I drink tea with a high school girl every single day."

That wasn't even a lie. Now then, enough about frappuccinos.

"You want a shaved ice? I feel like that might be something you'd like."

Pretty sure she'd never tried one, certainly not at our place. The only question was, did this cafe even serve shaved ice? Given that they had a banner hanging outside all year long with the character for ice printed on it, I imagine that they must have.

"Are those fancy?"

"Everything here is."

"Very well then. One shaved ice, please!"

"Coming right up."

So they had them. What a relief.

"Pork curry here!"

"Hello, Pork Curry. Would you like an ice coffee?"

"No pork? Boo!"

The man proceeded to wave his hand at me. It was as if telling me to go sit down.

Once at the table, the dolphin jumped off my shoulders, somehow completely nailing the landing into her seat. Impressive. Though I'd never seen her train, the girl appeared to be quite the acrobatic too. Perhaps I should take her to the aquarium to perform? Then again, I had a feeling like tomorrow, she'd show up as a giraffe or a tiger or something. Even the fish tank we had at home was too small for anything but the titular fish to swim in. Yeah, doubt it was going to work. Moving on.

"Here I am, spending time at a fancy cafe. I have become quite the earthling, haven't I?"

Giggling with her arms crossed, the dolphin for some reason came across as quite proud of herself.

This reminded me. Why had she come to Earth in the first place? For simple sightseeing? Or was there another reason?

Placing my bag onto the floor, I proceeded to fix my eyes upon her.

Staring into her eyes, I could see it, in all of its glory, as clear as the day around me. Space. A whirlpool of unknown galaxies. Stars being formed, and then fading away. Endless rays of light, bouncing around, forming complex patterns, before being absorbed into the blackness of her pupils.

And yet, even her pupils were not the end; I could see in them new light, a new image of space.

What was the word this reminded me of? Cosmic? Strange? Or perhaps dolphin?

"You're quite the strange little creature, you know that?"

"Hohoho. Not as strange as you, Mommy."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

She was the dolphin politely sitting at a fancy cafe, whereas I was merely acting as her mother. And yet, I was the weird one? How?

Then again, I bet that'd be what my husband would say too were I to ask him for his opinion. Actually, that reminded me. Guess what he had called me the other day? "Avant-Garde".

"Going back to your parents. Can you tell me more about them?"

"Not really. Thinking back, I'm not sure if I've ever had anyone I could call 'mom' and 'dad'."

"Huh?"

No mom, no dad. What was that about? I tried asking her to explain further, and the dolphin complied, presumably to kill time until her shaved ice arrived.

"In the past, we used to be a single individual. Then, when the world was born, we found ourselves there. I'm unsure how, or why, but we were split into 28 bodies. Our minds remained united at first, but eventually, we began growing separate personalities. My consciousness was born quite late, so I don't know all the details, but that was what the others told me. I was also told that by the time the split was completed, none of us left no longer knew how to unite as one."

"Huh. Well that's silly."

Imagine taking a broken watch apart to repair it, only to find yourself unable to put it back together.

"We then gave up on trying to reunite, and started wandering space instead."

"That sounds very like you. Dazzling."

"I drifted about, slept for a long time, ran around with a spear, and lived loving all."

"Being fed shaved ice."

"Hohoho."

The dolphin picked up a glass of water and drank it all. The remaining ice cubes let out a nice jingle.

"If you've been there since the beginning of space, you must be pretty old."

Probably.

"Around 680 years, yes. Though like I said, my consciousness came to be quite late. If you want to count before that, you could also say that I am 800000000 years old. Past that, there was also the brief period where I was dormant."

"Dormant?"

"Yes. I ceased my operations for approximately 20000 years as I focused on reconfiguring my particles."

"Huh."

All these numbers were way too big for my head. Imagine if my bank account suddenly read like that. Now wouldn't that be something?

"And the next 800000000 years? Are you still going to be around?"

"Most likely."

"Does that mean you're immortal then?"

"Immortal? Hmm..."

Imagine not only not dying, but also not growing older. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't a little jealous.

"Yes, I think you could say that."

She nodded her tiny head. Huh. Despite her appearance, she was actually quite the impressive creature, wasn't she?

My daughter sure had good sense bringing her home.

That reminded me; Adachi was quite the weird girl too. Was there perhaps something about her that made her particularly apt at drawing in those types?

"Is it weird being immortal?"

There was that question again. Why was it that she was suddenly so curious about what was and was not considered weird? She did always say that she needed to keep a low profile, but what was with the animal costumes in that case? Was this all just some kind of an elaborate joke?

"A little. From a human perspective, at least."

"Ehehe. Good thing I'm not a human then."

Right. She was an alien. I gave her a quick once over just to be sure, and yeah, no matter how you viewed it, she did look the part.

"I thought you were a dolphin."

And yesterday, she had been a jellyfish.

The dolphin proceeded to flap her fins about before twisting her face into a grin.

"That I am."

"Hmph."

So it was a joke then? No, but... Hmmm...

If we assumed that it was true that she didn't have a mom or a dad, then that would mean that I'd get to keep being her mother. Right?

We continued talking for a while, and soon enough, the old man brought in our order. An ice coffee for me, and a shaved ice for her. I knew from experience that the man was senile enough where he'd sometimes bring you a steaming hot coffee when you ordered an iced one, but thankfully today, no such mistake had occurred. Nice and cool, like it was meant to be.

As for her order, it was quite a bit more simple. There were no fruits, no cream, just a bunch of ice flakes in a glass bowl. Oh, and also the three different types of syrup the man placed in front of the dolphin.

"Put on whichever syrup you'd like."

"Yay!"

"I thought you didn't give freebies?"

My ice coffee didn't even come with milk.

"I happen to love dolphins", the man proclaimed with a completely stoic expression on his face.

"And me?"

"Not a fan of pork anymore, sorry."

"Get well soon."

Could you put syrup into coffee? Probably not a good idea, no. I shifted my attention towards the dolphin, only to find that following a brief moment of hesitation, she had decided to go with the blue syrup. The liquid poured down the icy mountain, colouring the previously transparent flakes in its hue.

It was almost like a miniature version of what she was doing to the world.

"I'm going to dig in now."

"Please go ahead."

"Do I need to pay you back in some way?"

For some reason, she chose to say this sentence really slowly, almost as if she thought I wouldn't be able to understand her otherwise.

"Pay me back?"

"If there's something you'd like, please just say so. I might not look like it, but trust me, I am capable of some incredible things."

"No, I don't trust you."

I wasn't even sure if she knew what cleaning up after yourself meant. I'd make her wash her plate after she ate, but I fear that she'd only break it.

"Say what you want, and I will give it to you."

"Hmm... Well, I do have those same dreams that everyone has, like taking over the world and stuff. I just wonder, is that really something that can be 'given' to you? Like, if someone would give me nine trillion yen, that would obviously make me really happy, but it's not the same thing. Oh, I mean, not like I'd say no to that kind of money, but the world... Ah, this is too hard."

"Haa..."

The dolphin stared at me with her mouth agape. The expression on her face was one of a person who did not understand a word of what I was talking about.

Well, not that I blamed her; it was a difficult thing to put into words. I suppose you could describe it as the difference between the journey and the destination—or the process and the end product.

These were exactly the kind of nonsense questions that started to fill your mind as you grew older.

"Well, whatever. I wish that the world will eventually be ruled over by me!"

"Ooh!"

"You're still gonna have to pay for your food."

"Huh? What's the point then?"

Huh. Maybe I shouldn't take over the world then.

When children had dreams, those had the potential to one day come true; Adults were happy just to be able to dream.

That did still leave the nine trillion yen, though I really doubted it was a good idea to ask an alien for cash. For all I knew, she'd probably just photocopy the same bill a whole bunch of times, and I'd go to jail for counterfeiting. Last year's Miss Eurega would be me.

"Hmm... I know. Let me have a taste of that shaved ice."

It had been just as many years that I'd tasted shaved ice as I'd last seen a dolphin. Not a bad deal at all, I figured.

"That should do, right?"

Besides, I was the one who had paid for it, so it wasn't like she could say no even if she wanted to.

The dolphin paused for a moment, then grinned, picked up her spoon, and scooped a large amount of the icy treat.

"I like that side of you, Mommy."

"What side?"

Ahahahaha.

















The sound of the bouncing ball was the perfect background music for the impatience building up in the back of my mind.

Each time the ball bounced against the pavement, it felt as if my heart was being struck. Many would feel differently, but myself, I actually quite liked that sensation.

It was currently quite early in the morning, so early in fact that not even the cicadas had woken up yet. The sun wasn't shining anywhere near as intensely as it had the past few days, which made the otherwise smouldering temperature much more bearable. There I was, walking down the street, bouncing my basketball.

Summer vacation had only just started, yet something inside me had set me into motion. I hadn't even told my parents that I was going out. Would that get me yelled at later? Most likely. My stomach ached just thinking about it. Going back home, seeing their faces, talking to them, those were all things I would rather not have done.

I was fully aware that this was simply me being in my rebellious phase. Despite this knowledge, I did nothing to pull myself away from it. Why? Because I just could not be bothered to.

After walking for a while, I came across a large bridge which I crossed. Not large as in "long", but rather "tall"; the bridge was shaped like a spiral. Underneath it stood a bench that looked like it had never been cleaned, as well as a basketball hoop in a similar condition. Looking around, I was able to confirm that there was no one else playing here. Well, of course there wasn't. There never was this early in the morning.

Other than for a handful of dog-walkers, this place was completely desolate.

I turned to face the hoop, got to the right distance, and nimbly tossed the ball towards it. Rimshot. I picked the ball up and tried again, this time putting some actual effort into my form. The hoop was at a slightly different height from what I was used to, which in turn required a slightly different sort of a throw.

I might not have done as much training as I should have, but at the same time, I never missed an opportunity to practice shoots. It was simply that much more fun than any of the other stuff. Dribbling had been fun too, at the beginning, but after the millionth time of knocking heads with my teammates over me hoarding the ball too much, I'd simply lost interest. Specifically, in the part where I had to pass the ball to someone else; just bouncing it around by myself was still plenty of fun. Anyway, that was why I mainly practised shoots these days.

As to how I was still able to find enjoyment in such a simplistic action, that came down to the immediacy of the results: You either got it in, or you didn't. No ifs, no buts. I was the sort of person who always chased that which was under their nose, and it was because of that—or perhaps in spite of it—that I found myself instinctively anxious about the future. Funny how that worked, wasn't it? My eyes could only see directly in front of me, yet my mind was focused on things far away in the distance.

I knew that there was a discrepancy there. I wanted to work it out. And yet, I simply couldn't.

Why? Because the thing that was causing these feelings in me was not something that I was ready to face.

My friendships were crumbling into dust, yet I could only stand by and watch.

I jumped, tossed, and picked the ball back up. Repeating the walk between the hoop and the ball again and again, boredom soon began filling my mind with unsolicited thoughts that I did my best to suppress. I was once again reminded why I liked sleeping so much; not being awake at least offered an escape from my inner thoughts.

Despite all of my training, not once in any of the games we'd played in the summer of my third year had I gotten a chance to put any of it into practice. I'd gotten into a fight with the coach, been permanently benched as a result, and quit the club not long after. Did I have regrets? No, none whatsoever.

In the end, I never had learned to play as part of a team.

...Perhaps the coach had been right not to put me in.

Still, I continued to train, improving skills I knew full well would never be put into use.

"Ah. There is someone here."

Suddenly, I heard a faint voice behind me. I quickly turned around, only to find a person now sitting on the dirty bench.

It was a woman wearing a kimono. Not many people around here dressed like that, which combined with her looks caused me to temporarily feel a little shaken.

The woman on the other hand showed no such reaction. Instead, she continued smiling calmly, almost as if the two of us knew each other. Of course, we did not. She was unlike any other person I could imagine running into on the street.

Her skin looked so clear, almost transparent, as if it was made out of ice.

If there existed a person who fit the definition of cultured, then she had to be it.

That was all to say, she was probably visiting from the city.

That left me with another question: Who was she? Frankly put, her staring at me was starting to make me feel incredibly uncomfortable. That said, given that I didn't exactly have a reason to talk to her, I decided to simply turn away and run after the ball before it managed to roll too far away.

Having picked up the ball, I went ahead and looked over my shoulder. Of course, she was still there.

With the same smile still on her face, the woman continued staring my way. Now this was annoying. Stop, I attempted to signal to her with my eyes, yet there was no reaction. She was clearly looking at me, yet at the same time, it was as if she couldn't see anything. Now that I thought about it, wasn't it also kinda weird that she didn't seem bothered by her pretty dress getting dirty from the bench? That thing was clearly expensive, yet she didn't seem to mind at all.

What a weird situation this was. I'd come here specifically because I wanted to be left alone, and now I was being made to practice in front of a live audience. Even as I threw the ball, I could feel the woman's eyes glued onto my back.

This attention in turn stole my focus, causing my elbows to grow weak, and my knees heavy.

I knew I was going to miss before the ball had even left my hands. Sure enough, the shot ended up barely connecting with the corner of the backboard. How awkward. I quickly dashed after the ball, picked it up, and ran my hand against its rough surface, hoping that this sensation would take my mind away from what was happening.

"This would make for a great picture."








I nearly leapt up.

Her voice sounded so close, almost as if she was stroking the back of my head. I awkwardly twisted my body to look behind me, and there she was; the woman had gotten up, and was now standing directly behind me. The fact that she was slightly taller than me only added to the intimidation factor, causing me to instinctively take a step backwards.

"Good morning."

"...Morning?"

I decided to greet her back on the off chance that she was someone I knew and had just forgotten, although I was almost certain that wasn't the case. I might not have been the best at remembering people, but even I would have a hard time forgetting someone like her.

Besides her unusual dress, the woman sported a head of brown hair reaching down to her ears, but not much further. Her lips were full and glossy, and her skin so pale I dared not even imagine touching it lest I sully it. Despite me leering at her, the woman's expression remained gentle, showing no signs of hostility. She also smelled really nice, almost like a flower. Well, not literally, but that was the image that popped into my head.

One more thing.

Her eyes.

Never before had I seen a person with such beautiful eyes. They were green and yellow, and staring into them, I could feel myself being sucked into a whole different world.

"You are in middle school, right?"

"Umm... Yes."

The woman grinned, as if proud that she'd gotten that correct. Despite her otherwise refined appearance, she didn't appear to hold back when she was laughing.

"Third year."

"...Huh? Who are you?"

How did she know that? It would've been one thing if I was wearing my school uniform, but I wasn't. It felt as if the string that formed me had been pulled loose. Not nice.

"Just your average university student."

"Oh..."

Well, I certainly wouldn't call her "average" anything. Not with her getup. Nor with her eyes.

That said, I definitely did believe her being older than me. Her height alone was enough to convince me of that.

"Starting your day off playing basketball is a very healthy habit."

"Umm... Okay."

The most essential question still remained unanswered: Why was it that she was talking to me?

Next, the woman lifted her hand with her palm turned upwards. Recognizing that this meant she wanted to borrow the ball for a moment, I went ahead and gave it to her. Basketball in a kimono. Played by a beauty. Wait, no. Never mind. Back to the kimono. I wonder if there were any people in this town who dressed like that? Actually, there was this large mansion downtown. Maybe the people who lived there did?

"I can't even remember the last time I've touched a basketball."

She clumsily gave the ball a few bounces before holding it up in much the same manner as I had done just a few moments ago. This caused the sleeve of her kimono to roll down to her elbow, leaving her upper arm fully exposed. Why did I pay attention to that? Who knew.

"Imagine the following. You're on a date when you happen to spot a basketball and a hoop. You pick the ball up, and without pausing the conversation you were having with your partner, casually take a shot and sink it."

"What?"

The woman proceeded to throw the ball, only for it to bounce off the backboard. It was a miracle that she managed to catch it back up.

"That would make for a great picture, don't you think?"

"Umm... No, I don't."

I felt like all she'd need to do was walk around town with the ball in hand, and that alone would be enough to turn plenty of heads. Even the faintest of her movements drew a scene worth viewing.

I suppose that was the advantage of being as pretty as she was.

"Haa..."

"Why are you sighing like that?"

And why was she doing it while staring at me?

"It's sad that the most you can achieve with middle schoolers is friendship."

"Meaning...?"

"Well, not that it's necessarily a bad thing", she added before handing me the ball back. "Next time we meet, please teach me how to play. I'd like to make that picture come reality."

She waved me goodbye, in a way that was both refined, as well as adorable.

Could both of those things truly co-exist? I was briefly left astonished as strange thoughts filled my mind.

I watched as the woman walked off. Her step was light, as if the curtains of warm humidity that had previously hindered my advance did not exist for her. What a strange person to randomly start talking to me.

...Was it really okay for me to stare at her like this? I mean, I guess it was... but was it?

Mere moments later, she was gone.

It was silly to think that there'd be a next time. For one, it wasn't like I came here every day. And even the days when I did, it wasn't always at the same time. Even if we assume that she was somehow always here, always sitting on that bench, all it'd take was for me to not show up, and that'd be that. Unless one of us actually went ahead and took the time to make it happen, this chance meeting would likely never be repeated.

And yet, in the back of my mind, I couldn't shake the feeling that it just might. That if anything showed the depth of the impression she had made on me.

The lingering image of her face and her flowery scent were doing very bad things to my brain.

Was that it? Would we ever see again? Those were the questions that I asked myself as I stared at the empty bench.

The kimono, those green and yellow eyes, that smile.

She was as removed from me as a person could be—everything that I was missing, she had in droves.




That morning, there was already someone else using the basketball hoop.

"........."

Was I to blame, or were they?

Probably neither.

I'd simply gotten up unusually early, decided to go outside to avoid waking up the rest of my family, spotted a basketball, and decided to find a place where I could put it to use. The fact that this was the second day that exact series of events had taken place was little more than a coincidence.

"Ah."

The smile on that person's face as she turned around instantly washed away the smouldering warmth of the morning sun.

It was the same woman wearing a kimono from the other day, just this time with a basketball.

"I bought this yesterday."

"Didn't ask, but thanks..."

Again with that sudden friendliness. Though I don't imagine that it was her intention, there was something about it that caused the shields in my head to go up.

"I decided I'd start exercising my arms."

Hmm? Why only those? My question was quickly answered as I scanned her from her feet to her shoulders. Right. It wasn't like she could really move around.

"I don't think you should be dressed like that if you want to exercise."

Then again, perhaps she came from the sort of family where she didn't have a choice. Although if that was the case, then what was she doing here, and especially this early in the morning?

"There isn't much I can do about that", she replied. "The circumstances make it so that I have to come here dressed like this. Not that I mind, though I might prefer a lighter yukata."

"Right..."

"Morning."

Ignoring my reaction, the woman decided to simply continue the conversation on her own terms.

"...Good morning."

