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  Prologue


  Late November.


  It was shortly after Fujiwara Sandai had arrived to pick up Shino, his gyaru girlfriend, from her part-time job as usual that he noticed something was off with her.


  Usually, when Sandai came to pick Shino up, she would have a smile on her face as if to say she’d been waiting for him, but… today she was oddly quiet and looked like she was brooding over something somehow.


  “What’s wrong?” Sandai asked.


  Shino looked away, and then suddenly stopped in her tracks and bit her lower lip.


  “……” 


  Shino was the type who would immediately speak if something was up, but her keeping silent like this was really unusual.


  At a time like this, even if he were to forcibly get her to speak, it would only make it unnecessarily hard for her to speak up. Sandai stopped walking, and decided to wait for Shino to start talking.


  After several minutes had passed, as the streetlight flickered repeatedly, Shino finally opened her mouth. “So I have a… request to ask…” Shino shut her eyes tightly, put her palms together, and then energetically bowed her head. “Help me study! I want to avoid failing the finals! You said before you’ll help me study if I’m having a hard time for the finals, right? Sorry, I’ll rely on you!”


  Apparently Shino wanted Sandai to help her study, and so took up on the offer that Sandai had said before about her relying on him when push comes to shove.


  So that’s why, at the same time as Sandai finally understood why, he wondered as well, is it a request to be so worried about?


  Sandai wasn’t the type who would hate to help study, and he had mentioned that before, so Shino should understand that as well.


  Then why?


  Sandai thought for a bit, and then realized—he realized that there was hardly any time left until the finals.


  “I don’t mind helping you study, but aren’t you a little late in asking me? The finals are a week away…”


  Indeed, there was only one week left until the finals.


  The scope of the finals would be broad, cramming would be hard to do as well, and it would be difficult to deal with it with only so many days left.


  Sandai had certainly told Shino to rely on him when push comes to shove. That said, that had been at the beginning of this month, roughly three weeks ago.


  At that point in time, including the remaining one week from now, there had been almost a month to spare before the finals. Precisely because there had been that much time to spare, Sandai had confidently told her to rely on him.


  It was beyond his expectation to be asked to help her somehow with one week left.


  I’d sure love to have at least two weeks. I wish she could’ve asked me sooner, though… nah, I can’t turn back time. Now that she came to me, just contemplating stuff is a waste of time.


  Some people would get angry and exasperated at a time like this, but Sandai held no such feelings and simply looked forward.


  For one, that was because they were a couple, but because he also sympathized further with Shino’s circumstances and feelings.


  Shino usually put a lot of her spare time into her part-time job and didn’t have the luxury to think about tests. And in the midst of such a circumstance, she became aware of the looming finals, remembered her boyfriend’s words, and tried to rely on him.


  So if he were to get angry at and exasperated with Shino, that would simply be insensitive. There was no way Sandai would be able to do such a thing.


  Anyhow, trying to do what he could do for now, Sandai took out a textbook and workbook from his bag, and went into thinking about how he should help her study in this one week as he walked.


  “Are you angry…?”


  “I’m not angry.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. Right now I’m thinking how I should help you study. Wait a bit.”


  Although not absolute, there was the so-called trend for questions that would come out for each subject and teacher. Sandai had gotten the grasp of that to a certain extent.


  After taking that into account, a one-week time frame was as difficult as it was reckless. Though, since he was being relied on, as her boyfriend, he wanted to do something somehow as her.


  “…Sorry. I should’ve asked you sooner.”


  “There’s no need for you to apologize. I’m the one who said you could rely on me. I’m responsible for my words. I have duties to fulfill my own responsibilities.”


  “…”


  “It’s the last minute, so it’s gonna be a week full of studying.”


  “…Okay.” Looking slightly relieved, Shino gave a small nod.


  Sandai smiled and rolled up the textbook in his hand.


  “Let’s work hard.”


  “Yeah! I’ll give it my—nn? Hey Sandai… there’s something I wanna ask…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Why’re you rolling up the textbook?”


  “I’ll say it again, but I’m not angry. Neither am I exasperated. That said, there are only so many days. You know that, right?”


  “I understand that we only have a week, and not another week!”


  “That’s right. Thinking normally, it’ll become spartan in a situation like this, right?”


  “Eh—mmmmnnnnggg.”


  “It’s gonna get like this, right?”


  “Y-You’re angy, you’re totally exasherated!”


  “No, I’m not.”


  Sandai pushed and pressed the end of the baton made from a rolled up textbook on his adorable girlfriend’s squishy cheek.


  He was not angry nor exasperated, not in the least. He genuinely just had a sense of duty to guide Shino to avoid failing.


  However, Shino would probably get demotivated with just a stick alone, so some kind of carrot would also be necessary. The issue was what kind of carrot should be prepared.


  Anyhow, the days of making Shino study hard began.
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  23 November–1 December: Let’s Do Our Best for the Finals


  He had decided to spend all of the available time, whether it be their chill time in his apartment, break periods at school or any other free time, on Shino’s studies.


  It was to the point that it seemed a bit excessive. Even in the classroom, their classmates began to talk about it as well.


  “Say, Yuizaki-san’s a regular in supplementary class, but that didn’t seem to concern her, though…”


  “Looks like Fujiwara’s helping her study while making scary faces, but can he even? Is he just trying to look good just because he’s Yuizaki’s boyfriend?”


  “He would without hesitation give the correct answer instantly when get picked in class, and he would also secretly help Yuizaki-san when she’s in trouble when the teacher picks her from time to time, so Fujiwara-kun’s gotta be pretty smart, no?”


  “For real? …Man, I wanna help Yuizaki study, too. Like, lemme help you learn this one practical skill in PE class. Guhehe.”


  “You creep. Isn’t that why you can’t get a girlfriend? Go learn from Fujiwara-kun. He doesn’t look like he’s thinking any lewd stuff.”


  “I think someone like Fujiwara got a high chance to be a closet pervert, though?”


  “Eww… Your jealousy is leaking trying to bring down someone’s boyfriend’s reputation like that. It’s creeping me out. Your personality is so awful I got goosebumps.”


  “It’s not like I’m trying to bring down Fujiwara’s reputation or anything like that!”


  “Shino’s an idiot, so I think it’s impossible no matter how hard Fujiwara tries, though. It’s just totally useless to do anything for a supplementary class regular like us.”


  “Shino, that is the name of the biggest dummy in our dummies corps.”


  Sandai was also aware that they were being talked about by their surroundings. However, his vague anxiety about not having enough time was so big that he didn’t have the spare time to care about people’s eyes on them.


  Instead, right now it was more important to think about how to secure more study time for Shino.


  Sandai was thinking as he watched Shino having a staring game with a textbook and workbook.


  With a day or two passing by, it was when Sandai saw a running train through the classroom window that an idea flashed through his mind.


  “I see… that can give more time to spend on study. It was so simple. Shino, can I have a minute?”


  “…I’m doing what you told me, okay? I’m not slacking off, okay? I’m giving it my very best.”


  “I can tell that from looking. It’s not about that, please listen; starting today, I’ll walk you to your home and not to the station.”


  Shino stared blankly at Sandai’s sudden proposal.


  “…Eh? What’s up so suddenly? I’d be happy if you would walk me all the way home, but… I think it’s gonna be rough, you know? The date might change by the time you get back to your apartment.”


  Sandai also knew that it would take Shino an hour to go to school by train alone, and about two hours for a round trip, but the proposal was for this reason as well.


  So Sandai immediately replied, “I don’t mind.”


  “Uwh… nn.”


  Looking anxious, Shino frowned, folded her arms, and pouted. She seemed to be thinking about something.


  “Will it be inconveniencing you?”


  “I know I’ve said it before, but my home is like, at a place where it’ll take an hour by train alone… it’s in the countryside way past the suburb…”


  It seemed Shino’s concern was that her home wasn’t in an urban area, and Sandai somehow started to see what Shino was thinking.


  Shino was probably thinking about such a thing like, what to do if he were to make fun of her and what to do if he got disillusioned.


  However, Shino should know as well that Sandai wasn’t the kind of man who would care about that. That said, she was simply worried and feeling anxious about the what-ifs.


  At a time like this, it would be best to quickly get rid of her anxiety.


  “Countryside? What about it?”


  After Sandai conveyed that he wouldn’t care no matter where her home would be, Shino breathed out a sigh of relief for having received the final push. “I see. Yeah, you really won’t care about that. I guess I’ll take you up on that then.”


  Sandai smiled, and then Shino broke into a broad, lovely smile. It seemed as a girl Shino was also happy to have her boyfriend walk her to her home.


  Nevertheless, even Shino would realize it sooner—that this was a one-way ticket to hell…


  ~ ~ ~



  Picking Shino up after her part-time job, spending couple-time in his apartment, and then seeing her off at the station—that was Sandai’s usual routine.


  However, such a routine was now on hold until the end of the finals. Spending all the available time for Shino’s test preparation, and then zeroing in also on the traveling time on the train during which Shino was supposed to be able to take a step back from studying to take a breather—he was semi forcibly making her open a textbook and workbook.


  At this very second on a shaking train, Sandai was helping Shino study.


  “Damn it… you said you’ll walk me home, but it’s actually for this?”


  “You finally noticed?”


  “I was so sure you wanted to increase the time for flirting with me…”


  “I do want to increase our time together too, but right now it’s all about making good use of available time for studying. Don’t you think this is an efficient use of time?”


  “R-Right.”


  Sandai nodded satisfyingly, but Shino’s cheek was twitching.


  “Uwh~.”


  “Come on, open the next page.”


  “Wait! I wanna do just one more question from this one!”


  “I see. Alright then, we’ll move on after you solve that.”


  “…Okay.”


  In her own way, Shino seemed to be firmly aware that they didn’t have time, and proceeded with the studying as Sandai said despite complaining.


  However, it was certain that studying wasn’t something Shino was used to, and Sandai could tell from the air around her that she was accumulating a considerable amount of stress.


  So far, Sandai had only given Shino the stick, and the time seemed about right to finally throw in the carrot.


  Still, even if Sandai were to mention the carrot, his weak imagination couldn’t even come up with any ideas of what kind of carrot would be best…


  For now, Sandai tried to look up how to cheer up your girlfriend on his phone. And then many things came out.


  The internet is convenient. It can give you all kinds of insights into matters that are difficult for you to figure out on your own.


  That said, it is by no means all-mighty, and every article could also contain content that is contrary to one another. Just as it had been the case with the Christmas present, this time was also the same; the more he surfed on the sea of internet, the less he understood what the right answer would be.


  At a time like this, you should give up the approach of trying to find the correct answer on your own. Instead of poorly adding an element of surprise, it is best to ask the person directly. And Sandai understood that after having gained all kinds of experiences.


  “Hey Shino, it’s sudden, but I think a reward is needed for when you avoid failing.”


  “Uwh?” Shino broke into a small grin, and her ears twitched. However, it was only for a moment that she showed that happy expression. “The thought makes me happy, but I don’t need it.” Shino’s reply was short.


  “You don’t want one?”


  “Like, you always try to do something for me, but if you keep doing that, your wallet’s just gonna get lighter.”


  Shino was apparently worried about the condition of Sandai’s wallet, but… that worry of hers was unnecessary.


  Sandai was supposed to start his part-time job at the aquarium on the 1st of December, and the earnings from that part-time job was paid every 25th, with the earnings cut-off at the 15th. In other words, he should have a decent sum of money available at the end of next month, so he could expect to have the funds for the reward.


  After being told the matter by Sandai, “Eh?” Shino was surprised. “You’re starting a part-time job?”


  “It’s gonna start at the beginning of next month or so.”


  “That’s soon! Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I was going to tell you one of these days. It was fairly recently too that I got the job.”


  “What’ll happen with you picking me up after I’m done with my job…?”


  “I’ll only work the hours that’ll let me pick you up in time.”


  “I see. By the way, where is it? What will you be doing? Are there any girls?”


  Sandai noticed that Shino had narrowed her eyes. His instinct told him that this would be the part where he must not make a mistake in his reply.


  He knew that Shino had a strong jealousy and possessiveness precisely because he was her boyfriend.