Talking to her kinda felt like talking to a teacher, to someone who'd walk straight past you because they were too busy. To an adult. Compared to me, she was a building that had stood still for years.

This was all to say, there existed a definite gap between us.

Yet it also felt like were I to stand on the very tips of my toes, I might just barely reach over that gap. I'd interacted with plenty of older students, but none of them put the "a" to "adult" quite to the extent that she did.

"Anyway. I was thinking that you could teach me how to throw", the girl stated with a grin. She was quite good at that, switching between serious and childish expressions. Was it a case of her being full of emotion, or of those emotions being unstable?

"I'm not sure if I'm the right person to ask. I mostly throw the ball without thinking."

"Well, in that case, how about I watch from the side while you do it?"

Go ahead, she added while taking a step backwards, almost like handing the field over to me. When exactly had I agreed to teach her? Furthermore, what exactly did that entail? Should I throw the ball like I always did, or was there something else I needed to do? No, no. No. I was giving this far too much thought.

Those feelings of uncertainty ended up reflecting on my throw; the ball left my hands before my elbows were able to extend fully, causing it to completely miss the hoop—predictably so. I was still probably supposed to pick it up, huh? Yeah, probably. With that in mind, I ran after the ball.

"It seems like it's important to spread your feet and shoulders, and lift your elbows high."

Wait, she'd seriously been checking me out? That seemed a bit... unpleasant. Having retrieved the ball, I then turned around, only to find the woman smiling back at me.

"Is there anything else, Teacher?"

Teacher? There was something thoroughly embarrassing about her calling me that. It made my sides feel all ticklish.

"Well, you should also try to keep your body as straight as possible when you jump. Makes it a lot easier..."

Fail to do that, and well, you just saw what happens.

"Okay, Teacher!"

"I'm not a teacher."

"Okay, Middle Schooler!"

That I felt like was too far into the opposite direction.

The woman spread her feet, and revealed that she was wearing traditional zouri sandals. In no universe were those an appropriate choice for doing sports. And yet, not even I could deny that there was something breathtaking about the sight of her standing there with the basketball in hand. A bit of her elbow peeked out from under her sleeve, its paleness utterly capturing my eyes.

Imagine how smooth her skin must have felt.

Simply staring at it made me feel all refreshed.

The woman raised her arms, took position, and fired.

The ball flew in much straighter of a line than it had the previous day, this time hitting the front side of the ring. I shifted my gaze back to the woman, only to find her hair and sleeves alike still swaying in the air from her jump, pushing her flowery scent into my direction like a giant fan.

"I hit the ring", the girl stated in a delighted tone of voice.

"...Yeah, you did."

She then ran to pick up the ball, her arms swinging behind her. The way she ran was so childish, so full of energy that I could hardly believe my eyes.

Having retrieved the ball, the woman then placed it on the bench.

This was followed by her spinning around and sitting on the bench herself.

"Can we talk for a moment?"

"Do we... have anything to talk about?"

"If not, I'll come up with something."

What a cool response, I thought. Didn't say it out loud, though. I approached the woman with my ball in hand, but since I didn't feel like sitting down, I chose instead to stand next to her, kinda like the moon orbiting the sun.

"I've been meaning to ask. Why did you approach me in the first place?"

"Hmm? No reason, really. I just like talking to girls. Well, sometimes I do have ulterior motives, but you know", she stated calmly, rubbing the tip of her sandal against the ground.

"...What kind of ulterior motives?"

"Oh, nothing you need to worry about. Our relationship is perfectly wholesome. Yes, so wholesome."

"Now I'm just confused..."

What was she even talking about? As if feasting on my bewilderment, the girl continued:

"I personally love high school girls. So no need to worry."

Her voice and expression remained as eloquent as ever. What stuck out were those three simple words.

"H-High school girls?"

"Yep. No offence, but middle school girls don't really do it for me. And by really, I mean not at all."

Why did she sound so proud of herself as she said this, that I did not know.

A beauty... who loved high school girls.

The kimono. The smell of flowers. The kind voice.

The softness.

There was too much going on here, and I quickly found myself getting all flustered.

"High school girls are special. Come next year, and you will understand too."

"Errm... No, I don't think so."

When she used that word, "love", how exactly did she mean it? Try as I might, I was unable to comprehend her point of view. But how about in a few years? Once I started high school, would I too begin looking at the girls in my class with glimmering eyes?

No way.

It was in my nature that whenever there was something that I didn't understand, I simply kept on poking at it.

Yet even I was a little afraid to ask her what it was about high school girls that she liked so much.

Although at the same time, it wasn't like she was hiding it, was she? So what was stopping me then?

"Umm... Is that like... your type?"

I had a surprising amount of trouble finding the right words. It felt like I was treading on some pretty dangerous territory here. But why? Because she might have meant her statement literally? Wasn't that just prejudice? Prejudice was bad. Though at the same time... Yeah.

"Yep. I specialize in them."

"Huh...?"

Was that how you used that word? I could feel my brain swelling up with all these expressions I was almost certainly never going to be using again.

"Oh, but don't get me wrong. I do also just like talking with girls in general. Fills a different sort of need."

The woman then paused and looked at me, almost as if wanting me to say something back. But what? How exactly was one supposed to respond to... that. I found myself awkardly looking around, searching for an answer in my surroundings.

"You're really cute. That means that people are only going to be paying more attention to you going forward. Many will approach you. Heck, I might even do so myself. Anyway, you just need to learn how to feed on that attention in a positive way, and you'll be set for life. I do that too, and it's the one thing where I don't limit myself to just high schoolers."

".................."

I might not have known much, but I did know that last part wasn't something you were meant to say while staring into the distance with your eyes glimmering. However, that wasn't what I wanted to focus on here.

She had just called me cute.

Out of all the scratches the woman had given me, that one was without a doubt the deepest.

The wind wasn't blowing, yet I could feel it brushing against my cheeks, making it impossible for me to calm down.

"The basket looks pretty high up from here, huh? And also far away", the woman stated, using her hand as a visor.

She was far taller than me, yet even she felt that way, huh?

"Then again, I suppose that's what it makes it a goal worth aspiring towards."

She placed her hands on the bench, and pushed herself up. She didn't turn to face the basket this time, but instead the town, which I suppose meant that she was going to be leaving.

I did consider asking something like "leaving already?", but ultimately decided against it. It just didn't feel right. The "already" part especially.

This moment of hesitation did not go unnoticed by the woman, as indicated by the cheeky smile that formed on her face.

"I feel fully satisfied having met with you."

"Huh? ...What?"

"Yes, that's the sort of face I like to see."

What did she mean by that? What kind of a face was I making currently?

"I'm going to keep practising on my own. Then, once I get a little better, we can have a game."

"A game?"

"Yeah, like a free throw competition or whatever. Anyway, later!"

Even her farewells were swift. I stared at her as she walked away, half-running to keep up with the ball she was awkwardly dribbling.

Everything about her, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head, felt like it came from a different world altogether. Were you to tell me that I was still dreaming, I would have believed it.

"...Later?"

That seemed highly unlikely to me, although given that there had been a second time, I suppose that a third time wasn't completely out of the question.

Come tomorrow, would I be able to see her again?

To see that expression of hers that made you aware of her kindness the moment you laid your eyes upon her.

I had to wonder, where exactly did that kindness of hers spring from? A part of me felt like it wasn't something that you wanted to know—that once you laid your eyes upon it, there was no more turning back. Feelings of curiosity and fear raced through my mind in equal parts.

By the time that feeling had reached my fingers, I was ready to conclude: I did not like it.




By the time I woke up the following day, it was already deep into the morning. I checked my pillowside clock, turned over, and then sprang up. This was what you'd generally consider a healthy amount of time to get out of bed. My mind was clear like I'd not slept at all, though contrary to what you might expect, that only made me feel worse.

But why? It wasn't like I was in any kind of a rush.

Staring at my curtains and the sunlight shining through, only one thought entered my mind: She probably wasn't still there, was she? Immediately after, a wave of guilt that shocked even myself rushed over me. This wasn't good. Not good at all.

Were I to let her in any further, there would be permanent consequences.

Standing there, squeezing my chest with my eyes closed, I made a promise to myself:

This was going to end here.




"I said this was going to stop, yet here we are."

Back in elementary school, I felt like I could have slept through the whole summer vacation had it not been for Mom waking me up, yet now, as soon as the days started to get even slightly warm, it felt like I was being boiled alive in my bed. Maybe my nerves were too close to the surface of my skin? Yeah, that must have been it.

As if repenting for my failure the day before, I woke up from a state of shallow sleep just as the night was turning into day. Please, just a little bit longer. I fell back onto the futon, closed my eyes, and told myself I'd sleep until the cicadas started singing. That thought alone was enough to cause my eyeballs to feel mighty heavy. It was an annoying sensation to be sure, though thankfully not the sort that kept you awake.

I'd only met her twice, yet I still knew nothing about her. Somehow, I felt like the same would be true even if I were to meet her a thousand times. I was of course referring to that mysterious woman. Even more so than her outfit, it was her scent that had left the largest impression on me. It felt like it passed right through your nose, and penetrated your brain directly.

I was quite resistant towards the idea of the two of us meeting daily going forward. But why? What was it about it that I disliked so? The feeling existed in my mind, that I was certain of, yet try as I might, I found myself utterly incapable of putting it into words.

This wasn't going anywhere. My eyes still closed, I scratched my head. My hair was bone dry, I could practically feel it tearing my flesh into shreds.

Normally, my mind was bouncing all over the place, yet right now, all I could think about was her. This wasn't good. Those feelings from earlier came rushing back, this time scrubbing the interiors of my cheeks. They tasted bitter. Heat, humidity, and unpleasant feelings. While the first two were an unfortunate part of summer, there was a way to get rid of that last one. How? I already knew how. By seeing that woman again.

Once I saw her, those feelings would temporarily go away.

Kinda scary, huh? What was she, some sort of a human drug?

A faint giggle escaped my lips, and I opened my eyes.

Only to be startled by the sight before me.

It was my little sister. She was lying on the futon next to mine, her eyes wide open, staring at me.

"Oh, sorry. Did I wake you up?"

We'd been sleeping on separate futons ever since my sister started elementary school, although she did still sneak into mine from time to time. Just not today. 

"Where you going, sis?"

"Huh?"

"You go somewhere every morning..."

She'd noticed? I was a little shocked.

"Oh, it's nothing, really. Just going for a walk."

"A walk? Okay then."

"Huh?"

"I'm coming too."

"Sheesh..."

"Come on. She's your sister. Play with her sometimes."

This voice echoing from the darkness of the hallway nearly caused me to leap up.

In the next moment, the door to our room was pulled open.

It turned out to be Mom, standing there with her arms crossed.

"I heard you talking on my way back from the bathroom, so I thought I'd investigate."

"Oh, okay..."

"So, my daughter is going out in the morning? Is it a man? Your boyfriend? A lovers' rendezvous?"

"Don't be stupid."

I turned my head, and just barely managed to stop myself pouting.

"Oh? Is that a pout I see?"

"Shuddup."

"Hehe. No use trying to hide it from me."

Mom kept on laughing, only stopping when I poked her in the side.

"When did you get like this? You used to be so cute before."

"Does that mean I'm not anymore?"

"Yep. Just plain old ugly now."

Well that was pretty damn rude, wasn't it? I honestly didn't even know how to respond.

I could feel the blood in my face being drained away, giving me shivers.

"Ah, now that angry face, that's kinda cute."

Bubbles formed in the blood vessels in my arms. Those bubbles then moved to my fingers, causing them to shake.

"Seriously, shut up..."

I wanted to shout. I wanted to stomp the floor. Honestly, it was a miracle that I managed to hold myself back. The sheer amount of willpower that took made me feel like I was going to collapse right then and there. Sometimes, I really hated this woman. I wanted to yell, to tear my face off, and just keep yelling. The only reason I didn't do that was because my sister was standing next to me.

The pit of my stomach boiling, I decided that the best course of action was to ignore Mom, and head towards the front door.

I hadn't planned on going out today. At the same time, I could hardly stand staying here.

My sister followed after me.

"..............."

The kind of willpower it would have taken to convince her to stay, I no longer possessed. I simply took her shoes from the shelf and placed them next to mine.

"Take care."

"...Yeah", I muttered back.

And so, accompanied by my young sister, I ventured into the still silent town. We were holding hands, and every now and then, she would move her fingers around against my palm. It kinda tickled.

"This is pretty far away."

"What can I say? I like walking."

"Huh..."

Despite everything, I still made a conscious effort not to come across needlessly hostile towards my sister. I liked to think I was better than that.

Walking far slower than usual, the two of us made our way down the usual street. We reached the spiral bridge right as my palm was starting to sweat from holding hands with my sister, and walking down the steps, I nervously scanned the surroundings to see if she was around.

She wasn't.

I checked the bench, the hoop, yet all I could see was the residual darkness left from the night.

I was immediately struck by a strange sensation. It almost felt like someone had carved a massive hole into my stomach. I wonder, what did that say about me?

"Oh, so you were playing basketball."

As we entered the court, the girl decided to do a small jump towards the hoop. This caused her hair—only tied up on one side—to sway in the air, and staring at her, I could feel the expression of anger that had been building up on my face starting to melt away.

Mom had told us to play together, so I guess that meant we should do something with the basketball.

That said, not even I was cruel enough to challenge my poor little sister into a serious match.

"Hmm..."

I picked her up.

"Wah!"

I then handed her the ball.

"Bounce it."

"Huh? Oh, yeah."

Doing as she was told, the girl tossed the ball towards the ground. As the ball bounced off the pavement, I lifted her to the appropriate height, letting her catch it with ease. Apparently finding this quite funny, she went ahead and threw the ball for a second time, this time using both of her tiny hands. I was honestly shocked just how high up it bounced as a result. For someone her size, she certainly packed a punch.

We continued like that for a while, with me running after the ball, and her dribbling it. Holding her like this, I found myself painfully aware of the fact that she was growing, and fast; while it was easy for me to carry her initially, it didn't take long until I started running out of breath.

Well, whatever. What did it matter how this made me look. It wasn't like there was anywhere around to witness it. Right? It was in that moment that I felt a gaze behind me. I turned around, and with my vision blurred by the droplets of sweat dripping down my face, our eyes met.

There she was, the kimono woman, sitting on the bench smiling at me like usual.

"When did you...?"

"Just now."

She got up and walked over to me. At the same time, my little sister pressed herself against me, as if frightened by her. The woman's sandals made quite the pleasant sound as she walked, totally different from that made by regular shoes.

"Good morning. Is that... your little sister?"

Curled up in my arms, the girl stared at her with fear in her eyes, to which the woman only smiled.

"It is always a delight coming across girls of your age, where their cuteness enters full bloom."

"Sis. Who is this...?" she asked me in a faint voice. Who was she? Honestly, your guess was as good as mine.

"She's my... friend."

Perhaps not entirely accurate, but that felt like the most reasonable explanation I could come up with.

"A student, rather. She's teaching me how to play basketball."

Having said that, the woman bent her knees a tiny bit, placing her on eye level with my sister.

"This is all I have, but I hope you can make do."

She then pulled out a small pouch from inside her kimono and handed it to her.

"What are these?"

"Beans I feed to pigeons."

"...Is that really all you have?"

"Ahahaha!"

Even her laugh sounded oddly pleasant.

"There are no pigeons here", the girl stated, looking around the paved courtyard.

"Birds tend to stick around wherever they are given food, so it's important to not feed them in a location where they might constitute an inconvenience."

In that case, why even give her the beans at all?

Judging from the way my sister was grasping the bag all confused looking, this concept seemed to be a little too advanced for her to fully wrap her head around.

"When there are no pigeons around, I use them like this."

She pulled the string used to keep the bag closed open, pulled out a bean, and placed it in her mouth. You could hear the satisfying sound of the dried treat cracking into pieces from behind her lips. My sister stared at her for a while, before grabbing a bean of her own. It looked like she wanted to try one out too.

"Hey, stop."

"It's fine."

The woman—or perhaps a pigeon?—went ahead and swallowed. Well, I guess it couldn't have been that bad for you then, huh? I decided to let my sister eat the bean, and she immediately began chewing on it. However, mere moments later, the expression on her face changed into one of confusion.

"It tastes like nothing!"

"Right?"

Giggling, the woman grabbed another bean.

"Want one?" she then asked me.

"I'm good, thanks."

"Okay", she nodded in response. I kinda felt like she would have reacted the same way no matter what I said.

"It smells like flowers here."

My sister proceeded to sniff the air, to which the woman responded by taking a step towards her. While this act did appear to startle the girl slightly, she quickly realised where the smell was coming from.

"Flower person!" she proclaimed.

"Ah, I like that."

The smile which appeared on her face made it clear that she genuinely did.

"I wish I could plant some flowers here, but these are all I have."

"You still got more?"

The woman pulled out a second bag of beans out of her pocket, earning herself a gleeful smile from my sister.

Huh. Looked like it had worked on her.

"Bean person!"

"Hmm, no, I think preferred 'flower person'. Let's stick with that."

She sounded like she earnestly meant that, yet my sister just kept on giggling. I was honestly shocked. Not a million years would I have expected my meek little sister to get along with her, and certainly not to this extent. And yet, it had just kinda happened.

Perhaps it was the fact that she came off so proper, but at the same time, wasn't afraid to show off her more childish side.

Hmm... Since she was here already, perhaps I could take advantage of that.

"Hey, would you mind watching after her for a second?"

My arms were starting to get mighty tired. Plus, it wasn't like I could practice while holding her anyway.

I figured that this was a reasonable thing to ask. However, the woman appeared to disagree.

"Absolutely not. What are you talking about?" she responded, the tone of her voice all sharp now. She had her hands placed on her hips, as if lecturing me. "No matter how trustworthy a stranger looks, they are still just a stranger. You cannot possibly think it's a good idea to entrust your own little sister to them. That's simply absurd."

"Oh..."

Her lashing out like this after acting so calm before made her words hit that much harder.

"You really ought to be more suspicious of people. She is your dear little sister. You must keep her in sight at all times to ensure her safety. It's a known fact that perverts will put on a proper appearance while they are looking for prey."

"...And you? Are you one of those perverts?"

"Hmm", the woman paused for a second. This appeared to be a surprisingly difficult question for her to answer. "I am known to be, from time to time."

"But not regularly?"

Not that anything about her looked "regular".

"That's enough about me. You seriously ought to take better care of your sister. Don't be like me."

"You have a sister too?"

"Hmm..."

She tilted her head lightly, and focused her eyes on nothing. A small smile could be seen forming on her lips, resembling a half moon. Seriously, what was up with her? I wanted to ask her to clarify, but the words simply wouldn't come out. Her voice was so soft, so slick that it made it impossible to respond to it.

At the same time, it was also impossible to take hold of.

"I now feel like if I did, I would take very good care of them. I have you to thank for that."

"Me?"

What did I even do?

"Yes. Seeing you look after your sister like that, it made me realise that yes, that would be nice."

Really? That was how it had come off to her? I lowered my gaze towards my sister, still in my arms. ...Yeah, actually, I think I saw her point now.

"Anyway, that's all to say that you should play with her."

Next, she addressed the girl with a soft smile on her face.

"You want to play with your sister too, don't you?"

"...Yeah."

This was followed by her grinning at me.

"Oh, but I don't want to be left out. That would be boring. Let's say that we'll all play together, and shake on that."

"...Who's gonna be shaking hands?"

"Me!"

The woman lifted her hand, and so did my sister, and the two shook them. Normally so very shy around strangers, seeing her not only go along with the woman, but do so with a smile on her face honestly made me feel more alarmed than anything.

This person truly was a master at slipping into others' hearts, wasn't she? She made your mind jump all over the place, and then, once your shields were down, she snuck right in. Her refined appearance, her pleasant smile, her springy voice, her choice of words, they all played into it. The question was, did she do it on purpose, or was it all just a big coincidence—should I be impressed, or scared?

"So, what do we want to play? This dress would be perfect for some beanbag juggling, though now that I think about it, I don't have one of those with me."

"What's a beanbag?"

"Oh, don't say that. You're making me feel old."

With that, the woman extended her hand towards me. I stared at her palm for a few moments, and then placed the ball on it. It appeared that for whatever reason, she had decided not to bring her own ball today. With the ball in her hands, the woman then crouched down, and began bouncing it at an extremely high speed, all the while grinning at my sister as if trying to show off to her.

Not to rain on her parade, but this wasn't how you played with a beanbag, was it?

My sister didn't seem to mind, though, as she eagerly waited for her turn. The woman soon handed her the ball, after which she turned towards me, and tapped me on the shoulder.

"Go ahead and teach her, big sis."

It was as if we were changing shifts or something.

"Sis!" I heard the girl calling for me. Back when I'd been younger, I'd always sprinted to her when I'd heard that voice.

It had made me so happy to be her older sister.

"You wanna do it like this. Yes, start off slowly."

I watched her bounce the ball just as I taught her. Next to us, our shadows danced in the sunlight. The woman's was bright, just like her smile, and extended over me with ease.

I brought my eyes to the root of the shadow, earning myself a soft "Yes?".

"It's just... I didn't quite realise how tall you were before."

"Huh. Yeah, I guess that's true. Still, you're only in middle school. You can still grow."

"Not for long I'm not."

"That's good."

"Hmm?"

"Oh, no, never mind. Hahaha", she laughed. For some reason, it didn't sound like she was trying to hide anything. "Not taking part in any club activities in your third year?"

"Pretty much."

When had I even mentioned that I was in middle school? Or in my third year? The mysteries just kept on growing in number.

"How was your last tournament? Did you feel satisfied?"

That was a pretty weird question to ask out of the blue. Who was she, my mom? I kinda didn't even know what to say.

"Didn't actually get to play, so... Yeah, would probably say I didn't."

"Hmm... Yes, I can see that. You don't come across as the kind of kid a teacher would like."

I'd been vague on purpose, and yet, she had once again seen right through me. Was this why she had brought up the club thing, to be able to get to this topic? Again, very clever. And very suspicious.

"It had nothing to do with the teacher."

"Hmm, no, I think it did."

"I just mean, if you were good enough, they'd look past it and let you play regardless."

This comment of mine earned me a laugh.

"Oh, how young you are."

"...Are you making fun of me?"

"Truly dazzling."

I wanted to protest, but before I could, the woman had already moved on to the next topic.

"Have you ever truly experienced talent? Not in yourself, or in others, but in the abstract."

"...I don't know what you mean."

Perhaps the very fact that I didn't was a sign of me lacking in it.

"...What even is talent?" I asked her back. This angle that I was staring at her from really was starting to make my neck hurt, though thankfully, I ended up not having to wait long for her answer.

"Having talent means being able to do things you haven't been told how to do."

The woman paused for a moment to wave to my sister, still dribbling the ball.

"That is the conclusion I've come to after talking to great many people over the years. There are these... individuals who just seem to have all the answers, almost like they were born with them."

"Huh..."

There was not a hint of jealousy to be found in her voice. In fact, as she continued, you could even say that she sounded quippy.

"Sometimes, I like to think that I'm talented too."

Hahaha, she laughed. I could feel the softness of her voice echoing throughout my skin.

"Talented how?"

"I know how to make girls feel... pleasant."

"Err... What?"

The way she pronounced that word, "pleasant", made it sound like it for whatever reason didn't quite roll off the tongue.

With a step much lighter than her getup would have suggested, the woman turned around and left my side.

"Hey..."

"Yes?"

Standing in front of my sister, her arms spread open like those of a defender, the woman turned to look back at me.

"...Do I look ugly to you?"

Just what sort of a face was I making as I asked her that? Even I couldn't tell.

"No, I think you're really cute."

Her answer came soft, without any shame.

Like the rays of the morning sun, her words hit my cheeks.

"Definitely in the top three of your class."

"...Really?"

Higher than I had thought, but also not high enough to brag about.

No one had ever called me cute to my face. No one except her.

The one person who had seen me the most was Mom, and she had called me ugly. Which one of them should I trust? As much as it pained me to say, the answer had to be Mom.

So, did that mean that this person was lying then?

I thought about it for a moment, and came to the conclusion that no, it did not.

It was simply that the face I showed to her and the face I showed to Mom were two different faces entirely.




"Sis, carry me."

"My arms hurt..."

I still did it, though.

Carrying my sister just like I had on our way in, I walked up the steps of the spiral staircase. The morning sun had begun to grow red, and with each step I took underneath its blaze, I could feel a new drop of sweat appearing on my forehead. Screw all that other stuff; this was the number one reason why bringing her here had been a mistake. Next time, we'd go to the nearby park or something.

Only one thought came to my mind as I fumbled to find my keys: I really needed a shower.

"Don't tell Mom about that woman, okay?" I said to my sister before stepping inside.

"Why not?"

"Because... She's a secret person."

While that expression was just something that had popped into my mind, the more I thought about it, the more it felt like it fit.

I placed my finger on my lips and proceeded to make a shhh sound, at which point the girl's eyes lit up. It appeared that I'd won her over. Trying to explain to Mom how we'd encountered some suspicious stranger was bound to be a painful experience. I'd had my fair share of fights with her over things that ultimately didn't matter, and as far as it was possible, I wanted to avoid those going forward.

"Do you promise we'll play again?"

"Huh? Oh, sure."

I wasn't sure if "we" there was referring to us two, or if it included the woman as well, but I still went ahead and answered her regardless.

That woman. That woman dressed in a kimono. I knew neither what her name was, nor where she came from. All I did know was that her looks were as striking as a baseball bat, her mannerisms as soft as a pile of mattresses, and her flowery scent so mesmerizing that it made you question if the flowers on her kimono weren't real after all.

Had you asked me before if there existed a person like her in this town, I would have said "no" with full confidence.

Even just at a glance, it was clear that she was as rare as she was pretty—like a beautiful butterfly.




So then, why? Why was it so difficult for me to go to her?

I woke up at the same time as usual in the morning, which was strange given that I hadn't even turned my alarm clock on. I briefly considered getting up, but as I laid there, watching my sister restlessly kicking her feet inside her futon, I ultimately decided against it.

"Sis...?" I could hear her ask in a drowsy voice.

"...Let's just sleep today", I responded. Softly like cream, the girl fell back into sleep. I decided to follow her lead, rolled over, and closed my eyes. There was no escaping the warmth of my futon.

It was like squirming in quicksand.

Lying there, unable to fall asleep, a thought floated into my mind. A thought of an old friend.

Tarumi. Back in elementary school, I truly had believed her to be a person whose face I would see daily for the rest of my life. And yet, after being placed in different classes in middle school, we had kinda just ended up drifting apart.

These days, I hardly even noticed when I walked past her in the hallway. Now, you could say that such was the nature of friendship, and I certainly wasn't going to argue against you. Things you took for granted had a tendency to fade away while you weren't looking, and would sometimes do so even when you were. I'd only recently noticed that there was little that could be done about that.

If that happened with friends, then it made sense to assume that the same would happen with Gon—the dog who lived with my grandparents in the countryside. It had shocked me just how bad his condition had gotten the last time I saw him. He was old, walked sluggishly, and was barely able to keep up with me.

Ever since then, my mind had been filled with anxiety. I felt uneasy.

My stomach hurt constantly, as if it were crying.

A follow-up thought appeared in my mind.

Along the road I had taken to elementary school, there had been this house with a large dog. Whenever a group of kids walked past it, the dog would always come out to sit on the lawn.

All sorts of kids would say hi to the dog. I'd done so too, naturally, with a bright smile on my face. Then, one day, the dog moved to a different house, and a note appeared attached to the fence of the original house saying "thank you, everyone". It even had a picture of the dog, making it seem like the dog was saying it. Back then, I'd felt bad, but now, I got it.

Where would Gon go, I wonder?

Lying there, unable to find an answer, I could see a line of white drifting about inside my eyelids. It left behind a trail, like that of a shooting star, before disappearing. Before I knew it, my consciousness started fading away.

Aah, finally. Freedom from all things scary.

I felt like it had been nothing but those lately.




Knowing that you would never make any progress if you only kept thinking about the future, I decided to force myself to focus on the present instead.

My sister was still asleep. What a good girl. After staring at her for a while to make sure she wasn't going to wake up randomly, I pulled the thin blanket off my body and got up.

While I didn't mind bringing her along, it was incredibly tiresome having to pay constant attention to her. I certainly didn't want to do it every single time. I quietly left our room, making sure not to wake her up, passed our parents' bedroom, praying that Mom hadn't gotten up yet, and finally reached the entrance where I put my shoes on. As usual, I headed out straight from bed. I hadn't even bothered to clean up the mess that was my hair. I wonder, why was it that I'd only now started thinking about that?

It'd been five days since I'd headed out with my sister.

Five days was a long time. Long enough for a friend to turn into an acquaintance. I bet that the woman, too, was long since gone. Not that I cared, obviously, I told myself as I half-ran towards the basketball court. Running without any sort of warm-up really got my blood pumping, and I could feel the final remnants of the fog of tiredness floating above my mind fading away.

Was this the first time I'd ever ran down the spiral bridge? It very well might have been. One by one, the buildings on the other side of the wall disappeared from my sight. Perhaps it was a particularly cold day today, because I couldn't feel the hot air clinging to my skin like usual.

Rather, my body felt light as a feather.

Having made it down the bridge, I next turned toward the basketball hoop and sprinted to it. Gasping for air, I looked around me, but there was no one there but me. That's fine, I told myself while smacking the ball.

Despite running the whole way here, my body for some reason still felt stiff. I stretched my arms open, and could practically feel my muscles creaking. A soft moan escaped my lips.

Why had I come here if there was no one else here? To practice, of course.

That had supposed to been my reason from the start. It was only after I ran into that weirdo that things got all messed up.

And now, everything was returning to normal. Yes, exactly. That was all that was going on here.

"Ah!"

All of a sudden, a voice called out to me. I quickly turned around. That wasn't her, was it? Certainly did not sound like it.

"...Senpai?"

"Knew it was you."

I immediately recognized this person as a member of my school's basketball team. Well, a former member; she was older than me, and had already graduated. She was wearing a plain t-shirt, as well as a pair of sandals. I remember her telling me that she enjoyed going for early morning walks, and it seemed like she hadn't been kidding.

Had we ever talked about her leaving the team? I honestly couldn't remember.

"........."

"Why you look so disappointed? Were you expecting someone else?"

"Oh, no. It's nothing..."

Did I look like that? Well... I wasn't. Definitely not.








She might have been dressed plainly, but her wits were as sharp as ever. Her hair was naturally blonde, which really gave her the appearance of someone who wasn't from around here. I remember her always being the centre of attention in school. Even during matches, all she needed to do was take a single step forward, and she would instantly be surrounded by blockers. I never got the impression that she was too comfortable with that.

"You quit the club, yet here you are still practising. That's great."

"Just doing it to kill time."

"What time? Don't you have entrance exams coming up?"

"I guess."

She hadn't asked how the tournament had gone, giving me the impression that she already knew.

"And you?"

The girl lowered her gaze, and softly shook her head.

"Not up to much. Can't really play, and also don't feel like studying."

"Huh..."

Perhaps it was due to being contrasted against her golden hair, but the expression on the girl's face looked really weak. Fleeting, you could even say. Unlike me, she was actually really pretty, easily the number one or two of her class, which I'd hazard a guess earned her more attention from those around her than was the case with an average-looking person. And yet, it never seemed like she had any interest in paying even the tiniest amount of that attention back. Her hands were simply too full as they were.

Even now, it still felt like that.

Huh... Yeah, it really did.

Most of the time, you don't randomly run into people you've parted ways with, and even when you do, it kind just feels awkward.

I bet the same would be true were I to run into Tarumi again.

Sensing that the conversation had come to an end, the girl waved her hand at me, and turned away.

"See ya."

"Good bye."

That was quite the cold expression to use, wasn't it? I certainly felt that way, yet the girl didn't seem to mind.

Now that I thought about, I guess that was how she'd always been.

She was easily the person at the club with whom I'd talked the most. Neither of us were particularly sociable, which in a weird way made it easier for us to empathize with each other. Most of the time our conversations consisted of her just complaining about stuff, like how her parents always made her do chores when she got home. Not to put any words into her mouth, it did sound like her life was quite tough.

Had you asked me if I thought I'd ever see her again, I probably would have said no. Sure, we still lived in the same town, but so did a whole bunch of other people who I never saw anymore. Honestly, it was kinda strange when you thought about it. It wasn't like we lived in some big city or anything. Surely you would have expected us to bump into each other at some point, even if by pure chance.

Perhaps the town wasn't quite as small in reality as it was in my mind.

Rolling the ball in my hand, I decided to get back to what I'd come here to do in the first place. That was, practising throws. I walked over to the hoop, but just as I reached it, I spun around. There was a person there, staring at me from beneath the bridge. Even from this distance, I instantly recognized their green and yellow eyes.

"........."

"........."

"......Hey."

Our eyes met, yet the woman refused to move away from her hiding spot. Profoundly confused, I tried beckoning to her. As I did, the woman at last leapt out from the shadows. She wasn't wearing the full kimono today, but instead a light yukata. That was perhaps why her stride looked much more nimble this time.

"Morning."

"...Morning. Why were you hiding?"

"Oh, no reason. Just thought it would be fun. And it was."

"Huh..."

She really was able to find fun in anything, huh? Kinda reminded me of Mom.

"When I got here, I saw you just standing around, so I thought I'd hide until you spotted me. Turns out, you did so almost immediately."

"...Yeah. Somehow, it felt like there was someone staring at me."

Definitely didn't want to make it seem like I'd been looking for her or something. Also, given that she hadn't mentioned it, I felt like it was safe to assume that she had not seen senpai. I bet she would have liked to, though. She was, after all, a high school student, and she was, in her own words, into them.

"Didn't bring your sister along today, I see. That's a shame", she commented while staring at my chest area, as if the girl might pop out any second now.

"You liked her that much?"

My sister certainly had liked the woman quite a bit.

"Hmm... I'd say it's more that I loved seeing you take care of her."

There was something so soft, so pleasant about the way she pronounced that word, "love". It was like velvet. I could feel a faint blush appearing on my cheeks.

Not that the word itself meant anything to me. Of course it didn't.

"Anyway. I haven't seen you here in a few days. Why is that? Have you been sleeping late?"

"I mean... It's not like I promised to come or anything."

"Fair enough", the woman quickly responded. The tone of her voice was perfectly even, showing not even the mildest hint of annoyance. "Truth be told, I've only been coming here myself these past few days since I completed my errands early and have had far too much free time as a result. I suppose I figured I could have killed some time talking with you."

In contrast to how her words often felt like they were hiding something sinister, this statement came across sounding completely sincere.

"So, yes. I won't be coming by again."

"Yeah. I don't think I'll be either."

"Huh..."

"Are you sad?"

"No, not at all."

A part of me wanted to assert that I hadn't come here to see her, but I decided against it.

"With that in mind, I'd like to talk with you for a little bit."

"Sure, I don't mind..."

The woman turned around and walked over to the bench. Then, without any hesitation, she sat down before gesturing me to join her.

"Oh, are you afraid of getting yourself dirty? Well, in that case, you may sit on my lap."

She opened her arms, and shot a bright smile my way. All the while, her feet were tapping the ground as if hurrying me up.

Me—a middle schooler—sitting on her—an adult's—lap?

Perhaps it would have worked between her and my little sister, but us two? The balance there felt all sorts of off.

In all likelihood, this was just another one of her jokes. Yeah, that must have been it. Telling myself that, I slowly drew towards the woman. She was still smiling, and her arms were still spread open. I was now standing right in front of her, yet she still wasn't calling it off. I turned around, and bent my knees a little bit. Open your mind now.

"Oh, no. You weren't actually supposed to do it."

"You're the one who asked me."

"Right. I guess I am..."

With no noticeable change in her expression, the girl simply kept on smiling. She had a sort of an... unstable beauty to her, one that made you feel both safe and cautious at the same time. Like, I knew I wasn't really going to sit on her lap, yet the way she smiled made me feel like maybe I should? All in all, very strange. And no, I did not know what I was talking about.

Now, how was I going to resolve this situation? While I obviously didn't want to stay like this with my butt pointed towards her forever, there still remained some slight hesitation in my mind towards the idea of sitting down on the dirty bench. Should I just sit on her lap then? Well, besides the obvious reasons as to why that was a bad idea, I also wasn't sure how I felt about the idea of being so physically close to a person outside my family. I guess you could say... I wasn't quite used to it.

"Hmph. The human body sure is full of mysteries."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Here I am, staring at the butt of a middle schooler, yet it's doing absolutely nothing for me. How does that work? How does my brain even know whose butt it is?"

"Err... Okay?"

"On the other hand, were it the butt of a high schooler, then I surely wouldn't be able to take my eyes off it."

Was she being serious right now? If so, then wow. That was all I had to say.

Seemed like all she had going for her after all was her pretty face and gentle personality.

At the same time, wasn't that enough? How much more positive qualities did one truly need?

"I'm fine with you staying like that, but are you sure your knees can take it?"

"I'm not staying like this. I'm just... thinking."

I could feel a strange pressure against the back of my neck, and with it, my mind turning blank.

"Choosing the toughest way to live. That's pretty cool."

"...Was that sarcasm?"

"Yes."

"Pretty blunt..."

That word, "yes", slid out of her mouth like a stream of liquid.

Warm liquid, specifically. And clean. The kind you'd wash your face with.