  “My part-time job is at an aquarium that’ll be newly opened. I will be there doing cleaning. There is a woman. The vice director who was the interviewer was a woman. And other than her… it’s possible there’ll be more among those I haven’t seen and greeted yet. It’s just that my job will be cleaning. I won’t get involved with people.”


  “That vice director, how old is she?”


  “How old was she again… I feel like I’ve heard it, but I don’t remember since it went in one ear and out the other. I do recall hearing it about two or three times, but I can’t remember.”


  Sandai chose his words as carefully as possible so as not to upset Shino. By the way, he wasn’t lying, and the fact that he didn’t remember the vice director’s, Komaki, age was also the truth.


  “…I wanna see you working once the aquarium opens, so can I come?”


  At the same time Sandai felt the silent pressure from Shino that was like, if there’s nothing to hide, of course I can, right?, a slight unrest spread within him.


  He was slightly worried about how Shino would react to Hajime. Shino got no mercy towards guys either.


  That said, getting flustered right here right now would only cause unnecessary suspicions. Calmly, Sandai maintained his usual expression.


  “I don’t think it’s gonna be very interesting to see me working, you know?”


  “It’s not about if it’s interesting or not! I wanna see!”


  “…Oh, I see.”


  Sandai pushed his brain into full throttle.


  And then he realized a certain fact; he would finish his job before Shino = impossible for Shino to come to the aquarium while he would be on the job.


  Having realized there was nothing to be afraid of, Sandai judged that he should welcome Shino’s wish, as well as in order to not cause a sense of discomfort.


  “Alright. I’ll look forward to it.”


  “Okay!”


  Relieved that he had somehow managed to make his way through after seeing Shino happily giving a nod, Sandai decided to get back to the topic before he could ruin it.


  “Anyway, that means I’ll have the funds for it. So don’t be reserved. I’m gonna straight up tell you myself if it’s an unreasonable request.”


  “I see.”


  “That’s right. No need for it to be now. Let’s see, once the tests are over and you manage to avoid failing, then let’s think about it again.”


  “If you’re insisting that much, then I guess I’ll just have to accept the reward. Thanks.”


  After making Shino understand that there would be no need to worry about the condition of his wallet, Sandai seemed to have gotten her to agree. Although there was some reluctance, Shino would be receiving a reward from Sandai.


  ~ ~ ~



  Now then, since the digression had come to a stop, Sandai continued to help Shino study on the train without a break.


  Time flew by just like that, and they were approaching the station near Shino’s home.


  When Sandai looked out the window of the train car, he could see street lights placed at regular intervals and what appeared to be a small shopping district.


  Click clack, the shaking train gradually slowed down and finally came to a stop. The name of the station came on the announcer, and the door opened, pssssh.


  Shino tidied up the opened workbook, put it into her bag, and got off the train. Sandai got off as well following after her.


  It was a slightly rural, countryside town you could find everywhere. Even after exiting the station, there were no buildings that would stand out, but a row of stores with signboard lights lit up dimly.


  “My house is that way.”


  Where Shino pointed at was the shopping district that could be seen from the train just earlier.


  “The shopping district?”


  “Yeah. There’s a tofu seller there, and it’s that one.”


  “Tofu seller?”


  “That’s right. It’s a store that looks like it’s going under, though. It’s also only open for about two to three hours a day.”


  “Two to three hours, that’s a very short opening hour, huh.”


  “We’re doing the making and delivery, so we don’t have that much time to open the store either. But we’re in the countryside, so no one comes in even if we open the store.”


  “…I see.”


  “And like that, Dad and Mom alone have somehow managed… It’s just, even if they’re busy with deliveries, tofu is cheap to begin with, so it can’t make money, and life’s pretty rough, so that’s why I’m working a part-time job at another place to try to cover for my own share by myself.”


  “…You did say it before. You said you were working because you didn’t have that much money.”


  Sandai clearly remembered the day when he had heard about it from Shino.


  Shino suddenly showing up at his apartment since the train had stopped because of the typhoon, ending up with her staying the night, playing a game together, and then a power outage happening…


  It was one unforgettable day.


  “At any rate, you do have it rough, huh.”


  “I really do.”


  “It’s good that you’re honest. Speaking of, does that mean you can eat tofu all you want then?”


  “I can eat tofu all I want, but I don’t eat that much tofu…”


  “You don’t like it?”


  “No, I don’t dislike it, and I used to eat a fair amount of it until middle school first year, but… hmmm… it’s just… well… you know.”


  “If you don’t dislike it, you can just eat it, right?”


  “There was something that bothered me, and so I stopped eating it trying to do something about it.” Shino’s cheeks gradually dyed red, and she looked down bashfully. “…Will you promise you totally won’t laugh?”


  Sandai couldn’t really understand why she had to ask him so, but the person in question didn’t want him to laugh. Then he would have to do just that.


  “I promise,” Sandai replied immediately. “I won’t laugh.”


  And then Shino gulped down her saliva, as if resolving herself.


  “You see, I learned that eating tofu makes boobs bigger, so I stopped eating it.”


  “Huh?”


  “…My boobs started getting bigger and bigger around the upper grades of elementary school, and that pretty bothered me, so I was thinking about what to do to stop it getting any bigger, and before I knew it I was a middle schooler, and so, while I was researching it on my phone I happened to see something that said eating tofu will make boobs bigger… and so I stopped eating it.”


  Having not expected such a talk, Sandai was troubled on how to reply. He even started to regret that he shouldn’t have asked.


  “I-I see…”


  “Mm-hmm. And you know, I really disliked my boobs being big. I couldn’t hide it like when in swimming class, and there were boys who would gawk at me… and I would lie every time that I had my period and skip swimming class.”


  Kids—boys especially are honest for better or worse. Shino had a cute face, and big chest in addition to that, so she must have had eyes constantly glued to her.


  Sandai suddenly remembered what Shino had told him previously, about how she had stopped doing SNS because of the constant DM coming in.


  Shino was bad with men other than Sandai, but there was a reasonable past and reason leading to that, and that was a deep wound for Shino.


  And then probably, such experience was also connected to the jealousy and possessiveness Shino would show.


  Instinctively judging that Sandai was a rare guy who was different from regular guys making her not want to let him go—there was a hint that Shino seemed to be thinking so unconsciously.


  “Seems like you’ve been through a lot. I’d like to say it’s useless to keep worrying about that, but if being told that would stop you worrying, you wouldn’t have a hard time either.”


  In his own way, Sandai tried to find words that Shino might be looking for—to avoid hurting her, and to ease her mind as much as possible.


  That said, Sandai couldn’t immediately be subtle about it. He wasn’t that flawless of a guy.


  “Having said that, body issues are complicated. If you want to make it smaller, we’re talking about surgery and stuff.”


  “Eh?”


  “What a difficult one.”


  “…Could it be that you’re trying to say something considerate? Even if you don’t do that, just being willing to listen is enough for me, you know? It’s making me feel so much better just being able to say what I couldn’t say to anyone else.”


  Sandai ended up looking surprised because of her reply, and smiled bitterly.


  Sandai was originally a loner who was bad at socializing, and he also had the confidence in his skill of keeping what he was thinking from showing on his face, but… sometimes Shino would see through what Sandai was thinking surprisingly easily.


  “This is my home.”


   In the meantime, they arrived at Shino’s home.


  It was a two-story wooden building that looked fairly old. It also had a tofu seller signboard put up.


  “By the way… I think it’s late to bring this up, but…”


  “What is it?”


  “Could it be that I should greet your parents today?”


  “Didn’t you walk me all the way home also because you got the readiness to even meet my parents?”


  “I’ve been thinking that eventually I’ll meet your parents given the chance. But even if that’s the case, I think doing it late at night is wrong in a lot of ways.”


  Sandai did think faintly that the event of him greeting Shino’s parents, saying hello to them would come someday.


  However, he felt that that should be during the day. If he were to introduce himself as her boyfriend when it was late at night like now, it seemed like that would create a bad impression, thus he wanted to avoid it if possible.


  “I’ll greet them at a proper time during the day.”


  “Both my mom and dad know I’m home late because of my job, and I feel like it’d be fine if I say you were just walking me home as my boyfriend because it’s not safe at night, though… no, but, speaking of which, I haven’t told them about you.”


  “Eh?”


  “I’ve been thinking I should properly tell them, so I think this is a good chance. I’ve gotta prepare myself, too. If I keep silent about it, Miki might just end up telling them on her own, and I don’t want that. Wait a bit, I’ll go call—”


  “—P-Please wait!”


  Sandai hurriedly hugged Shino as she tried to unlock the store’s entrance and go inside.


  “Wha wha… w-what?”


  “Now’s not a good time. I want it during the day.”


  “Even though you’ve come all the way here…?”


  “…I want it during the day, not at night.”


  Sandai wasn’t so fussy usually—of course Shino knew that as well.


  For this reason, she immediately realized what was behind Sandai’s fussiness: he actually still needed more time to get mentally prepared.


  “…I don’t have a choice, don’t I? I get it.”


  Although Shino seemed regretful, she listened to Sandai nevertheless.


  Though, “In return for listening to your request, listen to one request I have,” she offered up a condition. “Make sure you give me a goodbye kiss today too, okay?”


  “Eh… but aren’t we in front of your…”


  “Do it.”


  Shino closed her eyes and lifted up her jaw, and Sandai was at a loss. He had nothing at all against kissing itself, but the location still was an issue.


  There was a slight possibility that Shino’s parents would come out by chance and go: what on earth does this mean?


  That said, Sandai also understood Shino’s feelings.


  Shino was saying that she absolutely wanted the goodbye kiss which they had always been having, and would hate to have that put on hold for some little risk.


  From Shino’s perspective, it would be unbearable not being able to do the important kiss.


  So, although there was a lot of worry, Sandai ultimately kissed Shino on the lips.


  “…”


  “Nn…”


  Although normally there was an unspoken agreement of kissing until each side was satisfied, this time Sandai quickly pulled away from Shino, in part due to the very strong nervousness and worry of his.


  Shino was miffed, seemingly unsatisfied that the unspoken rule had been broken.


  However—


  “Isn’t it kinda short?”


  “…Please don’t be mean.”


  Sandai looked away with a troubled look. And perhaps understanding that she couldn’t pursue it further, Shino also stopped making any complaint.


  “I guess just now was a little selfish of me. Sorry—take care on your way home.”


  While scratching his cheek, Sandai saw off Shino giving a small wave and walking inside through the store’s entrance.


  And that was when—


  A laughter could be heard from the second floor of Shino’s home. Sandai looked up by reflex, and there was a girl looking at him and bursting out laughing.


  It was Miki, Shino’s little sister.


  She was a girl who had an awfully cheeky personality, and a girl with an interesting, quirky personality in all sorts of ways.


  Since their relationship was like acquaintances, Sandai didn’t understand why Miki was laughing.


  There… was no particular reason for it.


  She found it somehow funny that Sandai was here at this place, and that was why she was laughing. Miki was that kind of a girl.


  Suddenly he met eyes with Miki. Miki gave a small wave to him.


  “I’m home.”


  “Nn? Oh, it’s Shino.”


  “Oh god, don’t go lying around like that, Dad, it’s improper. Hey Mom, say something, too.


  “…Just give up.”


  “Geez… I also can hear Miki laughing from above… I’ve told her not to go to sleep until late… Huh? She came down?”


  “Onee-chan, welcome home.”


  “I’m home… wait not that, quickly go to sleep.”
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  “Miki was thinking of going to sleep soon, you know?”


  “Then good—by the way, why were you laughing? Were you watching TV?”


  “Miki wasn’t watching TV. It’s nothing. Even so, Miki did think it’s gonna get pretty interesting.”


  “What do you mean? Oh well, I’m gonna go take a bath and quickly go to sleep.”


  He could hear the conversation of a happy family get-together leaking from inside. It seemed somewhat fun, making Sandai feel a little envious.


  Sandai’s parents were away from home due to work. It had been this way since Sandai had been very small.


  Although there had been times with them around, he generally wouldn’t see them for half of the year. His parents’ acquaintance would come occasionally to look after him, but scared of unfamiliar adults, he had been keeping a distance without getting any closer.


  And when he had been five or six years old when his parents had taken him along to live overseas—he had been helpless, not able to communicate with the language, but at that time as well, his parents hadn’t been by his side, busy with work.