After a few moments, I finally gave up, and sat down on the bench next to her. Who cared if my clothes got dirty. I certainly didn't. Moreover, wasn't that why we wore clothes in the first place—to get dirty instead of our bodies? When you thought about it, this was actually the correct way of using them.

The bench let out a loud creak as I sat lowered my body on it. Was it saying that I was too heavy? Well, shut up, bench.

All in all, the thing was incredibly uncomfortable to sit on. I kinda felt like I could have just planted my butt on the bare ground, and it wouldn't have been all that different.

"Welcome in."

"...What? Is this your home or something?"

A strange giggle left the woman's mouth.

Had I ever seen her laugh this up close before? No, I had not. There was also something else I realised that I had not noticed before, partly because of the kind of dress she was wearing, and partly because she had always been so far away.

Her breasts were huge.

And? And nothing.

Before I knew it, my gaze had shifted from the woman's face down to her chest.

"Oh, you're staring at my breasts."

"Huh?"

She'd got me good. I swiftly turned my head away, trying to act like I hadn't just been... well, doing exactly that.

"Well, it's understandable. You are a girl going through puberty, after all. Although, I'm well past it myself, and I still like them."

"Sorry, I don't really know what you're talking about..."

Those words were just meant to showcase my shock; obviously I did know what she meant. I wasn't that stupid.

The woman pushed her chest forward, tapped it lightly, and then continued.

"I know this isn't the most appropriate follow-up for a conversation about breasts, but I'd like to talk about something more serious now."

"Serious, huh..."

"There's that pained look I know you for", the woman commented, the tone of her voice having not changed one bit from the previous topic.

It felt like I'd just been poked in the chest by an invisible finger.

People often said that I looked angry, but pained? That was a new one.

"Do I really look like that? Like I'm in pain?"

"Very much so."

And just like that, she had put a name to the discomfort eating me up from inside.

I was in pain?

What was causing that pain?

Something that was hiding.

What was causing that pain?

Something that tried to make itself invisible.

What was causing that pain?

She was a total stranger, someone who had no reason whatsoever to matter to me, and yet, her bright smile had just cast a ray of light into the bottomless well inside my soul.

I placed my head against my hand, hunched forward, and closed my eyes—as if that light was too bright.

As I did that, I could feel all the things that had ben stuck inside me starting to tumble down.

"There's this dog living at the countryside, and... And he's not well."

Sadness, suffering. Pain.

"That's it. That's all. That's what's making me feel down... I think..."

Putting it that way, the answer to my frustration was actually pretty simple.

I was scared.

Scared of what the passage of time would take from me.

Of this world where people were constantly dying.

"Huh. I see."

That was all the woman had to say in response. Not that I could blame her. To her, I was simply a stranger talking about a dog they'd never met.

However, in the very next moment, I could feel her arms wrapping around my head, and her pulling me against her body. The sheer confidence in her movement made it seem like I wasn't the first person she'd done this to.

What sort of people had she embraced like this in the past, and what sort of people would she embrace in the future? Those were the sort of thoughts that flew through my mind as my head softly pressed against her chest.

With her sweet fragrance entering the very pores of my skin, it felt almost like I was resting upon a field of flowers.

There was a certain cosiness, certain warmth to it that you might expect from leaning against another.

But also the discomfort that came from having to balance yourself in such an awkward position.

I simply wasn't used to it.

It made me shudder.

And yet, as if my body had grown a hundred times heavier, I found myself unable to move.

I wasn't crying or anything. And yet, I also couldn't lift my face.

"It can be quite difficult... But I advise that you cherish that pain", the woman spoke to me from across the field of flowers. "It's never a good idea to turn your back to your true feelings."

Her voice had always sounded so very refined, yet now, for the first time ever, I swore that I could hear it ever so slightly breaking.

Still, none of that changed the nature of her words, or the fact that it was simply impossible for me to put them into practice. It might have been good advice for an adult, but an adult I was not.

Many more moments passed by, with me lying in her lap, and her holding me like a ball.

"Have you calmed down?"

"Mmh..."

Normally, I would have stomped the ground and argued against her, but now, for whatever reason, I didn't feel like moving.

Perhaps I felt bad treading on the flower field?

"It's quite sad that we had to meet under these circumstances. If only you weren't in middle school..."

"Err... Okay?"

If I was in high school, what exactly would she have done to me then?

I might laugh at the thought now, but if it really did happen, would I be able to laugh then?

"Have you calmed down?" she asked me again.

"Yeah. I have. Thank you."

I decided to answer honestly. Not like there was any point in trying to hide things at this stage.

As if that was exactly what the woman had been waiting for me to say, she lifted her hand off my head.

"Now, shall we play?"

"Huh?"

"Did you forget? I said that I wanted to have a match with you after practising for a little bit."

Following her lead, I too got up from the bench. I then quickly brushed my backside.

Could that be the reason why she'd come here? Because she wanted to wrap up what she'd started?

Maybe you could call that having a sense of responsibility, though on a second thought, I wasn't really sure if that was the right word.

"And like we agreed, the loser will need to do anything the winner wants."

"We did?"

I certainly didn't remember that part. Now, how bad of an idea was it to give this woman that kind of a power? Probably very bad.

"However, like I said before, I have absolutely no interest in middle school girls. That's to say, there's nothing I want from you."

If that was true, then why had she spoken to me in the first place?

Had it simply been to kill time? Or perhaps she was lying? In either case, her inexplicable friendliness towards me did leave many questions unanswered.

"You seriously think you're gonna win?"

This snarky remark was met by a soft smile. Out of all the expressions I had seen on her face so far, this one looked by far the most mature.

"You can go first", the woman suggested. Seeing no issue with that, I stepped forth.

I bounced the ball two, three times before raising it to be in front of my face.

The weight of it felt good against my wrists.

I breathed in, and then out.

The sensation of oxygen running through my body was quite the pleasant one. I could also smell the remnants of the flowery scent still stuck in my hair.

Flower... Flower woman.

I could feel my heart starting to pound, and with it, I focused my strength.

Through my days of practising here, I'd piled up some rocks near the hoop to use as footing. Today, for the first time, I'd be putting them to use. There, on the highest spot from the ground, I stood.

I then leapt up, and without any hesitation, shot the ball.

The rocks I'd so carefully piled up silently crumbled, and my feet were left standing on nothing. And yet, I didn't care. All my eyes were focused on was the ball. I watched as it soared through the air, painting a perfect parabola against the clouds of the early morning.

It was there that a strange sensation travelled down from my arms to my elbows.

That sensation was happiness, as powerful as an electric shock.

"Looks like you won."

As I landed, I was met with applause.

Seemingly satisfied by what she'd witnessed, the woman laughed. As drawn in by a beautiful flower, I approached her.

However, as the coach had always taught me, it was too early to celebrate.

"Here."

I picked the ball up and handed it to the woman.

Me, someone who'd always had trouble passing the ball during my club days.

While not what I'd been practising, it looked like I had learned something new.

"Go ahead and give it a try. Would be shame if your practise went to waste."

Like had happened to me.

"If you score, we can say that you won."

What exactly had driven me to say that? Honestly, the sole explanation I could give was that I'd simply felt like it.

Perhaps my long days of training finally bearing fruit had put me into a merry mood. Perhaps.

"You sure?"

"Yep. If you win, I'll do anything you want."

The woman thought for a while.

"Having a person do anything you want doesn't sound nearly as enticing when they're the one offering it."

"Hmm?"

"It's much more fun making them do what you want yourself."

"Right..."

There was something about the way the woman lifted the corners of her lips that made my skin crawl. I was laughing too, yes, but trust me when I say that my spine was stiff enough to rip through my skin.

I'd said it before, but this woman definitely was scary.

The woman then stepped forth, and placed herself underneath the hoop. She straightened out her back, and that alone made her look like something straight out of a postcard. I continued to stare at her, not directly hoping that she'd fail—or succeed—but doing something more akin to praying. 

She jumped beautifully, clearly trying to do it as closely as to how I'd taught her as possible, and released the ball with a soft motion. Unwavering, and with a gentle curve, the ball flew towards the hoop.

It then collided with the rim, letting out a loud clink.

The sound was a powerful one, bringing to mind the image of a clenched fist.

And yet, the sheer existence of it marked her failure.

Tracing the ball with her eyes as it bounced back, the woman let out a giggle.

"Looks like I lost. Not asking for a redo, but you mind if I keep trying till I get it in?"

"Sure, go ahead."

Looking much more like a little girl than an adult woman, I watched as she gleefully ran after the ball.

She tried four more times after that, all misses, before finally getting it in on the fifth.

"Teacher, teacher! I finally got it in!" she proclaimed. Yes, her form had been awful, yes, she had barely put anything I'd taught her into practice, yes, the ball had flown all over the place, but who cared? Her smile shone brightly, the droplets of sweat dripping down her forehead somehow made her look even more beautiful, and she still smelled like a bouquet of flowers.

"Good job. I'd say that counts as graduating the course."

All the complaints I had, I decided to cast into the wind.

With a pleasant, joyful smile on her face, the woman handed the ball back to me.

Like laughing away my bored expression.

"So, now that you've won, what would you like me to do?"

Just like she had nothing she wanted from me, I too found it difficult coming up with a wish.

I held no desires towards the woman. Rather, our relationship was one brought about by a passing interest.

Not that it was a bad thing, I felt.

"Hmm... Let's say, if you ever find yourself with a little sister of your own, promise to take care of her."

"...A little sister?"

"Carrying them, chasing them around... It can all feel like it's a bit much at times."

Thinking back to her watching all calm and composed as I had to deal with my sister made me feel pissed off. Time for you to suffer too, I say.

"Oh, and same goes if it's a little brother too, of course", I hastily added. For whatever reason, I hadn't even considered that possibility. Out of sight, out of mind, I suppose. It was almost impossible to change how your mind functioned, and so, if there was something you didn't want to forget, your only choice was to keep it by your side forever.

When it would happen, that I did not know, but there was no doubt that she, too, would one day vanish from my memory.

As if unwilling to part ways, I continued staring at her.

"Got it. It's a promise."

With just those handful of words and nothing more, the woman accepted my proposal. The smile on her face was neither decorative, nor did it show any begrudgement. Hiding nothing, she was smiling from the heart.

How did I know that? Because right now, I was too.

"Next time we meet, let's go on a date if you don't already have a girlfriend by then."

Was there going to be a next time? I had no idea, and realistically, neither did she. 

"Girlfriend?"

Not a boyfriend. This whole conversation was moving a bit too fast for my liking, and I ended up simply shaking my shoulders.

Seeming satisfied with this, the woman too shook her own.

Huh... We never had told each other our names, had we? We'd met, and then parted ways, not caring about that even the tiniest bit. I bounced the ball, walked around the court, shot, and then ran after the ball to catch it.

Despite both of my feet being firmly planted against the pavement, it still sounded like I was jumping in place.

"...Haha."

A strangle giggle escaped my lips. Ha, ha. One by one, more followed. My shoulders and cheeks alike felt light. The impatience that had been pressing against the back of my head disappeared, and it became incredibly easy for me to move my body forward.

I watched as a silent wave of light washed over the town, the light orange glow of the morning sun shining through the gaps between buildings. A thin layer of clouds stretched across the entirety of the sky, with tall pillars here and there rising higher than your eye could possibly see. The silence was only broken by the occasional car driving by. The warmth of the air around me, as well as its scent put a smile on my face.

It felt like it'd ben ages since I'd last truly witnessed daybreak.

I could stare into space, do nothing, or act as energetic as possible. In either case, a new day would start, and it would eventually come to an end. This realisation and its consequences spreading through my mind was what finally put the brakes on my overeager emotions. The droplets of sweat dripping down my skin glistened under the light of the morning sun.

I'd had fun, and that had made me feel light.

Perhaps it really was as simple as that.

The sound the ball made as I bounced it felt so nice. I bent my wrist, and forced it to spin.

That was it. I'd been happy.

Not bad. Yes. Not bad at all.

It was difficult to grasp how serious she was at any given moment, yet in my heart, I felt the truth.

The sweet aftertaste of her laughter, and the faint coldness it evoked at the same time.

Quietly, a feeling unlike anything I'd felt before filled me up from the inside.

I'd poked a bubble, popped it, and fallen to the highest of places.

This feeling...

...could it be...

...first love?

"No way."

Laughing the thought off, I bounced the ball once more.

Hmm.

In the window created by the ball and my extended hand, I saw something. A person. A bored looking girl pedalling down the bridge. She was going quite fast, and before I knew it, had vanished from my sight.

Neither of us had noticed the other. We'd simply passed each other by.

And yet, a few steps later, for whatever reason, I found myself thinking back to her black hair blowing in the wind.

















"What's that?"

"It's a water bottle."

More than the bottle itself, what caught my attention was the strap it was hanging from. It really made her look like a little kid.

I'd attempted to pass by this eighteen-year-old standing in front of my house with a water bottle and a rucksack, only for her to tackle me. The difference in our posture, combined with the surprise nature of her attack had sent both of us flying straight into the gate pillar.

"Seriously with you..."

"I'm Nagafuji."

Was she even listening?

The water bottle was the very same one she had used on a certain field trip in grade school, and seeing it made me feel quite nostalgic. But, enough about that.

"Did you come hang out at my place? Or are you going on a field trip?"

"Field trip."

"Not sure where you see fields around here..."

I'd had some plans for today, but I guess I could throw those in the dumpster now. It was actually quite common that something like this happened, making me wonder if she was perhaps ambushing me on purpose. That, or perhaps it was because I mostly went outside around the same time of day.

"Well, whatever. Let's go then. But, first, let go of me."

Still pinned down as a result of her earlier tackle, I tore Nagafuji—having taken her glasses off for some reason—off me before escorting her back inside. It was just a feeling I had, but I could swear that she had somehow gotten even taller than the last time. That, or perhaps it was I who had shrunk. I took off my shoes—which I'd gotten to wear for maybe an entire minute—and put them on the shelf, which prompted Nagafuji to do the same.

"I found this bottle at the back of the kitchen cabin, and that got me in a field trip mood", she explained. Now, what had she originally been digging for there, I wondered. "But, because I figured that I probably wouldn't make it if I tried going somewhere actually far away, I decided to come over to your place instead."

"Really? Because to me, it just sounds like you wanted an excuse to come here."

"I did."

"Huh..."

I tried tackling her, but was unable to make her as much as flinch.

"Oh, you're back early."

It was Enome who greeted me, currently cleaning the shelves along the unreasonably long hallway. She then noticed Nagafuji, and I could swear that the slightest hint of a smile appeared on her face.

"Welcome."

"Welcome accepted."

"This one said she wanted to have lunch in the garden."

"Right."

As if accustomed to Nagafuji's strange antics, Enome got up without much of a reaction.

"Well then, allow me to fetch a blanket for you."

"Sorry for the trouble."

"I'm used to it."

With that, the woman walked away, only for her to turn back halfway as if she'd forgotten something.

"Is she staying the night?"

"Hmm. If I do, that'll turn the field trip into an overnight excursion."

"Well don't then."

"No, I think I will. I like both."

Yeah, whatever. One look at her rucksack on her back made it clear that this had been her intention from the start.

Who even enjoyed having lunch outside at this time of the year? I could already feel the sun scorching my neck.

"Please wait a moment while I get everything ready."

"It doesn't need to be fancy. Seriously."

I really hated to interrupt her work for something this trivial. Or someone this titty-al. Seriously, just look at them. This joke earned me a light smack on the head. Could that be why I was shrinking, because she was always smacking me?

"W-a-i-t-i-n-g", Nagafuji hummed, letting everyone know what she was doing. A few moments later, I decided that enough time had passed, and we made our way over to the yard.

"Ooh. Artistic."

The red blanket laid next to the pond immediately jumped out to me, so pronounced, so out of place it looked like it had been painted there with a brush. While that would already have been plenty by itself, a parasol had also been erected next to it. A beach parasol, specifically. And one with a watermelon pattern at that. Had she not been able to find one of a more appropriate size in time? Then again, I suppose I couldn't complain too much; I was the one who'd said that it didn't need to be anything too fancy.

"How elegant."

"You think?"

The two of us sat down under the parasol. Being a watermelon, the shadow it cast naturally painted everything reddish.

Nagafuji proceeded to put down her rucksack and water bottle before stretching out her legs. She then laughed.

"You always sit so properly, Hino."

"Hmm? Oh, I guess I do."

Without even thinking about it, I'd ended up sitting on my knees like a proper lady. I could see Nagafuji smiling with sanctification as she stared at my legs.

"What?"

"I like it."

"Well, I'm glad you do."

For someone reason, it felt like our conversations always stopped at the most random of spots. I didn't really get it.

Behind my back, as if pressing against it, I could hear the sound of cicadas singing in the trees. As that was happening, the warmth of the sun, which the parasol did little to stop, burnt up my skin. Mixed in with the scorching air, I could smell the pond's moss.

"Let's eat quick, and get back to my room."

"Oh, no. We've gotta take our time. It'd be a huge waste otherwise."

"How do you always manage to worry about all the wrong things..."

Trying to hurry her along seemed to have worked at least somewhat, as Nagafuji reluctantly opened up her rucksack and pulled out bag containing a lunch box.

What was inside? Yaki udon. Made by her mom, no doubt.

"So you just happened to come here with lunch already prepared?"

"Thanks, Mommy!"

I noticed that there was something else inside the bag too. With Nagafuji busy munching on a particularly large piece of onion, I decided to pull it out. The object turned out to be a small container shaped like a goldfish. I quickly pulled the lid open.

What I found inside were a bunch of canned mandarin slices. The sweet smell of syrup and fruit quickly assaulted my nose.

I immediately recognized this thing from a field trip we'd once gone on in elementary school. Which grade we'd been on, that I could no longer recall. Regardless, she had forgotten to bring it back with her, resulting in one of the few times when I'd seen her looking genuinely sad. Wishing to cheer my friend up, I'd hunted down the store where she'd bought it from in the first place, purchased a second copy, and given it to her as her birthday present that year.

She'd been overjoyed, so much so that... Well, actually, we can skip over how she'd rewarded me.

In any case, that explained why she still carried this old thing around.

"...That was pretty long time ago, huh?"

And yet, it felt like it had happened just yesterday.

So much time had passed. Us going to elementary school, us first meeting even before that, us starting middle school. All of those things were in the distant past now. This current summer was our eighteenth. How many more did we have left, I wondered.

Today, just like in the past, I was the young lady of the house, the garden was large and wide, and Nagafuji was sitting by my side.

There was nothing that I lacked, and nothing more that I desired.

From the very moment that I was born, my life had been complete.

I was free to live my life doing absolutely nothing.

Whenever I was alone, yes, I did have worries.

But, when she was with me, they disappeared.

If I could stay like this for the rest of my days, then nothing else mattered.

I was satisfied.

"So thought the young Hino."

"Stop reading my thoughts."

I shook my hand at her. How had she even done that?

Perhaps it went to show how little distance there was between our hearts.

















The high school Shima reflected on the mirror was making the same face as usual.

"Looking tired."

It was honestly a shock that my eyes were even able to stay open. Was it really okay for me to walk around looking like this, spreading my negative energy to everyone who laid their eyes upon me? I wonder, what did Adachi think about the matter? She probably didn't, if I'm being honest.

She never did bare her fangs at me. How could she when she was terrified of even touching me? Yet at the same time, she sought physical intimacy. Those feelings would from time to time boil over, and manifest as her ramming into me at full speed. Out of the two of us, Adachi was certainly the more physically capable individual, which meant that I really had to give it my all to avoid being crushed.

Was I really that scary? In middle school, maybe, but I would've thought I'd grown much friendlier since those days.

Truly, love worked in mysterious ways.

It was currently the summer break of our third year in high school. You could almost count the days till graduation with just your fingers.

"........."

It really had felt like high school would never end. That these days would continue on forever.

How strange that in middle school, such a thought had not even once crossed my mind.

Perhaps it went to show just how satisfied I was by my current life.

"Well then, you should try looking a little happier."

I grabbed my cheeks and squished my face into a smile before leaving the bathroom behind. I considered simply returning to my room, but noticing that my throat had grown dry, I decided to instead drop by the kitchen first. However, right in that moment, a bright light flashed above my head.

"I sensed you, Shimamura."

"I feel like you could have just used your ears. Or your eyes."

I gently threw this sudden visitor off my head. What landed on the floor was a penguin, acting as if nothing at all had happened. Penguins were nice, but what was up with the banner with "ice" written on it she had wrapped around her belly? It looked exactly like something you might find hanging in front of a cafe during summer.

"What's that?"

"It's fancy."

"Hmm..."

"Super fancy", she clarified, all the while proudly pushing out her stomach.

I didn't really get it, but, whatever. She looked happy enough. The fancy penguin and I made our way over to the kitchen.

"Mommy isn't here."

"No, she's not. She goes to the gym at this time."

"That's good to know", the penguin laughed from the inside of her beak. I'd been thinking about this for a while now, but that wasn't where your head was supposed to come out from, was it? Rather than being the penguin herself, it more looked she'd been swallowed whole by one. Well, if not from there, where was her head supposed to be coming out from then? That, in all honesty, proved to be quite the difficult question to answer. Another difficult question was, where did she even get all these pyjamas from? They were all based on animals from that one picture book my sister had, but how did that work? Moreover, what was the point? Truly, there was no making sense out of an alien's logic.

I opened the fridge, only for the penguin to immediately attempt to leap inside. As I was doing my best to keep her in place, my sister walked in. Every last inch of her skin not covered by her clothes had been tanned brown, drawing a clear line between it and the paleness peeking out from inside her sleeves.

"Ah, if it isn't Shou."

The penguin waddled over to greet the girl.

"You're what... a chilly penguin today?"

"A fancy penguin."

"Fancy?"

"Hahaha."

"Oh, come here."

Watching my sister play with Yashiro's cheeks, I poured myself a cup of barley tea. I was supposed to return to my room, but decided instead to keep watching the two. Shortly after, I stood back up.

I poured two extra cups of tea and handed those to the girls.

"Here you go."

"Oh, wow. Didn't think you could be this thoughtful, Sis."

"Shut it."

This cheeky comment earned the girl a pinch on the chin.

"Thank you dearly."

The penguin, on the other hand, responded much more politely. Even so, I couldn't help but feel like her choice of words didn't exactly mesh well with the expression on her face.

"Where did you even pick that up from?"

"From viewing the television with Daddy."

"Right. You do get most of your stuff from TV..."

It felt like it was most of the nights these days that I'd catch her in the living room watching TV with Dad. It seemed that Dad, too, had gotten quite used to this strange creature, so much so that whenever he bought candy from the store, he knew exactly how much extra he should buy for her.

"What do you want to play today?"

"Something sweet!"

Mom's influence, on the other hand, could best be seen in her sense for words.

"You wanna play too, Sis? If you ask nicely, I might consider it."

"Yeah, as if. I have exams soon. I need to study."

This wasn't a joke; I was actually studying quite hard. I'd taken some time to think about things after starting my third year in school, and the conclusion I'd ultimately reached was that I did in fact want to go to university.

"Sis, you're, err... Going to university?"

"That's the plan, yes."

Just had to pass the exam first.

"Hohoho. University."

"You know what a university is?"

"It's a yummy potato."

"Right..."

Sounded like she was thinking of a different word. Well, whatever.

I shifted my attention back to my sister.

"Does that mean you're gonna move away?"

This question felt like an arrow being show at me. Never before had I experienced anything like this coming from my sister.

Her eyes, wavering with uneasiness, reminded me of that time when she had still respected me.

How adorable. And here I'd thought she'd never be cute again.

"Nope. I'm planning on going from home."

Were someone like me to suddenly move to live by themselves, all I could see that ending in was disaster. Now, what would I do once I was finished studying? I suppose that was a problem for the future me.

"Huh. That's... cool."

Based on the small smile that appeared on her face, it looked like about half of her worries had been washed away by my answer.

"Oh, were you gonna get lonely without your big sis?"

"Hmph!"

This earned me a kick under the table. Deserved.

"Let me cheer you up."

I grabbed the girl's cheeks and squished them around, just like how she'd been doing to Yashiro moments earlier. Then again, even if not right now, there would eventually come a day when I'd need to move out, wouldn't there? Thinking about it, I too found myself feeling slightly sentimental.

I guess you could say that I really did love living here.

With the majority of my puberty behind me—including the rebellious phase of middle school Shima—I was finally able to say that for certain. I might not have expressed those feelings verbally, but they were clear from the way I conducted myself. Perhaps it was why Mom, too, kept pestering me constantly these days. Seriously, what was up with that woman? She was so... elastic.

"Oh."

Having been giggling mere moments ago, Yashiro's expression all of a sudden returned to normal as she turned to face the kitchen wall.

"Your phone rang, Shimamura."

"Oh, it did?"

While I hadn't heard anything of the sort, I decided to check it out regardless. If there was one thing my time spent with this alien had taught me, it was that her senses were on a whole different level.

"Keep the penguin from opening the fridge", I told my sister before leaving the kitchen. The final image I saw in the corner of my eye was the creature waddling in place, with the girl holding her in place. Good enough. So, there was a penguin living with us now, huh? I suppose that, in the literal sense, you could consider that as fancy.

Walking down the hallway, the floorboards so humid you could practically hear them splashing with each step I took, I made my way back to my room. I stood in the dead centre of it for a moment, wondering where my phone was again, before suddenly remembering that I'd left it charging. I walked over to where the charger was, and grabbed the device.

"Oh, yeah. I do have a message. From Adachi."

Good job, penguin. Her senses truly were sharp. Suspiciously so, in fact. Hearing the phone ringing in a different room would've been one thing, but she was also able to tell when someone was coming home before they even rang the door bell. Like, how was that even possible? I truly did not have an explanation for it. I'd even asked her about it once, but she had only laughed at me.

"'Please do call'... And sent."

I still felt like it'd be way faster if I just called her myself. And yet, I never did it. There was a part of me that felt like it was wrong to prioritize efficiency in a relationship. I wonder, did Adachi ever think about stuff like that? If I had to guess, I'd say probably not. After all, the only relationships I was aware of her having were with me and her mother.

Speaking of her mother, what was up with her? Before I could think about that for any longer, my phone rang.

"Yes."

"He—"

I went out of my way to speak before she could say "hello". I then waited for her to finish her greeting.

"Yes..."

"This is exactly what I like about you, Adachi. Although, I think this isn't the first time I've said that."

She was very teasable, I suppose you could say. Oh, but don't get me wrong; I wasn't trying to claim that she was weak or anything. No, it was clear that she was putting in a lot of effort to act stronger. Take this situation for example: She was obviously flustered, yes, but whereas in the past those feelings might have overwhelmed her completely and left her making all kinds of strange noises, here she was able to manage them. Now, did that mean that there would eventually come a time when her suspicious behaviour was but a distant memory? Perhaps it was wrong of me, but I kinda didn't want to see that happen.

"Now then, what is it? Or did you just want to talk?"

"Talk..."

"About?"

"Is it okay if I come over?"

"To my place? Yeah, sure, but I warn you, it's pretty hot in here."

I'd turned the old storage room on the second floor into a study room, and while there was an air conditioner here, it was obvious that the thing wasn't working properly. I was forced to rely on a crappy electric fan to stop myself from passing out. Now, what did Adachi see in this room that made her want to come here specifically? Obviously, I already knew the answer. It was me. She wanted to come over for me.

"It's just, it's been so long since I saw you last..."

"Has it?"

I counted with my fingers. Three days.

"Didn't we go on a date three days ago?"

That date had taken place at the mall. Not that there really were any other good places to hang out around here. Conversely, the mall had everything. The fact that the parking lot was full every time we went there was all the proof you needed.

"Three days..."

"Three days."

Yes, three days.

"Be it a single second or a century, any span of time without you feels too long."

"...Aren't you the poet, Adachi."

Her love for me was so intense that from time to time, I found myself wondering if I truly was worthy. Don't get me wrong; it wasn't like I was against it or anything. Rather, it was more accurate to say that I doubted myself. Such was the intensity of her love.

Living in its shade, I doubt even she herself could see its true extent.

All this standing in place was starting to hurt my feet. I walked over to my rolled-up futon, sat down on it, and proceeded to idly stare at the ceiling.

"Oh, studying. We can... could study together."

Somehow, it was always the simplest of words that caused Adachi the most trouble.

"Sure. That sounds good."

Come to think of it, I'd never actually done that before, studying with a fellow student. The thought alone was quite thrilling.

"I'll be waiting then. Oh, but please don't rush. I don't want you to get into an accident or something."

"Yeah."

The shortness of her response, combined with her immediately ending the call made it clear that she did, in fact, intend to rush like crazy.

I put my phone down, and spread my arms open.

Feeling like I'd surely fall asleep were I to lie like this for any longer, I forced myself up. Would the old me have done that? Absolutely not. Clearly, something had changed.

Many things had since I'd met Adachi. Putting all of them together, they gave me motivation.

It was quite incredible, wasn't it, for another to become a source of motivation for you. I knew from experience how rare that was, and that was exactly why I respected Adachi so.

Now...

Adachi was coming over to study with me.

"Hmph."

I imagined we'd be doing no such thing.




With the fan blowing softly, I watched as the penguin floated in the air in front of me. The fact that I didn't even have energy to be shocked by this sight went to show just how dreadful summers were.

That said, this was nothing compared to that time when she'd been a jellyfish. Seeing her float around back then had been a truly magical experience.

I'd asked her before how she was able to fly, and surprisingly enough, she had actually given me an answer. Just not one I was able to understand. I did remember though her stressing that she was not technically flying, but rather, constantly rewriting her positional coordinates. Whatever that meant. Could it be that she was actually super smart, and was only using this childish appearance as a disguise while she planned to take over the world? Thinking that, I went to grab a box of chocolates from nearby which I then handed to her, prompting her to immediately start munching them down with her usual happy smile. And thus, the planet had been saved for yet another day.

Putting that aside, I went ahead and focused my ears to see if I could do it too. Now, what exactly was I supposed to be listening for? Obviously, I had no idea. I closed my mouth shut and listened extra hard, but the only thing I was able to pick up was the beating of my own heart. I guess that was good enough for now.

Hmm... Should I perhaps be thinking more about Adachi?

With such idle thoughts rocking my heart around, the penguin landed softly on the floor next to me. She then let out a chirp, and pointed her wing towards the hallway.

"Adachi will arrive shortly."

"...Will she?"

I tried sensing far away she was, but naturally, it didn't work. Now, maybe if she started singing like a cicada, perhaps then I could sense her.

One thing was clear, that being that whatever signal Yashiro was picking up, it couldn't be love. Why? Because if it was love—Adachi's love—that would shine all the way to the far side of the moon. Clearly, love wasn't something that you could sense. What was it then? In the back of my mind, I hoped that I could one day find an answer to that question. A real answer, not a scientific one.

Now, if it relied on some strange yet-to-be-discovered alien organ, then no, you could forget about it, though at the same time, I kinda felt like Adachi might still be up to the task.

"For someone who can't even wash their own dishes, you sure are capable of a lot of weird stuff."

"Hahaha. If you're ever unsure, just wait outside, and you'll be the first to arrive."

"Huh... I don't know if that's supposed to be deep, or just nonsense..."

Now, back to my sister you go, I concluded while giving the penguin a pat on the back, sending her waddling down the hallway.

It was quite strange how we had all just seemingly accepted that this mysterious creature was now living with us. If it was like Hino's place for example, yeah, that would make sense, you could totally imagine an alien living somewhere in that giant mansion, but here? Why? Why'd she chosen us?

Perhaps it was that destiny thing she was always going on about.

Feeling my own date with destiny drawing near, I made my way over to the entrance hall. There, my eyes came across a basketball. It'd been years since I'd last used the thing, and these days, it mostly just sat on the shelf, almost like a trophy of some kind. I picked it up, rolled it around on my palm, and then put it back down. The mere touch of the ball was enough to take me back to the days of old.

I opened the front door and took a step outside. Doing so, I was greeted by sunlight, and a bike.

"...Shimamura?"

"And you are Adachi Sakura."

Having just gotten off her bike, Adachi stared at me, her eyes wide. Turned out, the alien had been right on the money.

"Err... Were you waiting for me there the whole time?"

Adachi's eyes shined with anticipation, rivalling even the sun in the brightness. I guess if I was ever to go over to her place, that's how she'd be waiting for me. Not that I'd ever been.

There was this one time when I'd said as a joke that I wanted to visit her room, to which Adachi had reacted by violently shaking her head and telling me that I absolutely could not. Why was that? Did she have some sort of weird stuff in there? Maybe enough to build a shrine out of that she prayed on daily?

"No, no. I sensed you coming. No, actually, a little bird told me. Or something."

I decided against telling her the truth halfway through, but only ended up fumbling over my words. The mood had been totally ruined. And yet, Adachi's didn't seem to mind; on her lips bloomed a pretty flower.

"That's kinda... amazing."

Whereas myself, I'd probably been wondering if there was something wrong with my hearing, Adachi's thoughts appeared to exist on a higher plane.

"Hahaha."

Feelings of guilt began running through my mind: at this point, it was too late to pretend like I wasn't getting something out of this. Moving away from that topic, Adachi picked up her bag from the basket of her bike, and the two of us headed inside.

Standing on the porch, I smiled, and waved my hand.

"High school Shima reporting in."

"Huh? Hmm?"

She thought about it for a moment, but in the end, didn't seem to get what I'd meant. I very much enjoyed seeing her like that, looking all puzzled.

"Oh, don't worry about it. I just felt like I had to say it."

Just like I feel like I have to do this, I added as I took a step past her. A step straight into the closed front door. Well, that's what it would have been, had Adachi not slid sideways to form a wall in front of me. I guess I wasn't getting past her after all.








"And thus, the story began."

Adachi's eyes had practically turned into question marks at this point.

"Sorry. I feel like I'm not really following you today."

"That can happen sometimes."

Personally, I felt like it was a good thing; most of the time, she was the one going too fast to follow.

"Welcome. To the second floor you go."

"Pardon the intrusion... Oh, is your Mom not home?"

"Nope. She's at the gym. Feel free to skip the formalities."

Taking a quick peek at the pale white skin poking out from underneath her dress, we walked up the stairs to the second floor. It was there that I noticed that she was still wearing the hairpin I'd given to her as a gift quite a while ago. This little fact alone made me feel such joy. Many things did when I was with Adachi.

Our lifestyles were completely different, resulting in plenty of fresh experiences for the both of us. And yet, despite those differences, we were able to coexist in harmony. Did Adachi's eccentricities often get in the way of our high school life? For sure. At the same time, I found it oddly satisfying. That if anything was proof of our compatibility.

Entering my room, I immediately noticed that the air there was tiny bit cooler compared to when I'd left. Turned out, it'd been a wise idea to leave the air conditioner on. There was another thing I noticed as well, that being the smell of dust. Despite the multiple hours I'd put into cleaning this place up, I could still smell the old storage room whenever I walked in. What was up with that?

I suppose that just as was the case with people, a room's past could not be so easily forgotten either.

"So, three days, huh?"

"Yeah."

Brushing her hair to the side, Adachi continued staring at me. There was nowhere for me to run—nor was there for her.

"I feel... revitalized."

"Umm, sure. I'll take that as a compliment."

I went ahead and tried imagining how that might look, me vitalizing her. For whatever reason, the image that came to my mind was one where Adachi was a houseplant, and I was pouring water on her—getting her all nice and wet. Meanwhile, Adachi proceeded to sit down, her joints letting out the sort of creaks that made one wonder if she perhaps did need some water. She was wearing a top that left her shoulders fully exposed, contrasting quite nicely with the meek posture she had assumed. Perhaps I should have put on something nicer too, instead of just sticking to what I already happened to have on. My shirt was all stretched out, and this part is a secret, but my shorts also had a tiny hole in them.

Having had no plans to leave the house today, I hadn't even bothered putting on any makeup. Couldn't I have done that between now and when Adachi had first called me, you ask? Sure, I could, but as you just saw, I'd been far too busy attempting to awaken my latent ESP powers.

"........."

While it might have been a fact that Adachi was head over heels for me, that probably wasn't an excuse for me to not put the tiniest bit of effort into my appearance, huh? Like, if she could do it, then why not me? Starting off small, I went ahead and straightening out my back.

"Huh? What?"

"Nothing. Just checking if how vitalized you were."

Still pretty warm in here, I added while turning the fan on. While all of the fans on the first floor were already the bladeless kind, such modernity had yet to make it way up here. The green plastic blades of the device spun around like a waterwheel.

Adachi put down her bag, pulled out a notebook as well as a set of writing equipment, and placed those on the corner of the table.

"Oh, wow. You actually did come to study."

"Huh?"

"Nothing, nothing. Let's study."

I'd kinda assumed we'd be spending the entire day just talking about stuff. Moving the stuffed seal out of the way, I cleared myself room to sit down. As I did, I could see Adachi nervously swaying from side to side. I went ahead and followed her movements with my eyes, which immediately caused her to blush. She tried to laugh it off, but the only part of her face that seemed to comply were her eyes.

It felt like whenever Adachi was with me, she forgot how to smile. Now, based on that alone, you might have thought it was a case of me applying some sort of pressure on her. However, even though I'd never seen it myself, I'd heard the regular Adachi being described as indifferent, sometimes even callous. The kind of person who only ever had a single expression on their face, regardless of who they were talking to. Very scary.

"Hey, Adachi. Could you cool down for me for a little bit?"

I was just curious enough to ask her. Clearly not getting what I was asking her to do, she stared at me for a moment, pinching her upper arm.