  Looking back, he hadn’t been able to learn what an ordinary kid would learn in their home, and this very thing could be said to be the direct cause of why he had become a loner bad at socializing.


  Right now Sandai accepted himself, but there also had been a time where he had felt the serious flaw as a human in him, and felt embarrassed of his lack of friends and communication skill.


  “Well, I’m just gonna get tired recalling this and that of the bygone past. I’ll have to forget it as much as possible.”


  Almost December, the night wind this time of the year was cold, and the whiteness of the breath escaping his mouth was striking.


  ~ ~ ~



  The next day, and also the day after that, the same routine passed. And using the time to walk her home, Sandai continued helping Shino study without even wasting a second.


  Sandai had a slight feeling about whether she could avoid failing even after coming this far, but he would just have to help her study what he could help her with.


  “The scope of mathematics for the finals is focused on differentiation and integration, but we’ll leave out integration. Differentiation is what we’ll do, since you can get the answer with mathematical calculation and all. You don’t have to understand it. Anyway, you can get points if you get used to solving problems.”


  “Uwh.”


  “For English, we’ll give up on listening. It’s impossible to train your ears now. We’ll focus everything on reading comprehension of long texts. Long texts can easily confuse you with its amount of words, but there’s a lot of cases where the answer is already written in the question. In a sense, English is the easiest. As long as you understand the intention of the question, it’s just whatever.”


  “K-Kay.”


  “As for other subjects… It’ll mostly be memorization. I guess it’ll be just memorizing using flashcards and vocabulary apps.”


  “…”


  At some point, vigor had disappeared from Shino’s eyes, maybe because of the demanding, high amount of information.


  Even Sandai, he didn’t want to see his girlfriend making such a face, but he steeled his heart for the goal of avoiding failing.


  Just about everyone doesn’t want to do something that could get them hated. That said, precisely because there is love in it that it could be harsh as well.


  Time passed by in a flash, and the day of the finals arrived.


  “We will start the finals. Not to reiterate, but cheating of any kind is prohibited. Alright, pass the question and answer sheet to the back.”


  As if tossing it, their homeroom teacher Nakaoka placed the bundles of papers on the front row students’ desks, and sat down on the teacher platform’s chair together with a sigh.


  Perhaps because in a test there would be no classes, nor anything to do but monitor the students, Nakaoka scratched her back with a back scratcher she had brought from somewhere and yawned.


  “Haaaaahh… the test is already starting.”


  “I kept telling myself to prepare for the finals, but I ended up doing nothing and now here we are.”


  “Everyone, please refrain from whispering!! You’re supposed to take the test quietly!!”


  “You’re the nosiest, Prez. Look, now Nakaoka is awake ’cause you’re so loud. Just let her sleep, man.”


  “Urgh… I’m just saying the right thing, though…”


  “I wanna go home.”


  “I wonder when during the winter holiday the supplementary class starts. I’d hate it if it’s the first day. Christmas Eve will be at that time.”


  While ignoring the murmurs that could be heard coming from all over the classroom, Sandai carried the sheets passed from the seat on the front to Shino on the seat behind him—only to get startled.


  As a final push, Sandai had been the most harsh yesterday, but Shino’s eyes had become bloodshot because of that.


  “Y-You okay…?”


  “Yeah? I’m okay, though?”


  As the one who had helped Shino study, Sandai knew better than anyone else that she had been working hard for this day.


  He was reflecting that he had gotten a little bit too spartan, however, that had also been to fulfill Shino’s request to avoid failing.


  “…Good luck,” Sandai told her and lightly patted her head.


  And then Shino’s ghastly expression softened slightly, seemingly to have regained some of her vigor back.


  ~ ~ ~


  The sound of writing and the ticking of the clock resounded in the classroom. Without any particular problem cropping up, the test proceeded. Modern Japanese came to an end, English came to an end, and mathematics came to end end.


  As for the questions showing up on the test, there also had been many parts which Sandai had taught Shino. With this it seemed like Shino could somehow avoid failing.


  While patting himself on the chest in relief, he decided to concentrate on the test as well.


  It was a not-at-all-hard test for Sandai who was already done with the scope for high school. Without a doubt he could get almost a perfect score.


  However, Sandai was purposefully making some mistakes or leaving it blank. There was a proper reason for this act of deliberately lowering his score.


  Sandai had previously overheard a certain conversation between the class president Shihouin and a female student Takasago, but that was the reason.


  That had been a conversation about how, if the Prez were to take the first place, his relationship with the timid Takasago could seemingly develop further.


  Sandai had been taking the first place in the school year ever since enrollment, but he had the personality who had no intention to hold onto the rank, and wouldn’t mind giving it up if it could help someone’s life go smoothly.


  Also because incidentally the failing mark would also go down if the average were to go down, and that could make it easier for Shino.


  Well, the failing mark would change because of the average, but the influence of Sandai alone would be very insignificant, so in the end the result would be depending on Shino’s hard work, however…


  Anyhow, the two-day finals came to an end just like that.


  Sandai turned his head to look back after the answer sheet had been collected—only to find Shino weekly lying face down on her desk.


  “The test is over~.”


  “It sure is. And so how did it go?”


  “…I feel like I did pretty well. By the way, the test questions were all the parts you taught me. I’m a bit surprised.”


  “It’s because I kind of know the tendency of the teachers. It’s just, even if I know that, we were on a tricky line where we couldn’t be sure if we had enough time. That’s why I had to considerably cram it into you—at any rate, you’re surprised it was all the part I taught you that came out? That sure sounds like I’m usually saying things randomly.”


  “You often do, don’t you?”


  “That’s not… no, there are certainly times when I say things randomly. I admit that. That said, only at an okay time even if I do. I’ll get serious when it’s time to get serious.”


  “That part about you, I really love it.”


  Shino was smiling, seemingly in a good mood at how it had gone for her during the test.


  “I don’t know if I can actually avoid failing until the result is out, but I feel like that’s the best I’ve done~.”


  “…Come to think of it, why did you want to avoid failing? It’s not like you’ll instantly have to repeat a year after failing, and it’ll end fine if you just take the supplementary class. It’s not like this is an advanced school either where they’ll weed people out with difficult stuff even in the supplementary class,” Sandai asked what he had suddenly thought about.


  While yawning, Shino replied, “It’s because the supplementary class starts on the first day of winter holiday. I just don’t like that and wanted to avoid failing, you know?


  “You don’t like that the supplementary class starts on the first day of winter holiday? Why?”


  “It’s because the first day of winter holiday is the 24th.”


  “Ah… So that’s why!”


  “You finally noticed?”


  Only at this late did Sandai realize the reason behind why Shino wanted to avoid failing.


  The 24th would be Christmas Eve. And then they had promised to spend the time with just the two of them on that day.


  If she were to take the supplementary class because of failing, that promise would go to the trash can. Shino didn’t like that.


  “…The supplementary class probably will be during the day only, and even supposing that you fail, we can be together from evening until night. I wouldn’t mind that even if it turns out that way, you know?”


  “I mind it even if you don’t mind it. Also, since the supplementary class will last for three or four days, it’ll then have an effect on my work shift, too. I’m just gonna cause them all kinds of troubles, aren’t I?”


  “You’re surprisingly a serious one, Shino. When you came to my apartment with your little sister Miki-chan too, you got angry so she wouldn’t be a bother to the surroundings, didn’t you?”


  “That’s because Miki was just bad.”


  “I don’t think Miki had any bad intentions either, though…”


  “Are you siding with Miki?”


  “I-I don’t mean like that, alright?”


  “I’m just joking. Fufu.”


  Joking—was what Shino said, but it was a word that was difficult to distinguish whether she was really joking. In this world, there are words that you can take seriously and words that you mustn’t take seriously.


  Perhaps because of having a sense of responsibility as an older sister, Shino would often be strict with Miki. And Sandai had known this from seeing it firsthand.


  At that time when he had tried to side with Miki previously, he had gotten chided by her.


  When taking such a past into account, Sandai had a feeling he better not take the word just now at face value. It was a place where he must not say stuff such as: I see, well I guess she’s your little sister and all, you sure are kind to Miki-chan.


  Shino would often speak out her feelings clearly, but nevertheless, it would sometimes become such a situation where she would want him to guess what was in her mind.


  Conventionally, Shino would probably be classified as a bothersome girl, but that part of her also looked cute to Sandai.


  Well, leaving that aside, the result of the finals would come out in several days, and all that was left to do would be to wait.


  Like how Shino languidly completely out of juice, now Sandai wanted to laze around as well. However… there was a looming matter that wouldn’t allow him to also do so.


  His first part-time job would start.


  But well, Sandai was surprisingly a thick skinned one, and without acting stiffly, he planned to do it indifferently, like letting matters take its course.


  ~ ~ ~



  The first day of his part-time job arrived.


  As he was spending his now-back-to-as-usual school life with Shino, just like that, it was now after school.


  Finally at last.


  “Alright, today’s the day, huh.”


  “The day? Ah, I see, your part-time job? Do your best.”


  “It’s not like it’s an unreasonable job, and I sure don’t want to work that hard. It’s just cleaning.”


  “No feeling like, ‘I’ll do my best!’ at all?”


  “Try imagining me saying ‘I’ll do my best!’ with a full face smile and showing my teeth.”


  “…Creepy, huh.”


  “Right? Well, I’m happy you’re cheering me on, and I’ll try to do my best in my own way.”


  “You’re so lax~.”


  “Isn’t it better to be lax than to weirdly strain yourself? When you see someone overly tense, won’t you worry like, ‘are they okay?’ instead?”


  “Hmmm… that might be certainly true.”


  “That’s how it is—and isn’t it about time for your part-time job?”


  “Ah, you’re right. Okay, see you later then.”


  After having the time pointed out by Sandai, Shino hurriedly broke into a run.


  After seeing off Shino leaving, Sandai, too, headed to the aquarium, his workplace. His gait was normal, neither light nor heavy.


  After walking for some ten-odd minutes, the aquarium came into view.


  Perhaps because it was its opening day, even though it was a weekday, it was crowded enough to have a decent line forming which could even be seen from a distance.


  “An aquarium is surprisingly getting a lot of visitors, huh.”


  Although he had expected it to of course be not empty at all, it was also surprising for him for it to have a line forming, still.


  “…It’s a weekday, though.”


  In this world, there are a lot of people with a schedule different from school, and there are many more cases of days off on weekdays than Sandai thought.


  While looking at the formed line with a sidelong glance, Sandai went inside through the employee room’s entrance in the rear exit—only to find a lot of staff moving around busily.


  “That is the entrance for employees, so for a visitor please from the front entrance…”


  “I’m Fujiwara Sandai, a cleaning staff. I look forward to working with you.”


  “Cleaning staff… I think one came earlier… ah, come to think of it, the cleaning staff was a group of two, was it? The vice director mentioned something like that. Alright then, Fujiwara-kun, the other cleaning staff member has arrived, so go get changed and start working together.”


  Apparently they wanted Sandai to immediately get to work, so he clocked in his time card, hurriedly got changed, and began preparing the cleaning equipment.


  And there, out of nowhere, Hajime showed up in his cleaning staff work clothes.


  “Hey, Fujiwara-kun.”


  “Oh, it’s Saeki. Long time no see, huh.”


  “It’s not even been a month since we last met, so I personally don’t feel like it’s been that long, though… Didn’t you say something similar before? Maybe your sense of time is bugged?”


  “That’s not true. I personally feel it’s been a long time.”


  “If I think about it positively, maybe it’s like you were so looking forward to seeing me that every second just felt so long?”


  “Nah, it’s because I’ve been a bit busy lately, and things happening a little while ago seemed like a long time ago.”


  “…You’ve been busy? Did something happen?”


  “I’ve been helping Shino study to prepare for the finals.”


  “Shino is… err… ah, Yuizaki-san, right? Yuizaki Shino-san. That reminds me, you did say it before; you said she’s your girlfriend.”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  While having a chit-chat, they went about their work as they had been taught previously in training—picking up the trash outside while the sun was still out, and when that was done, all sorts of cleaning inside next.


  “There sure are more visitors coming than I imagined. Even though today’s a weekday and all.”


  “Well there are a decent number of people on day off even on a weekday, and then there are probably also many people who want to take a look once since it’s a new opening.”


  “Day off on a weekday… huh. Now that you mention it, speaking of jobs with days off on weekdays and setting aside part-time jobs, doesn’t it happen to be unpopular in the case of full-time employees?”


  “Eh?”


  “I saw all kinds of job offers before finding this one, but I saw plenty of job offers for full-time positions that heavily advertised weekends off. As I thought, isn’t that more popular?”


  “…Often events and stuff are held on weekends, and the majority of people probably want to actively have fun, so aren’t days off on weekends popular then?”


  “I see.”


  “But on the contrary, I think there’s also a lot of people who prefer days off on weekdays, though. Both my papa and mama said having days off on weekdays makes it easier to go to the government office or the bank.”


  “Nn? Do you refer to your own parents as papa and mama?”


  “Is it weird?”


  “How do I say it… I thought it’s like a girl. Well it’s simply just me feeling that way, and I think I’ve told you before, but I’m a loner bad at socializing. There are times I’m out of sync with society. Forgive me for that.”


  Hajime was a guy, he himself had said—a guy whose looks, voice, and gestures already looked like nothing but that of a complete girl.


  Perhaps the so-called femboy.


  No out of place feeling when recognizing one as a girl, but when properly looking at one as a guy, there would be a feeling of discomfort now and then.


  It is such a feeling.


  “That kind of self-deprecating remark of yours, seems like it would make you enemies somewhat.”


  “Make me enemies? Why?”


  “I think there’s a lot of people who’d end up thinking you have a bad personality at your ‘I’m a loner bad at socializing’ even though you have a beauty for a girlfriend, you know? I know what kind of a guy you are, so I can easily pass it off, though.”


  “I’m—”


  “—Just saying the truth since you’re really a loner bad at socializing, right?”


  “That’s it. That’s the truth, so I just say it as it is so there’s no misunderstandings.”


  “Mm-hmm. But it’s about how the people who’d get that are only people like me who clearly understand you.”


  Even if it is a remark that states only the truth, different people would take it differently.


  That was a fair point, and one that Sandai should think a bit about.


  Sandai didn’t really care about how people he got little to do with would see him like, but on the other hand… Sandai was aware that being like that wasn’t all right.


  So he decided to honestly take Hajime’s point.


  “I see… I guess you’re right. Thanks.”


  “Thanks?”


  “There are times I don’t really get common sense and all that stuff. So, thanks for pointing that out to me.”


  At Sandai expressing his thanks while scratching the tip of his nose, Hajime looked surprised and bursted into laughter immediately after.


  “Fufu… ahahaha!”


  “W-Why’re you laughing, I was just saying my thanks.”


  Could it be that… Hajime was making fun of Sandai?


  No idea.


  However, Hajime was a hard-to-grasp femboy, so what was in Hajime’s mind was impossible for Sandai to know.


  While doing all this and that, he reached the end of his first day of part-time job without a single hitch. All that was left would be to clock out and get changed.


  When Sandai entered the office together with Hajime, almost at the same time, Komaki in a rubber suit walked in from the other entrance.


  “So cold…” With quivering lips, she grabbed the remote for the AC with inconceivable speed and raised the temperature at once. “Quick, quick, get warmer—huh? Fujiwara-kun and Hajime-kun? I see, it’s already time for you to get off work, huh.”


  “What’s with that outfit?”


  “This? Since today’s the opening day, I thought I’d make the dolphin show a bit longer than planned, so I hurriedly changed the schedule. And then my body got colder than expected. Since you know, it’s a show where I’m also going into the water.”


  Apparently she herself had gotten into the water for a show production or something, and that had ended up prolonged.


  Komaki seemed to be pushing herself, but since she was the vice director, he felt that it was not a position where she would have to be like that, however…


  In the worst case scenario of her physical condition deteriorating, it would have an effect on many things, so shouldn’t her job be to make sure it wouldn’t turn into anything serious?


  No, it might be the opposite.


  It was also possible that precisely because it was a position with its own weight, she was trying to take the initiative, and show the employees that she was working hard.


  “It’s starting to get warmer… but… still cold.”


  The room temperature inside the room was steadily rising, but Komaki was rubbing both her hands while shivering, perhaps she was still cold from the inside. 


  Sandai pushed in his time card to clock out, bought a bottle of warm tea from a vending machine installed on the premises, and handed it to Komaki.


  “Please take this.”


  “Tea? You’re giving me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Thanks…”


  “…Wouldn’t it be better to not push yourself?”


  “I get that, but I’m the vice director. If I don’t show myself pushing myself, I might get told ‘you got the nerve looking so pompous while doing nothing!’ you know?”


  Komaki scratched her cheek and smiled wryly. It seemed it was correct that she was deliberately showing herself working hard to the employees precisely because she had her position.


  “It seems there is a lot going on.”


  “Well, I’m sure the time will come when you’ll understand, too. Yeah.”


  “I feel like I will spend the rest of my life without ever understanding it, though… I cannot imagine a future where I’m a person with position.”


  “You have a girlfriend, right? You showed me her photo in the training last time, didn’t you? She’s a really cute girl.”


  “Err, yes.”


  “If you continue to be in a relationship with that girl without any hiccups, you’ll become an adult, and it’s possible it’ll get to marriage and such. Then you’ve gotta work hard and become a big man.”


  “Assuming we will get married, I wonder, is there a need for me to be a big man at that time…?”


  “Well, it’s fine even if you don’t become a big man, though… For the result of you working hard, it’s an easy to understand indicator, like… hmmm… what I want to say is that, you should show her that you’re working hard I think… I just hate my weak vocabulary. I should’ve gone to a humanities college instead of the science one.”


  Although just somehow, Sandai did understand what Komaki wanted to say. To sum it up, it was about: don’t forget to work hard for your girlfriend.


  What suddenly came up in Komaki’s mind, about what a big person was like, was: the results of working hard at your job.


  “I understand what you do want to say.”


  “Really?”


  “It’s just somehow, though… I have to pick my girlfriend up after this, so I will take my leave now.”


  “Picking her up, huh… I’d love a boyfriend who will come pick me up, too.”


  Sandai would like to avoid getting into a long conversation and being late in picking Shino up, so he cut the conversation short.


  Then immediately after, having been watching from the side from the beginning, “Fujiwara-kun, you’re rather good at dealing with women, huh?” Hajime spoke so, who knows what kind of a joke it was this time.


  “In what way does it look like that? I’m bad with women instead. I can’t even shower compliments like a host in a host club can.”


  “Compliments alone don’t mean you’re good at dealing with them, though…”


  “I sure don’t quite get what you’re trying to say.”


  “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. Yeah.”


  Sandai couldn’t even fathom what the true meaning of Hajime’s words was. That said, Hajime said not to worry about it, so it wasn’t a big deal.


  “Speaking of which, we’re still in our work clothes, so we’ve gotta go get changed. Let’s head to the changing room together.”


  Hajime’s way of changing the subject was so natural that Sandai almost reflexively nodded his head. However, he remembered that that was a proposal he must not get on board with.


  If Sandai were to go get changed together with Hajime, that would mean to end up seeing that body of Hajime. That would end up with discovering something that would never be able to get undoed… was what Sandai felt for the situation.


  Sandai had felt the same thing before, but he had gone to change alone in the toilet at that time.


  Sandai’s instinct was telling him to do the same this time, too. Deep down inside him was telling him that he must not open the Pandora’s box.


  “You suddenly froze up, what’s up? Are you feeling ill?”


  “I’m feeling just fine.”


  “Then let’s just quickly head to the changing room.”


  “No can do.”


  “Eh?”


  “I’ll go get changed in the toilet.”


  “…I get that you’re embarrassed, and I also remember you’re telling me you have that kind of principle, but don’t you think of mustering up the courage a little? And I do feel like we can get to know each other better if we go get changed together.”


  “I’m a man who won’t change his principle easily.”


  “Wai—”


  “—Sorry.”


  Sandai grabbed his change of clothes and ran to the toilet without waiting for Hajime’s response.


  Hajime wasn’t a bad person, and probably someone who was close to his no. 1 friend. Sandai did recognize that in his heart.


  But this and that were a different story.


  5 December–10 December: The Prez Is a Smooth Man, Huh?


  Without anything in particular occurring, Sandai’s daily lives were going fine. By starting a part-time job, it had become busy just a little, but it was as usual otherwise.


  After the end of the finals, he had put on hold walking Shino all the way to her home.


  To have that included in his daily lives, Sandai was thinking that it would be after properly greeting her parents.


  Right now, little by little, he was in the middle of getting his mental preparations done for that.


  In the meantime, entering December, and after several passing days, the result of the finals finally came back.


  Speaking of whether or not Shino managed to avoid failing… she somehow managed to barely avoid failing in all subjects. The person in question looked happy and had a big smile.


  “I did it!”


  “The results of your hard work, it is.”


  On a further note, for Sandai’s results, it was above 90 in all subjects.


  He did feel like he could’ve gotten a full mark on everything if so inclined, but he had dropped his scores so the first place in the school year could get taken by the class president, so he settled for this score.


  Since the rank was disclosed personally as schools were also strict with personal information nowadays, it wasn’t definite that the Prez had actually taken the first… well, the said person was delightfully disclosing it to the surroundings, so it was definite without Sandai having to force his hand to find out.


  “UWOOOOHHH, F-FINALLY FIRST PLACE! I’VE ACHIEVED IT!!


  “Shut up, Prez. Yeah sure, good for you, huh.”


  “Someone like Prez will raise the average, which also raises the failing mark. Drop your score in the spirit of solidarity, man.”


  “Shihouin-kun is first place… Speaking of which, Shihouin-kun’s birthday is also close. I wanna give some kind of present to congratulate his birthday and for getting first place… I wanna get to know him, too…”


  “Yuizaki somehow avoids failing this final, doesn’t she? Even though she’s always been a supplementary class regular in all subjects. I wonder if Fujiwara is good at helping study.”


  “I got betrayed by Shino… I thought we were supplementary class forever best buds and yet…”


  “The greatest dummy avoiding failing feels, like, the greatest betrayal. I get you.”


  “The supplementary class starts on the 24th on winter holiday’s first day, so as expected on that day Shino also wants to… so that’s what this is all about, right? It’s the power of love.”


  In the classroom, here and there people who had ended up failing were standing out. Somehow it seemed to be a lot, however…


  The failing mark was based on the average of the entire school year, so it seemed there were a lot of students with bad results in this class.


  That said, there were also top ranker students such as Sandai and the Prez.


  If we were to take the average by dividing the collective score of the whole class, we would probably get a balance figure.


  Glancing at the students’ louder than usual pandemonium, the homeroom teacher Nakaoka let out a sigh. And then for some reason, Nakaoka looked at Sandai.


  “Alright… The results have been given back, and now there is a student I have to summon for a bit. Fujiwara, come to the staff room after school.”


  “Eh…?”


  Suddenly being named, Sandai opened his eyes wide in puzzlement.


  “There’s something I want to talk about.”


  Sandai was about to ask what it was about, but Shino, however, responded even faster than him.


  “Sandai is smart enough to help me study, his results aren’t bad, and he hasn’t done anything weird either… So why does he need to be summoned?”


  “Why are you the one responding and not Fujiwara, Yuizaki… oh well, I guess that’s fine. Well, look, I’m not necessarily summoning him to scold him. Relax.”


  “Then isn’t it fine to talk about it here?”


  At the same time as Shino glaring at Nakaoka, tension spread out in the classroom, and the classmates who had been making ruckus until just now suddenly went silent.


  Sandai also froze up reflexively at the sudden explosive situation between Shino and Nakaoka.


  “It’s not something I can talk about here. It’s not anything weird.”


  “If it’s not anything weird, then isn’t it strange that you can’t talk about it here?”


  “I’m not going to bully your boyfriend either.”


  “Then I’ll tag along.”


  “I don’t know what you’re worried about, but there are other teachers in the staff room. Nothing that will worry you will happen. It’s like a student and teacher meeting.”


  Student and teacher meeting—with words that could happen to any students equally coming out, perhaps her worry having been dispelled a little, Shino’s vigor gradually eased.


  “…Like a student and teacher meeting?”