"...Oh, do you want to drop by the pool or something?"

Very interesting interpretation there. Pool, huh? While that didn't sound like the worst idea possible, going to the gym right now did come with the risk of encountering the kappa.

"No, not what I meant. I was talking about your attitude. I kinda want to see the regular Adachi."

"Regular? This... This is the regular me."

"You're normally all calm and distant, from what I've heard."

Especially in middle school, she'd apparently looked exactly as she did now, except even more relaxed. I really wanted to see that with my own two eyes. Would I want to let her see what I had looked like in middle school? No, absolutely not. But we weren't talking about me right now, were we?

"I am calm right now."

"Hmm, are you?"

I got up and walked around the table to check. Already, that illusion of calmness was starting to break as she leaned away from me. I chased after her, got all close, and then what? What should I do next? Her guard could not have been more down. For whatever reason, all the ideas that came to my mind were the inappropriate kind.

Her blueish black hair, her eyes glimmering green in the sunlight, her adorable face—no longer that of a girl, but not quite yet that of a woman either. As I stared at her, I could only think of a single thing: How beautiful she was. How unbelievably beautiful she had made herself for me.

Her soft cheek practically begging to be touched, I placed my hand upon it. This caused Adachi to twitch slightly. In her eyes, you could see anxiousness, but also something else. I gave her cheek a quick squeeze.

"Hehe..."

Letting out a suggestive giggle, I returned back to my seat. In through, there was no thought behind it. I had no idea what I was doing here. No, that was a lie. I did have an idea, but was simply too cowardly to pull it off. Was that okay? Or had I done a big mistake? A wave of hesitation crashed over me.

Knowing Adachi, she'd be ready to accept whatever I had to give her. You might have thought this was a good thing, but in reality, it only made me worry more.

Oh, how young I was. We both were. Hiding my blush behind my hands, I giggled once more.

"Shimamura?"

"Hehehe..."

From time to time, I could hear my sister and Yashiro playing downstairs. Yashiro's voice especially was quite audible.

"Once summer break ends, there's the culture festival, right?"

I decided to see if I could turn the flow of this conversation to a slightly more school-related topic. Adachi, having been keeping her mind occupied by trying to line up the corners of her notebooks, titled her head at me, as if the words I'd just said made no sense whatsoever.

"Oh? Is there really?"

"Well, there was last year."

Not that I'd participated, not last year, nor the year before it.

"That said, there's much for us to do there, since we aren't part of any clubs."

"Right..."

Adachi sounded quite disinterested, which honestly wasn't all that shocking. School was hardly something she was passionate about, after all. However, it appeared that she quickly realised something, as she added the following:

"Wanna go take a look around together when it happens?"

"Oh, sure. That sounds nice."

Not like she needed to ask me in advance. Like, who else would I got with? ...That's right, no one.

This cute little Adachi was all I needed.

"Now then... Shall we get studying?"

"Sounds like you don't really want to..."

"That's studying for you."

Some people might have been able to engage with studying in a positive manner, but I sure couldn't. And yet, for all these days, I'd kept it up. It felt like for once, I was actually thinking about my future. Or rather, our future; I knew that failing here would make it impossible for me to keep walking the same path as Adachi. If there was ever a time in my life where I needed to give it my all, this was it. In all honesty, it felt kinda good. 

Now, that wasn't to say that all of my plans had turned out equally well. From the very beginning of summer break, I'd thought it would be nice to have some place outside of home where I could go to study, and, well, you could see how well that had turned out. Maybe I should try looking for one of those study groups or whatever. Then again, it was probably already too late for that.

I had no shortage of things I'd wanted to do, but had missed my chance. It just went to show how important it was to do what mattered now instead of postponing it for later. That way, instead of a hundred regrets, you would only have ninety nine.

I had another look at what I'd written down in my notebook the day before. I found doing that over and over again a surprisingly effective method of memorizing this stuff. Or maybe that was just what I told myself. Feeling my posture starting to get worse, I went ahead and pulled myself up.

Doing so, my eyes met with those of Adachi, who for some reason swiftly averted her gaze. Not only that, she then proceeded to pound her belly like a sumo wrestler preparing to enter the ring. I briefly considered asking her if everything was okay, but soon realised that there was no need; the answer was right there in her eyes.

If it was neither the textbook nor her notes that she was looking at, then what was it? Time to find out. First, I placed my finger in front of her eyes, after which I began slowly moving it away from her, tracing back her line of sight. I could already hear Adachi panicking, saying stuff like "It's not what you think!", but I ignored her. Soon enough, my finger had arrived at my own chest.

It appeared that was where her eyes had been pointing at. My chest. I turned to look down at my shirt. There was some English text written on it, and while you probably could have read what it said a couple of washing cycles earlier, at this point it was illegible. When I slouched forward earlier, had it perhaps looked like I was trying to hide it? Maybe?

Hmph.

No. That wasn't it.

I raised my head.

Adachi's entire face was glowing bright red, to the point where it almost looked like someone had covered it in strawberry jam. Even the teeth peeking out from behind her trembling lips looked like they were about to change colour. I did like strawberry jam, and I did like Adachi, so maybe that was actually a good thing? No, no. Jokes weren't going to get me out of this one.

I could feel my own ears starting to get warm too, showing that Adachi wasn't the only one feeling embarrassed here.

"Hey, Adachi..."

Should I confront her, or should I not? I honestly didn't know. My feet dangled in the air, waiting for directions.

"Yes. I'm... Adachi..."

It was as if her anxieties had come alive, and were now controlling her like some sort of a puppeteer. What to do, what to do. I could always just not mention it, and go back to studying. At the same time, I felt like this was a really important problem to tackle—were Adachi and I to remain girlfriends, it would surely need to be solved one day. That day might as well be today.

The world before me growing blurry, I decided to go for it.

"Were you just looking at me in a naughty way?"

There. I'd said it. There was no taking it back now. My memory would not allow it.

I could practically see steam shooting out of Adachi's ears.

Immediately afterwards, she slammed her head straight into the desk. You could practically feel the floor shaking underneath us—clearly, she hadn't been holding back. While my initial reaction was that of confusion, those feelings quickly turned into worry as I realised that she wasn't getting back up.

"Hey, Adachi."

"...i did not..."

It appeared that was the best rebuttal she could muster. Honestly, I was more worried about her head at this point.

Wait, no. I didn't mean it like that.

"You really shouldn't hit your head like that."

"It's fine. I'm... fine."

The price she'd paid for calming herself down clearly visible on her forehead, Adachi pulled her face together. Or at least, most of it; her lower lip still continued to tremble, showing that all it would take for her to launch into a full-on Adachi-style tirade was a momentary loss of focus. The whole thing was making me feel thoroughly uncomfortable. That said, it wasn't like I could just turn back. Not anymore.

"All jokes aside, if there's something you want from me, I'd very much like to now. So, what is it?"

As I spoke, my fingers continued drumming against my knees. What was the name of this sensation, being incapable of sitting still? I knew it must have had one, but I couldn't think of it. 

"It's... a lot of things..."

The way her mouth moved kinda made it look like she was sucking on a piece of candy. Was I really that insufficient?

That wasn't good. Bad, even. Very bad.

So.

"Adachi."

"Hugh."

What sort of a reaction was that? I raised my hand in the air, as if making a pledge.

"I will now ask you a few questions."

"Heek."

Again. Was she biting her tongue? That was certainly what it looked like. Maybe I should stop. I'd hate it if she ended up biting her tongue off, which at the rate things were currently going, honestly didn't feel like that distant of a possibility.

"This is a very serious question. I'm going to need you to answer honestly. For the both of us."

It might have sounded like I was just bullying her at this point—but I wasn't. I wouldn't want to be asking her these things either if I had a choice—but I didn't. This had to be done, for her sake, for my sake, and for the sake of our relationship going forward.

Adachi continued taking deep breaths, though it kinda just sounded like you were trying to pump a balloon already full of holes.

"I've... never.... lied... to you..."

Between each individual word, there was a long pause. It looked like that was the only way she was able to speak. Would she really be able to make it through this?

Then again, I suppose this wasn't that different how she acted on the regular.

Now, time for the big question—the question which if it was launched at me, I'd probably just run away.

"You were... staring at my breasts, were you not?"

"...i was not..."

"Hey. I said you couldn't lie."

"...please shimamura..."

Her voice had turned totally and utterly inside out. Yet that also meant that it could flow out freely. Her eyes were spinning in circles, and so was her tongue. I could only imagine what it must have looked like inside her mind.

"I'm not offended or anything. Like, you already saw them in the bath on that school trip."

"I—! I..."

It sounded like she wanted to object, but wasn't able to come up with anything.

"Yes... I saw them... But that was all..."

"Huh."

I could ask her why she had been looking at them, but I doubted that was going to lead to anything.

"Was that what happened just now as well? You just happened to look?"

Her hair swayed as she shook her head lightly.

"I really didn't. Well, a little bit maybe..."

"A little bit?"

"Not the littlest bit!"

Good deflection there. If I wanted to, I could easily end this conversation here. Should I? Hmm, no. There was only one proper way to do this.

"I get that you're embarrassed, and that's fine, but I need you to be honest. Like, I've gotta be able to prepare myself too, you know? ...I love you, and nothing you say will change that."

No way would she be lying anymore after that last bit. I certainly wouldn't be.

Were my methods a bit forceful? Perhaps. However, opportunities like these didn't come around often, and I wasn't going to simply let it fly by.

Smiling, I stared into Adachi's eyes, the expression on her face looking like that of a baby barely having left her mother's side. This was something that had always worked on me when I'd been unable—or unwilling—to tell the truth. Presumably, it would work on her too.

That appeared to be the case, and a few moments later, Adachi had calmed down enough to be able to sit down properly.

Anxiously, her fingers drummed against her knees.

"...I did look. Sorry", she stated after a short pause, sounding like a child confessing to doing something they shouldn't have.

"Oh, no. There's no need for you to apologize."

I guess.

"Now, back to the initial question. I see that... you've begun to... bloom..."

Was that even remotely the right expression to use? It was at times like these that I wished I carried around a dictionary. The more I thought about it, the warmer I could feel my ears getting. Neither the air conditioner nor the fan were any match to the heat coming off our bodies. Summer. Our relationship had passed spring, and entered summer.








"Right. Yes. I get it. What you want to do is... be intimate with me. To have... sex."

For some reason, saying it straight was much easier. My fingertips, which my head rested against, continued mercilessly tapping my ear. Midst of what sounded like rain, I could see Adachi taking a deep breath. I found myself feeling slightly worried that her feelings would overtake her, and that she might collapse soon.

"For the third time, I need you to tell me how you honestly feel. I want to be able to meet your expectations."

That was what it meant going out with someone. That was what it meant being in love with someone.

In love.

Out of all possible relationships you could have, this one made my skin feel by far the itchiest. From time to time, I'd stop to think about just how wonderful it was that I had a lover.

Speaking of said lover, she was currently losing her mind over my slightly—or perhaps not so slightly—sensitive question.

"Shi... a..."

"Hmm?"

You could practically see tiny little stars floating around her head. I really wish her mouth could say as much as the rest of her face did. Letting out a soft grumble, Adachi stared at me with pleading eyes.

"What about... you...?"

Huh? Were we just going to skip past her answer?

No, that wasn't it. The blush on her cheeks, the ambiguity of her wording, the way she tried to not look me in the eyes, they told me everything I needed to know. Adachi truly was a master of non-verbal communication. Her body and mind alike were working at max capacity to produce her reply. It must've been exhausting.

"What about me?"

Her head hung and her eyes cloudy and wet, Adachi quickly glanced at me, only for her gaze to enter free fall.

"Shimamura... Sex..."

"It sounds really bad when you shorten it like that..."

Besides, it was supposed to be Shimamura Hougetsu. Just like how she was Adachi Sakura. AS... Service Area. Those were the sort of stupid jokes that filled my mind as I attempted to come up with an answer to her question.

"I... Hmm..."

She probably wanted me to say yes, that I did, that I looked at her with wicked eyes. Hmm...

"Truth be told, I haven't really given it much thought."

Sure, I did enjoy spending time with Adachi, but it wasn't like I was constantly imagining what was under her clothes. The Adachi I saw was the only Adachi I knew. Now, like I said before, this probably wasn't what she had wanted to hear.

I wonder, would she be able to live with that?

Still giving me the puppy eyes, I could see a slight frown appearing on her face.

"Right..."

"Hey. Don't pout."

"I'm not. I just... I get it. I do. You don't feel the way I do, and... and that hurts. It does. But... It's not supposed to be a one way street."

She adjusted her posture, drawing herself closer to me.

"I'll wait. I'll wait, till you feel the same way."

"...Adachi..."

I admired her determination. What she actually said though, wow. Just wow.

Even attempting to form a response made me feel like I was going to pass out.

Still, she really was doing that, huh, waiting patiently. For whatever reason, I could have easily imagined her having had enough, and demand I give her what she wanted. Perhaps I'd done a better job explaining my feelings than I initially thought. If that helped bring her some amount of relief... then yes, that was good.

"Sorry. I know it can't be easy."

"...it's fine..."

She said with her eyes drawing circles. I could barely stop myself from letting out a giggle.

"Now, while I might not be able to meet your expectations fully, I do want to give you something. A reward. You can... touch me wherever you'd like."

All yours, I added by spreading my arms wide open.

"Huh?"

Adachi's mouth turned into the shape of an ellipse. Clearly, this wasn't what she'd been expecting.

"Pick anywhere you want, and you can touch me there. Only one spot, but in can be anywhere."

It was the least I could do being her girlfriend, right?

I did briefly wonder if I was perhaps giving out a bit too much by going with "anywhere" right from the start, though in the end, I decided to stick with it.

Sure, I was a little worried, but as long as it was Adachi doing it, I knew I wasn't going to hate it.

There truly was no force stronger than love.

"Shimamura's..." Adachi mumbled, her mouth still an ellipse, and still shooting out steam as if that was what she ran on.

"Or someone else's. Wait, no. Yes, mine."

Mine body was the only one I could offer.

I could see Adachi's delicate little fingers drawing the letters "T-O-U-C-H" in the air. She had a quick look around, and then quietly crouched down. And when I say "down", I mean it; her forehead was literally rubbing against the floor. She then proceeded to topple sideways, her body rolled into a ball like a baby, before suddenly launching herself backwards. Then, she became a ball again. Her eyes were wide open, and drops of sweat could be seen dripping down her face. Her lips, so full and so lustrous mere moments ago, now appeared all shrivelled up. The answer was energy. She was currently burning energy at an incredible rate.

Truly, she must have been the most troubled maiden in the entirety of the world. Never before had I seen a person writhing on the floor like a bagworm. Conflict, lust, appearance, fear, justice. All those feelings and more had come together, and were now having a fistfight inside her mind. I wonder, which one would win? Lust was probably the one throwing the heaviest punches, so maybe that? Or maybe justice with its sturdy defence.

Never before had I wanted to see what went on inside her head like I did right now. It must have been total and utter chaos, that was for sure. At the same time, getting over this would surely result in her growing as a person. Really? Good luck, Adachi! No, that didn't even make sense. Still, good luck!

Finally, after a few minutes of rolling on the floor with the seal plushy, she pulled herself up.

Her eyes shone with dim, but dense light.

Time for Adachi to show me the level of conflict she was able to overcome.

She closed her eyes, and pushed out her left arm. Staying like that, she then began taking steps towards me.

"Do you really need to close your eyes?"

"My hand won't move if I don't!"

Oh, I see. Sorry.

Her arm stiff like that of a mannequin, she slowly pushed it forward, her fist clenched tight. It almost looked like she was about to punch me or something. Yet, even though her eyes were still closed, she was clearly aiming for some part of my body. I guess she must have been peeking just a little bit. 

I took a quick glance at the notebook lying on the table. Knew we weren't going to be studying.

Ready to accept Adachi's touch no matter where it was aimed at, I too closed my eyes. There we were, two people facing each other, both with their eyes closed, and one with their arm extended. I had plenty of time to think about what a strange situation this was I waited for Adachi there in the darkness.

I thought about the friends I was about to meet again this coming summer.

Would this be the last time we saw each other? That was a thought that crossed my mind quite often.

And yet, I still went out of my way to see them. Why? Because I wanted to.

Much like Adachi now.

A light appeared. Like a flickering flame, I could feel its warmth against my skin.

Little by little, that warmth eroded me. Which one would melt first, my skin, or the flame?

Even with my eyes closed, I could tell it was Adachi's finger that was touching me.

Was it her touch? Or her soul? Did your soul really extend to your fingers?

Hmm. I think got it now. If I just kept doing this, but gradually increased the range, then eventually, I'd be able to sense her presence even from a distance.

It was kinda wild just how far removed my thoughts were from what was actually going on.

"Ah..."

It ended up being this small gasp of Adachi's that brought me back to reality.

Her fingers kept moving frantically, as if attempting to grasp something she wasn't sure was even there. Looking at her, I let out a small giggle. Never had there been any reason for me to worry.

What were we doing in this world, where every time you blinked, someone somewhere would die? How did those people see us? Some would probably be shocked. Others angry. And yet, one day, I too would die. So would Adachi.

I imagined her face, all cold, her cheeks pale, her eyes closed, unmoving. Aah... I imagined her lying there, for the rest of eternity, with nothing I could do to wake her up. Aah...

Aah...

I didn't want that. No. The thought alone made me chest ache.

I was in pain.

It was as if I was being turned into string cheese. I could feel my torso being stretched to its limits, before ultimately getting torn off. Strange metaphor, but it showed just how important Adachi had become to me.

The roots of the sakura tree that was Adachi had grown around me, and now bound me tightly. Aah... There was no longer a way out, was there? Then again, maybe I didn't mind; the sakura flowers blooming above me were just pretty enough.

Maybe there'd been a chance for me to escape while she was rolling on the floor earlier, but I didn't take it.

Someone had once said that talent meant being able to do things you hadn't been told how to do.

If that was the case, then Adachi must have been incredibly talented.

Yes, she did occasionally bite off more than she could chew, and yes, her behaviour did sometimes make me worry, but never did I run away.

That, too, was talent, I felt.

"Adachi."

"Eh?"

Startled by my voice, Adachi grew stiff, with even more sweat dripping down her face.

"You're really talented, you know."

"Whoguh!?"

What that was supposed to mean, I didn't know. It sounded like a bomb had exploded inside her mouth.

That sentence was what you were left with when you attempted to summarize my thoughts. A sentence just begging to be misinterpreted, misunderstood. Now, if you asked me to explain to her what I had really meant, I'd probably be the one left hopping up down down while making all kinds of strange noises.

So, whatever.

"Naughty naughty Adachi."

I tried minimizing my shame by directing my thoughts into the parts of my brain I'd last used in grade school.

"Hiagh!"

Her right arm dangling by her side, Adachi's face first turned blue, then red.

This was it.

This was the Adachi I'd wanted to see.

This was what I wanted from her.

Clearly, the things we wanted from one another didn't currently line up. However, they would eventually. I'd make it so.

I'd keep learning, keep getting to know her more closely, until one day, now matter how long and hard the road might be, I'd get there. I'd wait for that day, and was sure that Adachi would too. We still had plenty of time left. That, in itself, I suppose, was our greatest blessing.

I might not have been talented like she was, but I'd show her that I could get there too.

I watched as Adachi's finger drew circles in the air.

With it slowly approaching me, deciding where to land, I closed my eyes.

In this world where a person died as you blinked, and another was born.

















Walking back home from the school's pool, I happened to come across a child panda.

"........."

Certainly not the animal I'd been expecting to find around the corner. For a moment, I could feel my legs freezing up.

The panda was carrying a blue backpack. The bag was quite large, maybe even larger than the person carrying it. 

Who did I know that might walk around as a panda? Yachii, of course. Was it her? I decided to go take a look.

"Hmm?"

As my eyes met with the girl's, the very first thing I noticed was that she was really short, even shorter than Yachii. Next were her eyes: they were cloudy, and sparkled with soft white light.

"W h a t ?"

"Ah, deja vu."

I could swear something like this had happened to me last year too. Had it been a panda that time too? Maybe, though I couldn't remember for sure.

I'd mistaken a person for Yachii, and had called out to them. What it had been about their appearance from behind that had made me think that, that I didn't know, though while their face did not look like Yachii's at all, something about it did remind me of her.

The girl's hair glimmered with silver light, and their eyelashes were equally radiant. While Yachii's eyes were mainly purple, hers were pale blue.

It was as if I was looking at a picture of the planet Earth taken from space.

"Hmm? Do you know me?"

"Do I know you? Well, no, but I think I've seen you before."

"Hmph."

As if that was all she had to say, the panda turned around and began walking away from me.

For how short she was, the way she spoke sounded very mature. I watched her toddle away, before deciding to run after her.

"Hmm?"

"You shouldn't leave a child alone."

Hehehe, I laughed while lifting up my index finger.

"Child?" the panda asked, looking very confused. "Well, whatever."

And thus, she allowed me to walk by her side. Shining inside her hood, her hair looked so delicate, so fragile it might break were you to touch it. I could hardly look away. Chilly, like being lit by moonlight.

At the same time, her cheeks also seemed like they could stretch pretty far.

"That's a pretty big bag you got there."

"I needed something to carry all the things I was given when I said I was heading out."

She followed her comment with a giggle.

"Where are your mom and dad? Are you lost?"

"Not this time, no."

Having answered only the latter of my questions, the panda lifted up her finger and pointed into the distance, signalling me to follow her. I decided to do just that. We walked through an intersection, past a park, and finally reached a small graveyard.

The graveyard only contained a handful of graves, surrounded by an extremely well-kept field of grass. Having not visited all that many graveyards in the past, simply standing there was enough to make me feel a little squeamish.

After a bit of walking, the panda eventually stopped in front of a particularly large grave.

I'd tell you what the name written on it was, but there were unfortunately far too many characters that I did not recognize.

"Whose grave is this?"

Was that an appropriate thing to ask? It could have been her friend, her family member, perhaps a grandparent. The more I thought about it, the more I begun to feel like I should have just kept my mouth shut.

"I'm not sure myself."

"Huh?"

"However, I made a promise to them."

The panda pulled out a thin jar filled with candy from inside her bag.

"Apparently, keeping promises is sort of like a pastime for us."

With that, she then placed the jar onto the grave.

"A pastime?"

"Yes. Something you do even though it won't get you anything."

Finally, she tossed the bag back on her shoulders.

"Alright. That's enough. Let's eat", she stated, picking up the jar of candy she'd just laid down. "Give me your hand. I'll share it with you."

"Are you sure?"

"These things are meant to be eaten, are they not?"

Hehehe, she laughed. Her laugh sounded very mean-spirited, not matching the way she spoke in the slightest.

One by one, the purple, blue, and white candies fell onto my palm. They were the spiky sort, and hard enough where I could feel them poking my skin. At the same time, it also looked like were I not to eat them right away, they'd melt down into a pulp.

The panda took the remaining candies, and tossed them all into her mouth at once.

After a brief moment of hesitation, I too decided to do the same.

There we were, the two of us, standing in front of a grave with our cheeks full of candy.

The panda let out a laugh, and so did I.

Following this odd grave visit, I decided to try asking her to come over.

"Wanna drop by my place before you go? I have a friend who I think might really like you."

Naturally, I was thinking about Yachii. The panda thought for a moment, before answering.

"Sorry, but I need to be home by dinner."

"Huh."

So she did have a home then. In the middle of a bamboo thicket, perhaps?

"...Hmm?"

All of a sudden, she shifted her focus towards my hand. Specifically, she was staring at the thread of blue hair still wrapped around my finger.

Even after all this time, the wings of that butterfly still shone with the same light they had that day.

"What is it?"

"Hmm... I feel like I've seen this colour before..."

"Colour? The blue? Oh, so you do know Yachii then?"

"G o o d b y e ."

Not even bothering to let me finish, the panda turned around and toddled away.

"That's so like Yachii..."

Both in the way she'd randomly run away, and in how it felt like you could never catch up to her.

I wonder, would I be seeing her again come next year?

Summer truly was the most mysterious of the seasons.

I turned my back to the grave, and began heading back home.

Excited to tell Yachii about this encounter, I walked just slightly faster than usual.

"Welcome back!"

"Oh, wow. You were right."

As I opened the door, I was greeted by Mom, and the dolphin sitting on her head.

Summer might have been the most mysterious of the seasons, but it looked like our house was full of it throughout the year.

















Today, we were travelling faraway, farther than you possibly could in a single step no matter how much you stretched your legs.

When was the last time I'd been on board a bullet train? I honestly couldn't recall. The train was far faster than I had thought, and the seats far more comfortable.

"Right?" I asked Adachi, sitting next to me. Obviously she had no idea what I'd just been thinking, and thus couldn't possibly know what I was referring to. Yet, the confused look on her face only remained for a moment.

"Yeah."

What a nice response. Yes, nice.

Glancing out the window, I could see my twenty-second summer speeding past me. This sight made me reminisce about all the previous summers I had experienced so far in my life. There were the elementary school summers when all I did was laugh, the middle school summers that I had wanted to end as soon as possible, and then the high school summers, when I had just met Adachi.

With each summer that came, I was able to regain a new bit of radiance. All the things I'd be better off not remembering, as well as the things I didn't want to remember gradually changed colour, little by little becoming easier for me to look back to. I might not have been all that good with names, or with faces, yet when it came to myself, it felt like I never forgot a single thing. Did that make me a self-centred individual? Perhaps.

As for Adachi, likewise twenty-two years old, her hair was noticeably longer than it had been during high school. The way her hair curled evoked a certain feeling of youth, all the while outlining a very beautiful—and very mature—profile. I wasn't able to pinpoint exactly when the change had occurred, but sometime between then and now, smiles had started to look quite good on her face. I'd always heard people talking about how cold and callous she was, but personally, I'd yet to meet that side of her. Probably for the best, honestly.

We were currently travelling towards a town famous for its beautiful scenery. It being the summer vacation season, I had to imagine that we weren't going to be the only tourists there. The mere thought of being stuck in a crowd in the summer heat made me want to throw up, which then led to the questions, why had we chosen this location? Well, as it turned out, there was actually a very simple answer to that: Being located on the very east side of the country, it was the closest we could get to our dream location without actually having to travel overseas.

Was this a common reason for people to travel eastwards? Most certainly not.

I should also add, the town was located quite close to the ocean. The smell of seawater in the air would undoubtedly make the experience feel even more exotic.

"Shimamura, look."

I shifted my gaze back towards Adachi, only to find her holding a tiny crane on her palm. It appeared that she'd turned the wrapping paper of the bentou box we'd purchased as we boarded the train into origami. Was she merely bored, or did she want to show off her origami skills, that I didn't know.

Watching as she held up the paper bird with a look of pride on her face, all I could do was smile.

With us eventually reaching the end of the Shinkansen line, we were forced to switch over to a regular train for the rest of our journey. That train was filled to the brim with passengers, leaving us barely enough room to stand, much less sit down. Shoulder against shoulder, Adachi and I stood by the exit door, hoping that we would soon reach our destination. Whereas Adachi had taken barely any luggage with her, the bag I was carrying was quite massive. Did that symbolize something? Or was it merely a difference in our characters? With the train chugging along, thoughts such as those flowed through my mind.








Eventually, without having taken a single step ourselves, we arrived at our destination.

So, this was the power of civilization, huh? To be completely honest, I felt a little funny about the whole thing.

"So, how you feeling? Now that we're here", I asked her as we walked down the station's steps. She stared into the distance for a moment, as if thinking about it, before soon giving me an answer.

"Err... Huh. Not all that different, not yet."

"Now that's a coincidence. I feel the exact same way."

As those words left my mouth, I could see a faint smile of relief forming on her face. She'd gotten quite good at that over the years, smiling.

We swiftly passed through the ticket gate, and exited the station. There, standing in the sunlight, waited a line of rickshaws—like taxis outside an airport. Just in case you were wondering just how much of a tourist trap this place really was.

"First time seeing one of these in real life", I commented out loud, pointing my finger vaguely in the direction of the vehicles.

"I feel like I'd melt sitting in one of those things", she replied. Right, good point. None of them even had roofs. That said, given just how many were standing by, I guess there must have been quite a bit of demand for them.

Next to one of the rickshaws stood a person I assumed was its puller. A woman. She had blonde hair, and was wearing a traditional happi coat.

The deep blue sky behind her created just the perfect backdrop.

I'd always thought of pulling a rickshaw as one of those super physically intensive jobs, but I guess it couldn't have been that tough if even a young girl like her was able to do it. As I was staring at her, the woman happened to turn around, and our eyes met. I froze in place, and so did she.

I wonder, which one of us recognized the other more quickly?

"Senpai."

"Welcome, welcome. Interested in making a nice summer memory? The rickshaw is here for you! You'd rather take a taxi? The bus is cheaper? Well, that might be, but the rickshaw is right here! Why spend your time sitting in some crammed vehicle, when you could be spending it out in the sun? Let the hellish heat burn this memory into your mind! That way, you'll never forget about your trip here. Even years later, you'll still remember how you nearly burnt alive that day! No need to worry about forgetting about it. In fact, you won't be able to even if you wanted to! Fireworks won't be the only things scorched into your memory this trip. So, what do you say—Wait, 'Senpai'?"

After what felt like a straight minute of the woman going through her marketing spiel, she seemed to finally register the very first word I'd said to her, leaving her staring at me all confused. Perhaps I'd been wrong, and we actually didn't know each other after all. While that was certainly how her reaction made me feel, I could say with confidence that it was not the case.

She was most definitely the same girl I'd been in the basketball club with in middle school. Being older than myself, she had graduated a year earlier than I had, though I'd just so happened to run into her once the year she started high school. Regardless, it was quite the long time ago at this point. That raised the question: how did I out of all people still recognize her? Honestly, it must have been her bright blonde hair.

Oh, and just to answer my question from earlier, yes, it had definitely been me who recognized her first.

"Oh, it's you."

"Can you say my name?"

The woman froze up. At first, it seemed like an impossible task, though a couple of seconds later, as if that was how long it took for her brain to load, her mouth sprang open.

"Shimamura."

Well done.

"Sure took you while."

"Ahaha. Sorry. I get a bit too into my job sometimes."

While that might have sounded like a poor attempt at an excuse coming from someone else's mouth, the way she said it made it clear that she was being completely sincere.

It was a little weird. For the time I'd known her, I don't think I'd once heard her laugh, and certainly not like this.

"How long ago was it that I last saw you? Six years? Maybe seven? Enough time for a kid to both enter and graduate grade school."

"I suppose."

Weird way to measure time, but okay.

"Can't imagine you walking around wearing a school backpack anymore, that's for sure."

"You trying to sound like my aunt or something?"

"Anyway. Out of all the people, Shimamura Whatshername definitely wasn't the one I was expecting to run into here."

"Right... I guess I wasn't expecting to see you either."

How could I had when I'd completely forgotten that she existed in the first place? Well, I had until I saw her blonde hair, glimmering like gold thread, at which point it all came rushing back to me.

"Shimamura", Adachi suddenly interjected, pinching my elbow. Why was it that at times like these, it was always my elbow that she went after?

"This is a friend of mine from middle school. We were in the same club", I explained as briefly as I was able. Well, I say "brief", but that pretty much covered everything there was to our relationship. It wouldn't have been wrong to say that I barely knew her.

With some slight hesitation, Adachi bowed her head.

"Oh my. Aren't you the beauty", the woman quipped back. "I wouldn't mind at all getting to know you a little better."

"Sure..."

"Ehehe."

The way she giggled sounded almost a bit creepy. It was the kind of laugh you let out when you remembered something. While I liked to think that I wasn't quite as obvious about it, there was no denying that there were times when I did that too. 

Now, she thought that Adachi was pretty? While I obviously already thought that myself, I had to admit, there was something special about hearing someone else say it.

I shifted my gaze towards Adachi, and decided to go for a joke.

"Oh, yeah. No kidding. She is beautiful."

"Huh!?"

This immediately caused Adachi to blush. Oh how quickly "beautiful" changed to "adorable". Truly, the world was full of mysteries.

"Oh... Are you perhaps jealous?"

"...Let's go with that, sure."

That was hardly what had happened. No, I'd merely been joking around.

It was at times like these I was made to realise just how simple of a person I really was.

"So, Shimamura. Do you and your pretty friend live here? No, that's probably not it. You don't smell like locals."

The way she phrased that made it sound like I wasn't pretty at all. Not that I cared, mind you. Even at my best, I'd only ever been the third prettiest in my class. Although if you asked Adachi, she'd probably say that they should make a whole new category for me. Or something like that.

"No, we're travelling. And you? Are you working here part-time? Or perhaps full-time?"

"The latter. There wasn't much of a place for me at home, so I moved out as soon as I graduated. Luckily, I happened to stumble on some decent money, so that was never an issue. Anyway, one thing led to another, and eventually, I found myself pulling a rickshaw."

"What was that about money...?"

As if simply joking around, the woman spread her arms wide open. The light of the sun fell onto her, like a shower of rain, before sliding off her bright, golden hair. Watching her, I was reminded of that brief period of my life where I, too, had dyed my hair. I particularly remembered no one around me liking it.

While most of the members of our middle school basketball club could best be described as under-motivated, they were hardly bad at the game. And yet, somehow, she had always found herself a place in the starting line up.

The same could not be said about me. Certainly not after the fight I had with the coach.

"Us meeting here must be faith. Want me to give you a ride?"

She eagerly motioned towards the seat of her rickshaw. Given that we did have some history together, it would have been very difficult for me to say "no" here, and based on the gleeful smile on her face, I got the impression that was exactly why she had decided to ask me. 

What do to, what to do.

I turned towards Adachi for a second opinion.

"What do you say? Wanna go for a ride?"

"She's your friend... Shimamura's friend..."

Not exactly an answer to my question, was it? I could see her squinting her eyes as she leered at the woman. This was one part of her that hadn't changed at all even after all these years, leading me to wonder if it was perhaps a more fundamental aspect of her character than one might have initially expected. Truly, no one was safe from her jealousy. It was a little strange, because from my point of view, she was the one always earning herself looks from strangers, which made me feel... well honestly, it didn't really make me feel anything, though I will say, I very much appreciated the fact that she preferred dressing modestly.

"That's right, we're friends. Good friends. Can we be friends too?"

Her arm still raised, the woman proceeded to wave it up and down, causing her extended fingers to move through the air almost like mini tentacles. Yet, this only lasted till she saw Adachi's reaction, at which point she froze still.

"Right. Not friends. Sorry, who are you two again? And why did that one call me 'senpai' earlier?"

And just like that, she had flipped the whole situation on its head. To give you an example, if she was cooking eggs, this would have been the equivalent of tossing the whole frying pan into the ceiling when you went to flip them.

"I guess I must have mistaken you for someone else then. Sorry. Bye."

"Come on. I just want to show on old friend how I do my job these days, that's all."

She sure was doing a good job switching between knowing me and not.

"...You've kinda changed over the years, haven't you?"

If I had to sum up the entire conversation we'd had up to this point, those would be the words I'd choose. In response, the woman pushed up the hair from her forehead, and offered me a smile.

The nostalgic glimmer in her eyes contained a very simple message: You haven't changed one bit.

"I guess. I did a bit of a makeover."

Humming to herself, the woman turned around and walked back to her rickshaw, as if it had already been decided that we'd be letting her give us a ride. A makeover, huh? It would be pretty funny to walk over to the bus stop while she had her back turned towards us, though with the way she was acting, I wouldn't be surprised if she came chasing after us, rickshaw and all.

"Should I go for a ride? Hmm, why not."

"I'm still here, you know?"

"Huh? Oh, yes. Come on. It's not like I forgot about you, Adachi."

Don't just talk with her the whole time, was what she was saying.

Yes, yes. I knew. I grabbed her hand, and the two of us walked over to the rickshaw.

"Sorry for the lack of a roof. Here's a parasol. There should also be some cold water back there. Treat yourself to it, please."

She grabbed a parasol, purple in its colour, lying across the seat and handed it to me. The parasol was made out of Japanese paper, and its dry fragrance gently tickled my nose. It was there, staring at her close up, that I noticed something: Across her forehead, one could see a number of faint scars, almost like cut wounds. I continued staring at her for a moment, and while a part of me wanted to ask her if something had happened, I ultimately decided against it.

Still holding hands, Adachi and I stuffed ourselves on the back seat. As for the woman, she swiftly took her place in the front. 

"Here we go. Oh, and I should ask, do you have a destination in mind? Or do you just want to see the sights?"

I turned towards Adachi.

"Just the sights."

"Roger that."

It made me feel kinda anxious seeing the ground from this high up.

Taking a look at the town around us, it was there that I realised something: I, too, couldn't recall the woman's name. What was it again? I could remember her given name being particularly unique, but not much more.

"I've gotta say, Shimamura. You sure are careless", the woman stated over her shoulder.

"Hmm?"

"You really shouldn't have gotten on without asking the price."

Ehehe, she giggled, sounding like a child who had just pulled off a successful prank.

"How much is it?"

"3000 yen per fifteen minutes."

"That's expensive!"

And a very short ride on top of it. How far could you realistically get in fifteen measly minutes?

"Since there are two of you, it's technically only half of that. How does the saying go again? Twice the friends, twice the joy, twice the people to split the bill with?"

"Definitely not like that, but I do get what you're saying."