  “That’s right. So don’t make such a scary face… Have you calmed down a bit?”


  “It’s not like I’m being hysterical or anything.”


  “You’re right, you just got worried a bit… When you fall in love with someone, you will make tremendous assumptions that will also turn into worry. That being the case, that’s the so-called emotion which is an important part of being a human. However, don’t let it run wild too much. Fujiwara is unexpectedly thick skinned, so he doesn’t seem to think anything of it at all, but that also perhaps will change someday.”


  “…That’s not true.”


  “Such a childish logic won’t get you anywhere once you become an—no, I guess it’s fine for now. Anyway, it’s great that I seem to have gotten your understanding.”


  It seemed that the situation had settled down without turning serious, and everyone in that place including Sandai let out a sigh in unison.


  It was a scene overflowing with tension.


  In the worst scenario, Sandai had thought of giving a helping hand to Shino, but on one hand, he could understand why Nakaoka had chided Shino, so Sandai had mixed feelings.


  Nakaoka’s point was correct.


  Thinking about the time when Shino would be an adult, she had a little part of herself somewhere that would have to be fixed.


  Nonetheless, there would be no meaning if Shino didn’t realize and try to fix it herself.


  What Sandai could do would be to just support Shino from the shadows so she could realize it. Sandai thought that going further than that would simply be being pushy, nothing more.


  ~ ~ ~



  After school. When Sandai headed to the staff room, he found Nakaoka sipping a coffee looking awfully displeased.


  “You’re finally here. Good grief… she sure is like a mad dog, that Yuizaki. Make sure you put a collar on her.”


  “An act that has an issue with ethics and morals is a bit…”


  “I’m not telling you to actually do it. It’s just a metaphor, alright?”


  “And so, what do you want to talk about with me?”


  “…You helped Yuizaki study, someone who regularly has failed tests, and made her pass, right? Helping someone study looks easy but is difficult. Not everyone can do it, and as a homeroom teacher, it is good that a student with bad grades didn’t fail. Well done—I thought I’d let you know that… Well, your results on the other hand dropped a bit and it caught my eyes, but there was a clear trace of you trying to lower your scores like leaving the answers blank. Don’t know what kind of intention you have, but nevertheless, your scores averaged above 90 still. There’s nothing for me to say.”


  “U-Uhuh… In short, does it mean that you just wanted to tell me ‘well done’ regarding me helping Shino study?”


  To be summoned only for that was kind of a bummer. Sandai tilted his head puzzlingly. And immediately Nakaoka cleared her throat.


  “W-Well, just now was a bit of a preface, you see. So the main topic is, umm, about me doing that with that, and then about the SMS I’ve sent you after the school festival…”


  Sandai grasped it before Nakaoka could finish saying it all. The true essence of the talk and why Nakaoka had wanted to summon him was about that matter which he had decided to forget.


  Sandai had clearly played dumb at that time—for the sake of conveying his stance to Nakaoka for certain.


  However, Nakaoka seemed to be holding slight worry nevertheless, and wanted to personally ascertain Sandai’s response.


  “That with that…? What is that about? Regarding the school festival, I remember that only our class’s program was canceled during the event, but other than that, I don’t think I remember anything else,” Sandai told her while looking away.


  And then like a mix of relief and joy, like a small child not getting scolded after making a mistake if we were to liken it, Nakaoka made such a carefree smile.


  “Oh I sure do love a man who can read the room like you. How about moving on from Yuizaki to me? I’m still single after all.”


  “That’s a bit…”


  “I’m just joking. As if with a student… In the first place, I don’t have any interest in a younger man and by twelve years even. Besides, Yuizaki should be quite the jealous type. Now matter how you look at it, it’s completely obvious it would become troublesome. I don’t have a hobby of risking my neck after all. I also do want to avoid getting into a situation where she would scream like, ‘YOU HOMEWRECKER!’ and then STAB! Haha.”


  “No matter how jealous Shino is, she won’t do anything like that. Just what do you think my girlfriend is…”


  Despite denying Nakaoka’s claim, Sandai did think, no, that’s possible maybe, as well.


  Shino wasn’t good at studying, and she had a frank personality, but even so she possessed many ordinary aspects as well. However, regarding situations involving jealousy, she would take actions that would seem like one wrong move, and she would lose control.


  Like how she had lashed out at Nakaoka earlier.


  “Well, the inner workings of emotions do get intense in all sorts of ways when you’re young. Yuizaki is especially susceptible to this. Only a man who can look ahead and be considerate like you sure is fit to be her boyfriend.”


  “I’m not a man who can be that considerate, you know? I’m just giving my all because if Shino is happy, I’m also happy.”


  “I see now. And so, you think you can ease Yuizaki’s misandry somewhat?”


  “Concerning that… I think it will take time, since she seems to also have a traumatic past. She herself has talked to me about it, and she said something like how she had gotten sick of boys watching her unexpectedly large chest in swimming class in the past. She is cute already, so I think she stood out even more, and it seems she is more emotionally wounded than I thought. When I think about how so that it wouldn’t put a burden on her, I would say it’s impossible for it to be immediate.”


  “…So choosing a method that requires patience, huh. What a gentle way of handling it. I think it’s so like you, if I do say so myself. Somehow I envy Yuizaki a little now. I want to come across a partner who is that gentle as well. I do have no small amount of desire for marriage after all.”


  “That’s unexpected. I thought that you are the type who dislikes having your own time shaved off from having a partner, marriage, or something like that.”


  “I don’t look like it, but I’m someone who gets lonely pretty easily, you see. It’d be great if there’s a nice person, but I couldn’t easily find one, and now I’m in my thirties.”


  Although not to the extent of Shino, Nakaoka was on the good-looking side. Her personality did have a preachy side, but that was not at all bad, though…


  Could she have a high ideal, simply hadn’t been blessed with an encounter, or perhaps had a peculiar hobby that would put off anyone who got to know it?


  Anyhow, Nakaoka shouldn’t find it amusing to have someone younger talk to her with know-it-all airs, so Sandai gave an inoffensive compliment.


  “…There hadn’t been a single man with discerning eyes it seems. It hurts my heart that a wonderful woman like you is being ignored, Sensei.”


  “Your delivery is so flat that it doesn’t move me, but umm well, thanks, for trying to encourage me.”


  At the same time as Nakaoka showing a dry smile, the sunlight coming from the window got stronger just a little. Then, Sandai noticed a slight cheek blusher under Nakaoka’s eyes.


  Given the vague impression, he thought that Nakaoka wasn’t wearing any make-up, but she seemed to be wearing light make-up so natural that you would have to take a close look to be able to tell.


  Often looking at Shino, who would usually put effort to get cuter, Sandai understood that that was the result of being proficient at make-up.


  And then, he realized Nakaoka’s weak point as well.


  “It’s not my place to say it, but you seem to be proficient at light make-up, Nakaoka-sensei. But that being the case, I wonder if there are lots of men who wouldn’t notice when you are tired, dispirited, and such then.”


  “…What’s with this so suddenly?”


  “I’m just saying what I have in mind, so I would appreciate it if you could let it not bother you. It’s just, when a woman is dispirited, exhausted and such, there are many men who will have their desire to protect stimulated… Since that’s the case, I wonder if not hiding it and showing it on the face when you are tired would—”


  Sandai thought he was being as tactful as possible with his words, but even Nakaoka really didn’t find it fun to get pointed out by someone younger it seemed—as she raised her eyebrows in irritation.


  “—I know that much without you telling me. However, I’m not a fan of that sort of thing. That’s why I’m simply waiting for someone who would notice that personality of mine to show up!”


  “I-I’m sorry, I have said something unnecessary.”


  Although Sandai hurriedly lowered his head, Nakaoka’s breathing was violent, clearly in a bad mood.


  There are several ways of dealing with someone when you have angered them, but among those, one that can be done amicably is to leave the scene. Once the creature called human has gotten into the state of being angry, even things that normally wouldn’t bother them could get them extremely angry.


  “Umm… So… I will take my leave now then.”


  Sandai slowly turned on his heel, and tried to quietly leave the staff room while having Nakaoka’s glare-like gaze piercing his back.


  Then, Nakaoka’s glare-like gaze stopped. Without thinking, Sandai looked back. His eyes met with Nakaoaka’s, who was smiling wryly with an exasperated look.


  “…No different from ten years ago. Still the same rude kid as ever. And he doesn’t even remember me. Well, I don’t have an interest in someone younger either, so it’s just whatever, though.”


  Nakaoka was muttering something, but he would hate to anger her again by asking back without thinking. Not having a hobby of taking pleasure from getting scolded, Sandai just got out to the corridor while giving a slight bow to the school nurse who just happened to enter the staff room.


  “The kid just now, I think he’s Nakaoka-sensei’s… wait, huh? Nakaoka-sensei, what happened? You’re making a weird look.”


  “O-Oh? What’s this suddenly… Actually, is it fine to leave the infirmary empty?”


  “I came here to grab some documents~. Besides, it’s already after school, and not a single sick student came in today, so it’s okay for me to leave for a bit.”


  “…I see.”


  “That aside, you’re really making a weird look, what happened?”


  “I’m always looking like this, and you know that.”


  “That’s not true. Nakaoka-sensei… did someone catch your interest? Ah, I know! It’s the math teacher Takebayashi-sensei! I mean he’s pretty hot like a sauna.”


  “If you don’t joke in moderation, I’m gonna get mad, you know?”


  “Eeek~ I’ll quickly grab the documents and get baack~.”


  Immediately after getting out into the corridor, Sandai found Shino waiting for him.


  Sandai had thought that she was no longer at school since she had her part-time job, but she seemed to be concerned about him getting summoned.


  “…What was the talk about?”


  They had had a talk about Shino—though since he couldn’t tell the truth, Sandai decided to give it some cover up.


  There are also times when it is better to lie.


  “What it was about? Just that, like lecturing and stuff. Me getting summoned basically for that.”


  “…Sensei, you liar. She said she wasn’t going to bully you, yet lecturing.”


  “Well, sometimes I’m not paying attention in class too, going in one ear out and out the other. Maybe it just happened to get noticed. More importantly, isn’t your work soon?”


  “Soon… Oh crap… It’s gonna be close!”


  “Let’s hurry then. Mine is also soon.”


  “Yeah!”


  Both of them left the entrance at a fast pace. They exited the school gate, and when they came to a fork, “Ah!” Shino suddenly spoke up and came to a stop.


  “What’s up?”


  “There’s something I forgot to mention. So while waiting for you, Takasago-chan talked to me for a bit and consulted me for some stuff… We’ll talk in detail later, but I’d like to have your help too, so…”


  “Help? If there’s anything I can do, I don’t really mind, though…”


  “Thanks! Don’t forget about it! Then, later!”


  Takasago, someone who was like a small animal, and Shino, a gyaru—looking from the side, they were both a kind that would have nothing to do with each other.


  However, since the matter of confectionery making at the school festival, perhaps having gotten to know each other to some extent, it seemed they were now close enough that one would consult the other even.


  As long as they didn’t make a pass at Sandai, Shino was kind to the same sex, so Takasago probably found it easy to ask for some advice, but…


  Even so, consulting Shino, huh. When it comes to Takasago taking actions… probably related to the Prez, isn’t it?


  Sandai knew that Takasago liked the Prez. So he thought it was probably Prez related, and indeed it was.


  ~ ~ ~



  After his part-time job, Sandai went to pick Shino up, and like usual, sat down at the seat he was guided to and sipped the served boyfriend privilege black tea.


  He let out a breath, and then finally, he realized Takasago sitting in front of him sharing the same table. Shino had said that Takasago had come to consult her, but it seemed she had called Takasago here.


  “H-Hello.” Seemingly waiting for the right timing to greet him, Takasago bowed her head repeatedly at the same time as Sandai noticed her. After that she timidly looked around. “It’s a v-very stylish cafe… where Yuizaki-san is working… You don’t seem bothered at all, Fujiwara-kun, but are you used to it?”


  “Eh? Ah… well… somewhat. I felt completely out of place at first, but as I‘ve been coming here to pick Shino up everyday, I got used to it.”


  “Hwah… you pick her up everyday… is that voluntary? Or did Yuizaki-san ask you to?”