I pulled open the parasol she'd given us, and placed it so that both Adachi and I were in its shade. Given its colour, it kinda made it look like we were being showered with purple rain. As for the heat, well, it realistically didn't do much of anything. And yet, I could swear that the purple helped me cool down.

"Good enough", I stated, prompting Adachi to smile softly. Her smile was calm, relaxed.

All words that couldn't have been used to describe the Adachi of old.

"So, first of all. Here you can see some Jizou statues."

I guess we'd already reached the first sight of our tour.

I had a peek outside, and indeed saw six Jizou statues standing there, each wearing a piece of red cloth as an apron.

As for the rickshaw, it simply kept on rolling along.

"You're not gonna tell us about their history? Or share a funny anecdote or something?"

"Nope. Don't know any. I'm not a local, you see."

"Right..."

"If that's what you're interested in, I advice you take a ride from a different rickshaw driver next."

"You're a pretty good salesman. Just not for your own business..."

"Let me ask you this then. Would you rather hear stories about the famous places, or stories of how Shimamura was in middle school?"

"Oh, stop it."

"About how... Shimamura was in middle school."

Of course Adachi would be interested in that. I shook my shoulders.

"Rather than the past, how about we talk about the future instead?"

"This one happened in the summer of her first year. Shimamura Whatshername, annoyed by a teammate of hers constantly telling her to pass the ball, decided to shut her up by—"

"I said, stop it!"

How come she had barely recognized me, but then also remembered these kinds of random stories?

Oh, and in case you were curious, that thing happened during our first practice match, during which the girl also kicked me, which then led to a legitimate fistfight between us.

Kinda weird that I still kept playing after that.

Personally, I would have liked to bury that version of myself in a hole and stick a ice cream stick or something on it as a gravestone. The only problem was, it felt like Adachi might dig her up.

"Do you really want to hear those kinds of old stories about me?"

"Hmm... On one hand, yes, I want to know everything there is to know about you, but on the other, I might get sad that I wasn't there..." she explained, holding her hand against her chest. I wasn't going to say I didn't understand what she was trying to get at, but at the same time...

"You really don't need to know that. Honestly, I'm glad that I didn't meet you back then. Believe me when I say, I was absolutely not a nice person."

There was no doubt in my mind that we would have both ended up hating each other.

"Are you saying you are a nice person now then?" the woman commented, smirking. I thought about it for a moment, before pinching my cheek.

"I try."

"That's good."

It sounded as if that was exactly the response she had wanted to hear.

"Still, between yourself and your pretty friend, I'd say she more so gives off the energy of someone who's having a hard time just living."

"Huh?"

This unkind remark immediately caused Adachi's expression to freeze over. Oh, so this was the cold Adachi I'd heard so much about.

Good job bringing her out.

"I very much love people like that."

"Huh?"

You could practically see the thorns in Adachi's voice. Paying no attention to this, the woman simply continued smiling.

She smiled, all the while gritting her teeth in order to muster the strength necessary to keep the rickshaw moving. Truly, she had a very dexterous face.

"So, Shimamura. You should be what, fourth year in university? Is this like, your graduation trip or something?"

"Something like that, yes."

I suppose it would be more accurate to say that it was a rehearsal for the real thing, though not knowing how I'd go about explaining the whole story to her, I decided to just leave it at that.

"And the beauty? Is she your university buddy?"

What was I meant to say to that? Clearly, this was just an innocent question, and yet, for whatever reason, I found myself hesitating.

"I'm her girlfriend", Adachi swiftly interjected.

The rickshaw immediately came to a stop, and the woman pulling it turned around. Our eyes met, and as if to say "yes", I lifted my hand, still grasping Adachi's.

That's right. She was my girlfriend.

I turned to look at Adachi. She sure had come a long way, being able to say that without any hesitation.

"Interesting."

"What is?"

"That you've fallen in love with someone."

Well that was a pretty rude thing to say, was it not?

"I mean, even in school, you were never really into anyone, were you?"

"Well, maybe not like that, but... I mean... I did have sort of a crush..."

"Huh!?"

It wasn't the woman who'd just gasped, but Adachi. Oops. Maybe I shouldn't have said that.

"Shimamura, you... You had... a crush?"

"Oh, please. Not you too. Why does everyone seem to think I have a heart made out of ice?"

I wouldn't even call it a crush necessarily. It was more me thinking "this person is nice".

Not "love", but "like".

Or something.

"I guess it goes to show that everyone is capable of love. All you need is... Huh? Adachi? Why are you making that face?"

It looked just like the face my sister made when she ate something she didn't like, except if she had also simultaneously bit her lip. She was clearly very unsatisfied with something, and I felt like I had an idea as to what that something might have been.

"If there was a hamster here, I think it might bite you."

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

Honestly, no clue. It was a very difficult thing to explain through words. I pulled out my phone in order to take a picture and show it to her, only for Adachi to quickly grab the device out of my hand.

"Anyway, something wrong?"

"It's just..."

How long ago had it been that I'd last seen her like this, genuinely pouting? I couldn't help but smile a little bit.

"I always wanted to be your... first love..."

"I guess that would've been pretty romantic... Oh, but don't worry. You're definitely the first person I've ever gone out with."

That was a good point of compromise, right? Surely? It was for me at least. Adachi nodded her head, though just looking at her, it was clear that there was at the very least a part of her that didn't find this at all acceptable.

"You're funny. First you're all like 'the whole world's my enemy', then you turn into the most innocent maiden there ever was."

"That's enough of that. Besides, I really only just thought they were interesting. There wasn't much more to it than that."

"That's a very wholesome first crush then."

The way she said that made it sound like there was something more to it. Had hers perhaps not been over quite so fast? Had it been more... tenacious?

Tenacious love. What did that even mean? Not knowing when to give up, perhaps?

"So, it was in middle school, huh? Who was it? Kidou? Or maybe Shinkawa?"

"Who are those people?"

"Was it someone I knew?"

The woman proceeded to giggle, almost as if our ages had been reversed.

"Oh, right. It could've been a girl too. Was it maybe someone from the club then? Wait... It wasn't me, was it?"

"Obviously not."

Contrary to her current appearance, she had been way more... normal in the past. It was such a big difference between the two that it honestly made me wonder if she had perhaps hit her head or something. Then again, didn't I know someone who had changed quite a bit herself? I turned towards Adachi, causing our eyes to meet. Hmm. Perhaps this was more common than I had at first imagined.

As for Adachi, I could see her eyes trembling with a certain anxiety, leading me to wonder how exactly she had interpreted my gaze.

"Really, it wasn't", I went ahead and restated.

"Right. I was pretty boring back then."

"I wouldn't necessarily say that. It was more like... you seemed like you had no time to spare."

The woman spent a moment chewing on my remark. Not long after, a smile appeared on her face.

"Still an accurate assessment. As much as I enjoy reminiscing about the past, I doubt I could make this a daily, or even a weekly occurrence."

"Are you that busy with your job?"

"You betcha. One of the many perks of being this pretty."

"Now that's some incredible self-confidence."

Not that she was wrong.

"I'm second in popularity only behind the association boss. That guy's just something else. He knows all about this town, as well as its history. Doesn't help that he was already famous even before he started here. Anyway, the point I'm making is that it pays to be pretty. I bet it was easy for your girlfriend to swoon you with her looks."

And just like that, she had switched the topic over to Adachi.

"Was it?" Adachi asked, staring at me intensely. Had I been swooned by her looks? Hmm... From a certain point of view, I suppose you could phrase it like that. There certainly had been times when I found myself staring deeply at her portrait, both translucent, and so full of sorrow. It wasn't difficult to conclude that wanting to see her face again had been, at least in part, the reason why I had continued visiting the second floor of the gym.

"I always thought you were pretty, Adachi. From the very first moment I saw you."

Those words, coming straight from my heart, painted Adachi's face with a tinge of crimson.

Somehow, this scene just kept growing more and more colourful.

"You did? Oh..."

Her voice rippled, as if a stone had been tossed into the lake of her heart.

Softly, like calm waves, those ripples gently shook me.

"I thought you were really beautiful too, Shimamura."

"The third most beautiful in our class?"

"No, the most beautiful in the world."

If my comment had been the equivalent of poking her with a single finger, Adachi's was more akin to thrusting back with a wooden log.

It was a miracle that I managed to stay on my feet.

"Oh, thanks."

While for me, that was an obvious exaggeration, for Adachi, it was the truth of the universe.

It was at moments like these when I was made cognizant of the differences in our views of the world that I found myself most relieved to have her by my side.

"See? Told you you'd be able to make sweet memories."

"Thanks for ruining the moment."

"Here you can see a very famous torii gate. People who commonly pass through it include couples, newly-weds, as well as little kids on a school trip. Located just up ahead from it, you can find a shrine."

I guess we were still doing this whole sightseeing thing. Rather than her actually talking herself, it more sounded like she'd turned on an audio recording of a properer guide. I shifted my gaze towards the indicated direction, and there, standing in the middle of the road, I did indeed see a torii, guarded by pair of stone lion-dogs. There was also a group of women taking pictures of the thing, seemingly here on a tour.

Taking another look around, my eyes came across a convenience store, and opposite to it, an entrance to the station. While not the exact same one we'd come from, it did appear that we'd made a circle.

"This appears to be a popular location for taking photos. Every time I pass by here, I can't help but wonder what might happen were I to barge straight through."

"I imagine you'd lose your job."

"Such is life."

The rickshaw quickly rolled past the torii. With the lights of the cameras flashing below us, it almost made it feel like we were passing through some sort of a nightly festival.

Perhaps it was due to the elevation too that the sound of the wind blowing against the road sounded so loud in my ears.

I focused my nose, and I swear that in the distance, I could smell the ocean waves.

A few moments passed, until the woman randomly raised her head.

"Oh, yeah. There's a store over there."

That there was, built into the corner of the building. The parking lot located in front of it was likewise packed to the brim with cars.

"Wow. I see that they have buildings here too."

"For real. Talk about over-development. By the way, your fifteen minutes are up. Would you like an extension?"

"Nope. We're getting off."

"You can find the exit on the right hand side. Make sure to pick up all of your belongings, and something something."

And just like that, the rickshaw pulled to a stop by the sidewalk. Not even bothering to wipe the sweat off her forehead, the woman pulled out a tiny step ladder and placed it on the ground to help us get off. Adachi went first, before turning around and giving me a hand.

I grabbed the parasol from the seat, folded it, and handed it back to the woman.

"Were you satisfied with your ride?"

"With the parts where it didn't feel like I was being interrogated, sure."

"I'd appreciate it greatly if you could answer 'yes' to the first question in the survey."

"That survey being where?"

"Jokes aside, Shimamura, I have something I need to talk to you about. Oh, and you still need to pay me."

"Okay, sure."

Talk to me, as in, me alone.

It was quite sad that I already had to let go of Adachi's hand.

"Could you give us a moment, Adachi? Looks like she wants to talk to me about something."

"Talk to you? About what?"

"Well obviously I don't know that. She hasn't told me yet."

Adachi's grip on my hand grew tighter, her fingers lightly poking mine. She'd only met the woman, yet already she was treating her like a potential threat. Perhaps this was the secret behind her always trying so hard: She had absolutely no confidence in herself.

"Nothing bad will happen. Okay?"

"Okay..."

And there came the puppy eyes. She was so good at this. Practically a natural.

Leaving Adachi waiting in front of a nearby thrift store, I walked back over to the woman, already holding her wallet in hand.

"Like I said before, that'll be 3000 yen."

"Yeah, yeah."

Pulling her wallet open, the woman let out a giggle. It appeared she had noticed Adachi staring at her.

"What is up with her? Is she making sure that I don't try laying a hand on you?"

"Yeah... She can get like that sometimes. You know, jealous."

"Ehehehe."

Giggling, the woman held out her palm, and I placed the money on it. All 3000 yen. No friend's discount for me, I suppose.

"She's seriously such a nice girl. Let me have a go with her, will you?"

"Hahaha..."

"I'm not joking. Just give me permission, and I will make a pass at her."

One look at her face made it clear that she really did mean it.

"Errm?"

"The truth is, I'm into women too. And she's just my type. Well, maybe a bit too tall, but otherwise perfect."

Again, it didn't sound at all like she was joking. Huh. Didn't know that about her. There were quite a few people around me that were like that, I found. I guess alike people really did attract one another.

That aside, would I be willing to do that? Give away Adachi?

What would happen to me without her?

The thought of it alone made me feel like I was about to faint.

...No. Definitely not.

"Sorry. I can't do that."

The only one in this world you could truly grant such a permission to was yourself.

I knew this, and yet, I denied her. I denied her the permission to lay her hands on Adachi.

Not for her sake, but my own.

Seemingly satisfied with my sharp refusal, the woman nodded her head.

"Maybe I'll try to seduce her behind your back then? I'll have you know, I'm a real master at that."

"Hey."

"Just kidding. As much as I do like hitting on other people's women, I see no possibility of it working out here."

It never does with loyal women like her, she added, laughing at herself.

I mean, yeah? Wasn't that the very definition of loyalty?

Meanwhile, the woman pulled out a towel and used it to wipe the sweat off her forehead.

"Apologies in advance, but I'm going to say something really selfish here."

"Err... Okay?"

"Take good care of your girlfriend, Shimamura. Value her."

Watching her using the towel to wipe her forehead, I was reminded of all those casual conversations we'd used to have after club was over.

"Do what I couldn't."

"Huh?"

"I failed, but you, you can do it. I believe in you."

"Senpai..."

Was this perhaps somehow related to the scars on her forehead?

Anyhow, she'd been right. This was a pretty selfish thing to say.

And yet, in the fact that she'd warned me beforehand, I could see a trace of the past.

"Now then, looks like this is as far as I'm able to accompany you."

"Right. I'm not paying for an extension."

I could almost hear her smacking her tongue, but that had to have been my imagination, right?

"Wherever you go, no matter how long passes, make sure to always love each other!"

"Stop yelling."

"And if you happen to get tired along the way, know that there's always a friendly rickshaw waiting for you just behind the corner."

Holding onto the shafts of the rickshaw, she gave her wrists a quick twist, almost as if turning the steering wheel of a car or something.

"Maybe you can go for another ride or five during this trip."

"Are you getting paid on commission or something?"

"It's just boring when there's no one to talk to."

Now, where I might find more customers, I could hear her add on her way out. Apparently at the station, given that was clearly the direction she was heading in. I watched as she slowly disappeared into the distance, her hair shining brighter than even the silver wheels of her rickshaw.

"Godspeed, Senpai."

I went out of my way to use a phrase not part of my regular lexicon.

And just like that, our relationship had advanced by a whole fifteen minutes.

I suppose that was more than appropriate for us.

The woman turned around, and smiled to me one last time, just like she had in middle school.

"Thank you! Have a great vacation!"

And just like that, she had transformed into a proper rickshaw puller, leaving a nice final impression.

As I'd learned over my years of dating Adachi, being pretty enough actually made that very easy to pull off.

Watching her disappear into the distance, as if melting to become one with the scenery, I suddenly remembered something.

That something being her name.

"Right, right. I remember reading it the wrong way the first time, and her getting really annoyed."

Thinking about just how funny that interaction had been in retrospect, I made my way back over to Adachi's side.

"What a weirdo."

"I suppose."

Still nowhere near as weird as the two weirdos at our house.

"Still, looked like she was doing pretty well for herself. That's always nice."

Though I'd chosen against saying "farewell", I really didn't feel like I was ever going to see her again.

At the same time, if that were to happen, I bet I would remember her the instant I saw her blonde hair.

"Now then, where shall we go next? Maybe do some souvenir shopping? Hmm, no, we can do that on our way back."

I'd actually been given some money to do that with, you see. Just before our departure, a friendly tanuki had shown up and handed me a 500 yen coin. What had she asked me to buy her? Well candy, of course. Being tanuki money, I did wonder if it would perhaps transform into a leaf at some point, but no, it was still just an ordinary coin.

"Where would you like to go, Adachi?"

"Wherever you are, Shimamura."

This answer left her mouth without even a second of hesitation.

"But I'm already here?"

I held out my hand, around which Adachi tightly wrapped her fingers. As usual, it was impossible to tell which one of us was leading the other along.

"It's so sad to think that I will never be able to spend the first fifteen years of my life with you", she stated, as if her mind was still on our earlier conversation. She was practically saying that instead of viewing the sceneries, she had been looking at me the whole time. Thinking about it that way, I could feel the heat of the summer starting to burn my cheeks.

"Do you think you'll still feel that way even as decades pass?"

"More Shimamura is always better."

"That's so like you, Adachi."

I'd been so poisoned by Adachi's hunger, her insatiable desire to taste each and every part of me, that all I could do at this point was laugh.

Going to new places, staying at the town I called home, wherever, whenever, Adachi would always be there by my side.

My world orbited the bright star that was her. As it emerged from behind the horizon, its light illuminated all.

At this point, it was fair to say that Adachi was my world.

"I've been thinking lately. I'm probably more in love with you than I even realise", I stated, taking a couple of quick steps forward that she couldn't see my face.

So that her voice couldn't reach my ears.

Obviously I couldn't get that far away, what with her holding my hand and all, but I tried my best regardless.

My feet, scorched by the heat of the summer, felt light as feathers.

Where should we go? What kind of memories should we make?

Not that the latter part was a problem. Plenty of those were already being made in my mind. Memories of being with Adachi, that was.

I could only hope that one day, they would burst like bubbles to shower me with happiness.

There we were, the two of us.

Travelling through the summer, acting like it would never end, all the while knowing that one day it would.

Wherever we went, no matter how long passed, we would always love each other.








Afterword




This story has not finished yet.

It is an infinity loop?




So that was volume 11 of Adachi and Shimamura. This is now the longest series I've ever written.

To be perfectly honest, I never expected to make it this far. From a one-shot story published in a random magazine, to this. What a journey it has been.

The plan is that the next volume will be the final one.

The exciting final volume! That doesn't actually contain the end of the story! That's a little strange, don't you think?

As for what it's going to be about, I guess it will take place during the high school culture festival? That's the next logical step, right? Although, I might still change my mind when I actually start writing. Speaking of, the next AdaShima book that's being published won't actually be volume 12, but more of a detour sort of deal. Maybe. I don't know. I've been told not to write so much about the future.

I can't go into the details, but it's going to be a compilation of what I believe are some of the best stories I've written in the recent years, the ones that make me think that I might be a genius after all. For those who have already read them, it'll be a convenient way to experience them again, and for those who haven't, well, I think you should definitely check them out. As for a release date, it'll be coming out sometime next year. Maybe.

I wonder what it's going to be called.

Also, it's probably going to have new illustrations, so that's always fun.

Watashi no Hatsukoi Aite ga Kisu Shiteta is also on sale right now, so if you haven't already, please consider giving it a read.

Alright. That's another year done.

It is admittedly a little early, but I wish you all a happy new year!




Iruma Hitoma
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