  “Picking her up is something I do voluntarily, I’d say,” Sandai openly told her the particular, as it wasn’t anything to hide.


  Afterwards, Takasago hung her head down, mumbling, “Getting treasured like that… so envious.” Takasago’s murmur was so small that one could think that it was the chirping of a bird.


  “I couldn’t really hear it, but… did you say something?”


  “Heh? Ah, no, not really…” Takasago flusteredly waved both of her hands, and hung her head once more.


  And then silence fell without any murmuring.


  For better or worse, Takasago was a girl in another sense different from Shino. She seemed like she would immediately get hurt if not treated carefully, so treading carefully when dealing with her would be necessary.


  “By the way Takasago, seems like you consulted Shino for some stuff, huh?”


  “Y-Yes. I consulted Yuizaki-san a bit, and then she wanted to have your help, too, and then, umm, she said to just quickly get through the talk with the three of us, umm, it seems Yuizaki-san will be done with her part-time job around this time, and then so she said you will come pick her up at her workplace, so it will be just right, she said…”


  “I see.”


  “…How much have you heard from Yuizaki-san, Fujiwara-kun?”


  “Not a thing, I was only told we’ll talk in detail later.”


  “Still not anything…?”


  “That’s right. But I can kinda guess,” Sandai said and continued. “About Prez, isn’t it?” Only for Takasago to tightly shut her lips and hang her head down with a bright red face.


  How to put this, Takasago did nothing but hung her head down.


  “H-How… If you haven’t heard the details, you’re not supposed to know…!”


  “I kinda just had the hunch.”


  “C-Could it be that it was always showing in my attitude or something?”


  “It sure was. It was kinda obvious back then during the school festival.”


  “Eeeh… No way…”


  “Well at any rate, I’ll hear the details once Shino’s here. It was Shino you came to consult. It’s also just wrong if I start listening while leaving Shino out.”


  Sandai rested his chin on one hand, and then Shino showed up. Apparently sensing the subtle mood between Sandai and Takasago, Shino puzzledly looked at the two’s faces alternatingly.


  “I’m done with work~… wait, what’s with this mood?”


  “Before hearing what it’s about, I somehow figured it was about the Prez and when I asked, I was right. And then after that Takasago got like this.”


  “Could it be that you knew Takasago-chan likes the Prez?”


  “I noticed during the school festival. It was just that obvious.”


  “I didn’t have a single idea until I got consulted, though…”


  “You dense.”


  “To think that the day I got told that by you would come.”


  “Because I’m basically on the side that gets told that. So, I still haven’t heard what the consulting was for, but in the end, how did it end up with my help being necessary?”


  Shino looked at Takasago at Sandai’s question.


  “…Sorry. Probably I should’ve tried to handle it myself actually, but umm, I just don’t know much about guys.”


  “Eh, y-you don’t know much about guys?”


  “Yeah. I mean, my first boyfriend is Sandai.”


  “…That is surprising.”


  “Really?”


  “I thought you were experienced, so…”


  “That’s not true. Well anyway, that’s how it is, so that’s why I told you I’d like to also have Sandai’s help, a guy. Also, I guess I just don’t really get along with Prez. For reasons.”


  Shino had a little beef with the Prez.


  When the Prez had tried to approach Sandai with an exaggerated movement, she had had the Prez eat her front kick. And she had done stuff like glaring at the Prez even afterwards.


  So asking for Sandai’s help this time, after taking such a past into account… At least Sandai wouldn’t get closer to Prez, but…


  At times Sandai would feel that Shino indeed going too far for getting jealous even over a slight interaction of him with the same sex, but he also knew that she wasn’t the type who would easily accept it when having that pointed out.


  If he were to, it would instead add fuel to the fire, and she would turn even more hostility to the other party—to Prez in this case.


  Nakaoka had said no one would be fit to be Shino’s boyfriend but Sandai, but that was exactly so.


  If it weren’t Sandai, he probably would be on a hospital bed with a hole on his stomach about this time.


  There were as many guys as there were stars in the sky who would love to be in a relationship with Shino, but even in the off chance one could get to date her, there was a limited number of people who got the capacity to face this kind of heavy love.


  “Yuizaki-san, you said you don’t get along with Prez, but does your personality not match with his? Shihouin-kun is… I can say Shihouin-kun is a good person, though.”


  “Eh? Ah… well umm, I think Prez is someone with a good personality, but, it’s just that, he did tick me off for some reasons.”


  “Did Shihouin-kun do something to you, Yuizaki-san? Umm, in that case I will apologize in his place!”


  “You really don’t have to apologize, Takasago-chan~. It was just me having a disagreement. With the Prez.”


  Sandai did sense such a strong implicit, I don’t feel like straightening out the disagreement, though, in it, but seemingly to have taken the words literally, Takasago patted down her chest.


  “Then I’m glad.”


  “Mm-hmm. So, if I remember correctly, the consulting was about wanting me to look into what the Prez likes because you want to give him a birthday present, right?”


  “Yes! Shihouin-kun’s birthday is the 15th of December, and I want to give it to him on that day! It seems he’s gotten his long-wished school year first place in the finals as well, and he looked really happy about it, so as a congratulation for that, too!”


  “Probably best if we could just go ask directly, but even if we go to ask, Prez is probably gonna run away. Having said that, I don’t really want Sandai to get close either. But, asking directly is not the only way to get information about someone!”


  Shino said something weird. Sandai spontaneously asked back.


  “Asking directly is not the only way to get information…?”


  “Let’s do detective work.”


  “…Detective work? Does it mean tailing him?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You serious?”


  “Serious.”


  “You sure are a bundle of energy. Rather, is my help needed for that?”


  “I mean, there might be something that wouldn’t get noticed if it’s just me, and I don’t know much about guys either. Besides, lots of detectives work in a team of two, right?”


  To sum it up, the real truth seemed to be to also drag in Sandai somehow.


  Although it was really random, Sandai also knew that Shino just wasn’t the type to think deeply.


  Besides, Sandai also had the concern of Shino rushing in recklessly and making a blunder by letting her do it alone. So Sandai replied, “All right.”


  To be able to easily go along with Shino like this was precisely because it was Sandai. Takasago wasn’t hiding her puzzlement, but that reaction was normal.


  “Eh? Eh? Tailing him…?”


  “Shino’s the type who does what she’s decided to do. I suppose she would also reconsider if there’s a reason that would force her to give up, but she’ll carry it out for sure as long as there’s no problem showing up.”


  “As expected from you, Sandai. You do understand me!”


  “Because it’s my responsibility to understand you. So, how exactly are we even supposed to tail him?”


  “Right… Actually before deciding what to do exactly, I personally don’t like how ‘tailing’ sounds because it’s like we’re doing something bad, so let’s just change it to ‘doing detective work’!”


  By phrasing it differently, it wouldn’t change the fact that they would take an action that might infringe the Prez’ privacy, nor could it erase the fact that it would be considered as something bad by the general public, but…


  Well, if Shino said she would like it so, Sandai would simply comply.


  “All right. Then how will we do this detective work exactly?”


  “Hmm right so…”


  “F-For me tailing is a bit…”


  While leaving behind Takasago, the person wanting to consult, Sandai and Shino decided to carry it out on the day when they both would have a day-off from their part-time jobs and continued with the talk.


  ~ ~ ~



  The day to carry out the tailing came.


  Although both Sandai and Shino would usually get ready to head to their part-time jobs once it was after school, today was a day-off. Without any hurry they were getting ready to leave, and carefully making sure every single move of Prez.


  Speaking of which, the result of the talk: it would be just Sandai and Shino doing the tailing. Takasago had been feeling hesitant no matter what, so she had refused to join.


  Apparently she was fine with just receiving the report of the investigation.


  “Say, you got no work today, Shino?”


  “It’s a day-off, but I have something to do today.”


  “Must be on a date with your bf, isn’t it? Fujiwara already totally your priority after all.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Haaah~… bfbfbfbfbfbfbfbfbf, I want a bf too~.”


  “Good luck.”


  “See ya.”


  Shino’s friends languidly walked out of and left the classroom. As time passed, the number of other classmates were decreasing as well, and when they noticed, most of them were gone.


  However, the Prez was still in the classroom.


  Apparently absorbed in reading something, he was staring at the book with a serious face while seated in his own seat.


  “The Prez, I wonder what he’s reading. A pocket book?”


  “Probably some kind of academic book, I guess.”


  “A difficult book?”


  “It’s a difficult book, I’d say.”


  “If you read something like that… will your test score go up?”


  “Your results in like modern Japanese can probably go up—hmm?”


  Prez checked the time, closed the book, put it in his bag, and headed out of the school. Sandai and Shino followed after him.


  “…Maybe he’s going home?”


  “He checked the time, so rather than going home, it sure feels like he got somewhere to go.”


  “I wonder where he’s going.”


  The Prez pushed up the bridge of his glasses with his middle finger once, suddenly stopped in his tracks and looked back.


  “Is it my imagination? I feel like someone’s watching, though…”


  Sandai and Shino hurriedly went into cover to hide.


  “That’s close!”


  “C’mon, don’t suddenly look back, Prez.”


  Prez tilted his head like, “?” and started walking once again. And then, he went into a multi-floor building near the station.


  There was a list of names of preparatory schools on the building’s nameplate. There were all kinds of preparatory schools, ranging from a well-known to an unheard-of one.


  “Sure is a building with all kinds of prep schools.”


  “Uwaah… I absolutely don’t wanna go to a prep school. I mean, it costs like lot of money too, right?”


  From Shino’s perspective, who wasn’t good at studying, apparently the act of devoting oneself to studying so much that one would even voluntarily pay for it was hard to understand.


  The feeling was understandable.


  Sandai as well, he would rather spend money on light novels or animes and wouldn’t consider studying so hard he would pay for it, so he had been doing the so-called self-study style at home until now.


  However, he also understood the good points of preparatory schools.


  “Because if you have eyes set on college entrance exams, prep school will help. You’ll get taught the tendency of your desired college and the strategy for it. It’ll take time if you try to do it alone. It can be a shortcut.”


  “Studying for entrance exams… Is it something you do now? Even though we’re still in second year.”


  “It also depends on the college you want to go to, but when it comes to aiming for somewhere famous, probably there are also people who have been preparing for it ever since middle school.”


  “I totally can never do it…”


  “Well, it’s also hard to maintain your motivation. Unless it’s someone with some kind of motive or reasons, you won’t last.”


  “Do you have any kind of goal or something, Sandai? You’re pretty good at studying, right? I mean, you’re good enough you can help me avoid failing.”


  Sandai was certainly good at studying.


  But not because he liked studying, nor because there was some kind of strong motive that he was devoting himself to it. It was simply killing time.


  “It’s because I’m a loner and time is all I got. I just got nothing else to do, so I’ve always been studying.”


  “I see now. But now that you mentioned it, you sure are pretty monotonous and don’t seem like there’s something you wanna do.”


  “Guess so. That aside, we can’t just keep on standing in front of the building, so let’s go to the fast food over there. We can also see this building’s entrance if we take the window seat.”


  “Roger.”


  Sandai and Shino entered the fast food restaurant, and took a vacant window seat. From here they were monitoring the building’s entrance, and waited for Prez to come out.


  However, Prez never came out even after several hours of waiting.


  Next thing they knew, it was already 8 pm.


  Perhaps the Prez had a lot of courses, or maybe he was doing a considerably serious course. Although they had never asked the person himself, he did seem to have a goal, and from his usual speech and conduct they could tell that he also got a high motivation to study.


  Why is someone with a good head like you in our school—Sandai had once been told so by Nakaoka, but it seemed that applied to Prez as well.


  It meant that with academic ability being close to Sandai’s, he could at least get 70 or 80 even if he were to take the national university entrance exam now.


  “Prez doesn’t come out at all… Do you study this long in a prep school? This is basically like a normal school.”


  Shino’s patience seemed to be considerably wearing thin due to the tailing getting stretched out, and it was beginning to show on her face.


  It seemed it would be good to bring up a topic that could improve her mood a little.


  “…Speaking of which, do you remember how I said I would give you a reward for working hard studying? Let’s choose it together now. It’s an effective use of time.”


  “I do remember~! You’re right, let’s think about it now!”


  As they were chatting, “How’s this?” “How about this this one?” while searching on their phones, Shino’s mood was getting better.


  Shino was so cute with such a simple side of hers.


  That was why Sandai now wanted to spoil her a bit, and when Shino just now murmured, “I wanna go to a hot spring,” he ended up wanting to fulfill that wish.


  Next thing he knew, he was making a phone call to a hot spring inn that seemed to have availability on the spur of the moment.


  “Thank you for calling. This is OO Inn.”


  “I’m calling to make a reservation…”


  “Certainly. Then I would like to ask for the desired date, if I may.”


  “Is there any availability after the 24th of December? It will be for two people, one female and one male. For one night.”


  “Outside of the 31st, we do have rooms available for reservation, however…”


  “I see. Umm, by the way, do the price… differs depending on the day?”


  “From the 29th of December to the 5th of January of the following year, a special surcharge will be applied. For dates outside of these, a surcharge will be applied for Sundays and national holidays, and then the regular rate will be applied for weekdays.”


  “Err… I’m not sure what date will be good… How about the 28th…?”


  “The 28th is a weekday, so the regular rate will be applied. Would you like your reservation to be for this date?”


  “Ah, I see. Then for the 28th please. One room for two people, one female and one male, and the least expensive one please.”


  “Certainly. Then may I ask for your name?”


  “It’s Fujiwara. It’s Fujiwara Sandai.”


  “Thank you very much. Then I would like to confirm the information, if I may. It will be one room for two people, one female and one male, and since the least expensive room has been requested, we will prepare a normal sized, traditional room. Only breakfast will be served. The reservation is for one night on the 28th, and the name of the reserver is Fujiwara Sandai-sama. Is there any mistake?”


  “N-No. It’s all correct.”


  “Thank you very much. We OO Inn has received your reservation. We look forward to seeing you on the day of your visit.”


  Sandai regained his calmness only after ending the call and seeing Shino looking slightly apologetic.


  “Is it really okay…?”


  If we were to express Sandai’s honest feeling currently, it would be: I went for an overnight trip on the spur of the moment. What should I do?


  However, it was also hard to make another call to cancel it immediately after making a reservation. Besides, there was just a little bit of putting on airs as well.


  “It’s fine.”


  No backtracking, Sandai encouraged himself so. And then, riding on this momentum, Sandai also decided to brace himself to face the problem that had been put on hold.


  “As expected, I think it’s very insincere to go for an overnight trip while I still haven’t greeted your parents. That’s why I’ll go and greet your parents before we head to the hot spring.”


  “Err… I don’t mind, but… somehow it’s like you’re suddenly ready on the spur of the moment. Are you like being rash or anything, Sandai?”


  “I’m not. It’s just, I want what can be done done while there’s still the momentum.”


  “O-Okay, I got it.”


  The making of the decision owed everything to Sandai’s own conflicted feelings, but it seemed to look so sudden to Shino, making her bewildered.


  However, Shino looked somewhat happy as well.


  With such an event on one hand, the clock was almost about to turn to 9 pm. Shortly after, Prez finally came out from the preparatory school building.


  “There’s the Prez coming out.”


  “You’re right. He finally came out.”


  Sandai and Shino let out one big sigh, quickly paid the bill, got out of the restaurant, and once again began following Prez.


  Despite not looking to the front as he was concentrating on flash cards, Prez was skillfully walking without bumping into anyone passing by.


  Experience would be essential to do something like this. So to sum it up, Prez was regularly studying even when he was walking.


  As Sandai couldn’t help but be impressed from seeing such an untiring endeavor from close by, Prez entered the biggest bookstore in the commercial district.


  “He entered a bookstore.”


  “I guess we should enter, too.”


  “Yeah.”


  They entered the bookstore and continued tailing Prez. Prez was looking for a university entrance exam workbook in the exam preparation section.


  Completely serious and loyal to his studies.


  “Hey hey, Sandai. What’s that red book?”


  “That’s gotta be a collection of past questions. The college entrance exam stuff.”


  “Does it mean he’s still thinking about studying even after he’s done with prep school?”


  “I guess so.”


  “As for me, rather than studying for exams, I’d rather do this kind of studying!”


  Perhaps having spotted it somewhere, Shino held a book titled 20 Ways to Kiss to Deepen Your Love and thrusted it out in front of Sandai.


  “…It sure is a one-of-a-kind book.”


  “But, something like this makes you wanna take a look at it, right? 20 kinds of kissing that’ll deepen your love!”


  It certainly was a book more intriguing than a reference book, so Sandai nodded. Shino went to pay the bill as she puffed out, and then came back.


  And at that moment.


  Prez suddenly turned to look over here. Sandai and Shino hurriedly hid themselves.


  “I think I heard a familiar voice…”


  Could it be that they had been noticed?


  Not sure.


  Sandai and Shino held their breath, and decided to wait for Prez to think that it was his imagination.


  “Umm.”


  Prez was still looking in their direction. They hoped Prez would quickly look back at the bookshelves, but…


  “Umm, Yuizaki-san, Fujiwara-kun.”


  “What now? We’re currently on the verge of getting found out by Prez.”


  “Yeah yeah. Be quiet for a—wait, Takasago-chan!?”


  Shino was greatly surprised. Sandai was surprised as well and looked back.


  Takasago was there for some reason.


  She wasn’t supposed to come for the tailing, though…


  “Why are you here, Takasago?”


  “…I thought you said you’d wait for the report.”


  Asked in rapid succession by Sandai and Shino, Takasago mumblingly and nervously spoke. “Umm, in the end, I felt bad just leaving it to you two, and I actually have been following you from the start, so…”


  What an unexpected development. Sandai and Shino had been tailing Prez, and then it seemed that she had been tailing them tailing him.


  Still, even though no one could’ve expected this, Sandai and Shino getting surprised by Takasago’s appearance was a bad move.


  Because of them making loud voices, they ended up getting noticed by Prez. Next thing they knew, Prez had already arrived before them.


  “Today I felt like there’s some weird gazes on me… so it’s you guys.”


  Prez pushed up the bridge of his glasses with his middle finger.


  Because of the light inside the store reflecting off the glass of his glasses, it was hard to tell what kind of expression Prez was making, but he must’ve understood that he had been tailed.


  Sandai and Shino looked at each other’s faces.


  Both of them had a sour expression.


  As Sandai was worrying whether it would be better to honestly apologize, Takasago dashed out in front of Prez.


  “U-Umm, Shihouin-kun.”


  “Takasago? Were you also following me? Just for what purpose?”


  “N-No, that’s not.”


  “Could it be that you received some bad influences from Fujiwara-kun and Yuizaki-kun? You’re supposed to be a proper student.”


  As to be expected, Prez seemed to be angry as well.


  That was also clear to see from him using sharp words, calling Sandai and Shino bad influences.


  “Yuizaki-san and Fujiwara-kun didn’t do anything wrong. It’s because I requested them to look into you, so…”


  “You did? Do you have any reason? If you did any of this for no serious reason, as expected, you will hurt my… feelings…”


  Prez suddenly began to lose his words.


  It was because the tears running down Takasago’s cheeks were dropping on the floor.


  “Umm, I… umm… I want to know about you…”


  “You want to know…?”


  “Because I like you.”


  “Eh?”


  “I like you, so I want to know about you. I also know your birthday is close, so I want to know what you like, and so…”


  Takasago’s tears were increasing and eventually became like a waterfall.


  Takasago crouched down and cried on and on, perhaps incessantly overwhelmed by the feelings of love, and regret of having done something to get herself hated.


  And then, “I’m sorry,” she repeated nothing but those words. In the meantime, a crowd had formed in the surroundings.


  “What? Why’s there a girl crying?”


  “Looks like that four-eyes is the cause, bro.”


  “Don’t go around making a girl cry, dude.”


  “Is it a couple’s quarrel?”


  Prez was flustered, perhaps not knowing what he should do, but it seemed he understood that only he could do something about this situation.


  Prez crouched down, and when he and Takasago were eye level, he placed his hand on her shoulder.


  “Umm… When you said like, did it mean as the opposite sex?”


  “Hyesh.”


  No matter how many times Takasago tried to wipe her tears with her hands, it never stopped. However, the moment Prez wiped it with his finger, her tears stopped.


  “I hope this won’t hurt your feelings, but to be frank, I don’t understand a girl’s heart at all. I have little connection to such matters, and then I’m unfamiliar with it above anything else. That’s why I don’t know what I should do.”


  “Doez ith mean… doez ith mean you hate me?”


  “I never said that. It just means I don’t understand. That’s why if you don’t mind, how about we start as friends?”


  Prez still looked troubled, but at the same time, his voice carried some kind of gentleness in it.


  Takasago closed her lips tightly, and then like a metronome, nodded again and again.


  This was probably a development completely beyond expectation for Takasago, but concerning the result, it seemed to have turned in the good direction.


  “Not bad, four-eyes.”


  “Way to go, four-eyes. That’s exactly what being a man is.”
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  “Now that’s what I call youth!”


  Sandai and Shino quietly slipped away from the crowd and sneaked out of the bookstore.


  “I wasn’t sure how it would turn out for a time, but it seems it worked out, huh.”


  “When things are like that, it’s better to quietly leave them alone, isn’t it?”


  “And they probably can handle the rest themselves. Guess it’s time to go back. It’s also time for your train, right?”


  “Ah, you’re right.”


  Regardless of the particulars, Takasago had conveyed her feelings, and the Prez had accepted it in his own way. And they should be able work out the rest themselves.


  To meddle in it from that point forward would be boorish.


  Regarding Takasago and the Prez after that, Sandai later was told some details by Shino. Takasago apparently prepared the birthday present for Prez by directly asking the person in question by herself.


  So Much for Digression 1 – I Sure Don’t Get Along Well With Chocolate Cornets


  On that day, when Sandai went to pick Shino up like usual, the cafe Shino was working at seemed kind of odd.


  It wasn’t open for business.


  However, Sanda hadn’t heard from Shino that she would have a day-off today, and besides, the light was on, so she was probably inside, but…


  The entrance wasn’t locked, so Sandai tried to quietly get inside. Although obvious from the lack of customers, the dining area was dead silent.


  It felt kind of eerie, that the place which would be lively usually was deserted. He felt an illusion like he had stepped inside a horror film or horror game.


  “Is anyone here?”


  He tried to murmur the question out, but no reply came back.


  And, it was then.


  From behind the door written with Employees Room, he could hear the sound of a large number of stuff tumbling down. Wondering what could be happening, Sandai rushed inside the employees room.


  Immediately after, he found a large amount of cardboard boxes with their contents scattered about, Shino, and one other person; a familiar girl with a chocolate cornet hairstyle. She should be Shino’s coworker.


  “I-It’s not my fault… it’s the Assistant Manager’s fault for placing the boxes on that high place!”


  “Mei-chan, before blaming the Assistant Manager who’s not here, reflect on yourself for trying to force yourself to grab it even though you can’t reach it, okay?”


  “Are you taking the Assistant Manager’s side, Shinopi? The Assistant Manager is awful, you know!? Like today, it’s the once a month regular closing, but she put us on the shift for stocktaking, cleaning and all that, you know? Are you not mad?”


  “It’s not about taking sides, enemies, or how the Assistant Manager is and all that; I’m just saying you should reflect on it since it was your fault just now, Mei-chan. It’s a huge mess in here now… Sandai should be here soon to pick me up, so I want to get this done quickly, though. We’re done with stocktaking, and all that’s left is just some cleaning and yet.”


  “This is why someone with a boyfriend is so… hmm? Shinopi, there’s your boyfriend over there.”


  Getting finger pointed by the Chocolate Cornets—no, by Mei, Sandai jolted up. And then Shino turned around, and he met eyes with Shino.


  “Sandai…?”


  “The light was on, so I wondered if you’re here, you see. It would be a disaster if you fell down or something, so…”


  Sandai couldn’t say he had entered kind of of his own accord, so he lied.


  Without even doubting Sandai’s words, “I guess it can’t be helped,” Shino said and softened her expression. “I’m happy you’re worried about me, but entering without permission is ’No!’ okay?”


  “My bad.”


  Sandai was relieved that he somehow managed to gloss it over, but then Mei gave Sandai a doubting look.


  “…Somehow it feels weird, you know? If you’re worried, I think you would’ve immediately called her name after entering, though? In actuality… you found yourself in because it’s not locked, but you’ll seem like someone who has no common sense if you were to be honest about it, so aren’t you, like, lying?”


  He was startled.


  Mei’s observation was sharp and exactly on the mark.


  Sandai immediately tried to make an excuse, but before he could, Shino angrily glared at Mei.


  “Mei-chan, can you stop trying to call my boyfriend a liar?”


  Shino’s eyes were cold. There wasn’t even any intonation in her voice. And then a sense of intimidation was oozing out.


  Perhaps really having not expected Shino to get this angry, Mei’s face tensed up, and cold sweat broke out on her forehead.


  “S-Shinopi, are you seriously angry…?”


  “Can you stop calling my boyfriend a liar?”


  “Eek…”


  “Can you stop?”


  “…Yes.”


  Mei easily lost.


  Not at all because Mei was weak, but because Shino was good at putting on pressure. By gradually shortening the sentence, and if we were to liken it to something, she was successful in inflicting fear like that of a fear of a bomb’s fuse burning away to the other party.


  Even Sandai who was just listening from the side was shrinking away a little.
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  “…It seems better not to touch on her boyfriend. So Shinopi’s this scary when she’s angry.”


  “You said something?”


  “I said I envied you because you have a wonderful boyfriend, you know?”


  “Just because Sandai is attractive, doesn’t mean you can make a move on him, okay? Well, he’s different from your type, so I’m not too worried, though.”


  “You can be at ease about that. Your boyfriend does have a nice face, but he’s not within my type, you know? It’s because I like flashy guys.”


  “You sure like those sorts of guys, Mei-chan~. I understand how you feel, but for me, I think guys aren’t about the face but the inside, I guess?”


  “Sounds like nonsense.”


  “You said something?”


  “I said you are a stylish girl who puts importance on what’s the inside, Shinopi~.”


  “Thanks. All right, now let’s quickly get this done.”


  Shino and Mei began to tidy up the scattered cardboard boxes and their contents. It would be better to quickly finish this, so Sandai decided to help out.


  “Let me help out, too.”


  “It’s fine. I mean, it’s our job.”


  “If we don’t finish this quickly, the time I get to spend with you will also decrease, right? I kinda don’t like that.”


  “You’re just too kind. Then I guess I’ll be counting on you.”


  “Leave it to me. So, what should I do?”


  “Actually, we have to do a bit of inspecting and checking on the kitchen side, too. For that I… don’t really wanna leave it to Mei-chan… She’s clumsy.” Shino was slightly troubled, but, “Can’t be helped, I guess I’ll do the kitchen,” she came to this conclusion. “Sandai, can you stay here with Mei-chan and tidy up the boxes scattered everywhere and their contents?”


  Shino didn’t seem to have any reluctance to leave Sandai alone with Mei, but that seemed to be because Mei had declared that Sandai wasn’t her type.


  It seemed Shino had come to a conclusion that that was a fact she wouldn’t have to doubt precisely because they were in a relationship where they were working together.


  “Got it. I just have to tidy things up here together with this girl, right?”


  “Yeah. I’ll be counting on you.”


  Shino went to leave the employees room, and then Sandai was left alone with Mei.


  He wasn’t sure what to say, but he tried to talk to her for now.


  “We just have to put this scattered stuff into the box, right?”


  “Yes. Documents with documents, and for equipment we separate them with the similar ones and put them into the box, and once it’s full, we just have to place it on the empty spot on the shelf over there.”


  “Roger.”


  Sandai moved as told by Mei; documents grouped together with documents, and each equipment grouped together with similar equipment, then separated and packed into the box.


  As he continued to work silently, it was about halfway done. Then, “Ah!” Mei raised a voice.


  “W-What happened? You suddenly raised a voice.”


  “So we were told by the Assistant Manager to also move this desk there… BF-kun, can I have you hold that side for a bit? I’m going to move this desk.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Matching their timing with, “One, two,” they lifted up the desk and tried to move it. However, when Sandai tried to move, Mei didn’t move, and when Mei tried to move, Sandai ended up coming to a stop.


  It didn’t feel like both of them were doing it on purpose either. Whatever the case it may be, they strangely couldn’t perform in tune with each other.


  “It’s just maybe, but are you messing around?”


  “You too, you’re not doing it on purpose, are you?”


  “Why should I do such a needlessly time-consuming thing?”


  “It’s the same for me here.”


  “…”


  “…”


  They were both, although just somehow, probably convinced.


  That they couldn’t perform in tune with each other.


  “We’ll try again from the beginning, okay?”


  “Got it.”


  ““One, two.””


  They matched their call, and tried to move the desk synchronously. However, because their movements really were out of sync with each other somehow, the desk couldn’t move like they wanted.


  “You know what, err…”


  “…I do understand even if you don’t say it. It’s the worst compatibility.”


  “Rather than cooperating and half-bakedly trying to make it work, it sure feels like it’s better to split up the roles. I’ll manage the desk alone, so can I have you do the boxes?”


  “I agree with splitting up roles. I understand.”


  The answer they came up with was to work separately without trying to somehow cooperate. And then this worked out better than expected.


  The tidying up was done just like that, and Shino came back around this time.


  “I’m back… Wait, somehow there’s a big distance between you two. Did you have a fight?”


  “Nah, we didn’t have a fight.”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that so? But like, it feels like there’s some kind of wall up, though…”


  “There sure is a wall.”


  “I’d say there’s one.”


  “So you really did have a fight?”


  “That’s not it, you see. So if I summarize what it is, we—”


  “Your BF and I—”


  ““—can’t get on well with each other.””


  Afterwards, Sandai told Shino what had happened between him and Mei.


  And Shino bursted into big laughter.


  16 December–25 December: Christmas Is Here, Huh?


  More than 1,000 students were gathered in the gymnasium, and none were paying attention to the student counseling teacher’s lengthy speech about the regulation for winter holiday.


  The speech before a long holiday is generally always the same. And Sandai did sense the content seeming similar to the end-of-term ceremony before the summer holiday and spring break.


  Nevertheless, the sight of enrolled students all being gathered at the end-of-term ceremony was quite incredible. He had never bothered to pay attention to it before, but it was truly a school with a lot of students.


  “Be aware that you are a student of our school, do not cause any trouble to the public, and behave uprightly and appropriately as each of you bears the name of our school on your back… err… in other words…”


  When the student counseling teacher was done with the speech, next began the awarding of students who had made outside contributions such as having won an award outside of the school.


  The principal stepped up next, and began to make a speech similar to that of the student counseling teacher’s.


  It wasn’t like anything interesting was happening either, and as time passed, some began to whisper to each other, not content with just letting the speech go in one ear and out the other.


  However, it wasn’t only the students who were beginning to get into such a slack mood, as it was the same for the teachers as well.


  There were also many teachers with an expression as if wanting to say this was all a bore. And it was especially apparent when it came to Nakaoka, as she was completely asleep.


  “Nakaoka-sensei, Nakaoka-sensei, please wake up.”


  “…Fuheh?”


  “You were sleeping just now, right?”


  “…Oops.”


  “I understand the urge to sleep, but you have to stay awake.”


  “…Zzzz.”


  “And she went right back to sleep.”


  “Well, Nakaoka-sensei is someone who does things her own way after all.”


  “…I apologize as I seem to jump in on the conversation, but speaking of Nakaoka-sensei, there is one thing that has been bothering me. Regarding the school trip in the third semester, I do have a feeling that only Nakaoka-sensei’s class hasn’t reached the decision for the destination, but…”


  “Eh? Are you sure it’s not your imagination? Nakaoka-sensei certainly does things her own way, but for that sort of stuff, she is surprisingly reliable, so…”


  “Is that so? Well, if the school nurse Sasakura-sensei, someone Nakaoka-sensei is on good terms with, says so, then that could possibly be the case. Nevertheless, if the school nurse is this pretty, there must be many students who make an effort to go to the infirmary every day, aren’t there?”


  “Oh, please. That’s simply not the case. Fufu.”


  The sense of becoming lax was prevalent among both students and teachers, and the principal looked somewhat crestfallen, but leaving that aside, the end-of-term ceremony ended without a problem.


  For school events like this one, which comes with the word ceremony attached at the end, if it was an adolescent drama or something, the student council probably would have hijacked the gymnasium and started a band performance, or young motorcycle-riding delinquents would have gathered outside as a result of a fight caused by delinquent students, but this is reality.


  Of course it wouldn’t develop that way. The ceremony simply came to a close, students returned to their classrooms, and the last homeroom of the second semester conducted in every class also went by.


  “We have to be aware that we are students of this school, and this guidebook mentions all of that in detail. This is something the school has prepared for us, so we must act upon it during the winter holiday. Is that clear, everyone?”


  “As if we can follow something like that, man.”


  “Just don’t do anything that’ll get you arrested, then all’s fine.”


  “Of course you mustn’t do anything that would get you arrested! Other than such obvious matters, this guidebook also provides reminders about areas that we tend to forget. It also has listings regarding places where there is a possibility of you getting caught up in an incident. For example: do not go to dangerous places like downtown after dark and such.”


  “Yeah, yeah…”


  “And one last thing from me as the class president. Those in the supplementary class, make sure to come tomorrow. I’ve been asked by the mathematics and physics teachers to help out with the supplementary class, you see. Those of you who failed in the relevant subjects, you can feel grateful.”


  “For real?”


  “I wish I’d failed, too… I would be able to study together with Shihouin-kun if I did… uwh… we finally managed to become friends and yet, I’m so stupid!”


  School would also end earlier than usual on the day of the end-of-term ceremony, and students were dismissed at noon. It was time to leave school already.


  ~ ~ ~



  Sandai and Shino also left, disappearing into the wave of students leaving school in unison.


  They had their part-time jobs today as well, but the starting time was as usual. In other words, they got about several hours of free time, so they decided to enjoy a carefree, stroll date.


  They passed the time randomly walking around town, or catching whatever prize that caught their eyes at a crane game in an arcade.


  “Why’re you only aiming for sweets prizes like that? C’mon, like, get the kitty and doggy stuffed toy over there.”


  “Getting a stuffed toy is fine and all, but where do you wanna put them? Stuffs like that surprisingly take up space.”


  “We can just put it at your place, right? There’s a lot of spare space there.”


  “My apartment is unexpectedly small. If you keep on leaving stuff there nonstop, the entire place will immediately get buried. That reminds me… I feel like lately your daily necessities at home have been gradually increasing, though.”


  Sandai purposefully hadn’t touched on the subject until now, but Shino lately had started leaving her stuff at his home.


  At first he had only thought something along the lines of, did she just forget it by accident? but since she had started to leave obvious daily necessities such as shampoo, hair treatment, conditioner, shower gel and so on, it had turned into, this is definitely not something she forgot.


  “You noticed…?”


  “I noticed.”


  “So you noticed…”


  Seeing Shino’s reaction, it seemed she had done it on purpose, but…


  Although it was assortments brimming full with wanting to sleep over, Sandai had only ever allowed that on that one day when the typhoon had hit, and he basically had no intention of letting Shino stay the night.


  What was in his head was about Shino’s parents.


  He knew that Shino had the confidence to pull off a good excuse, and actually Shino had easily gotten away with it during that typhoon.


  However, Sandai felt that such a way of doing things wasn’t all right.


  He understood he was keeping up appearances, but precisely because he loved her that he wouldn’t want to not take it seriously. Precisely because he wouldn’t want to not take it seriously that he would go greet Shino’s parents before going on a trip together.


  “I’ll let you know, but I’m not gonna let you stay the night at my place so often like that.”


  “Eh? Why?”


  “Because your parents will get worried. Even if you make up some lie, it probably would turn into a disaster if that got found out.”


  “I think it’s gonna be fine, though.”


  “I’m going to greet your parents before the trip, but I don’t want it to get found out before that, even if it’s unlikely. I want them to think that I’m a decent boyfriend. I want to get your parents approval, and have our relationship also supported by them.”


  “Feeling like you’re thoroughly thinking about marriage too, no?”


  Shino’s expression looked half teasing and half serious.


  Shino knew the answer, but she would like him to put it in words to confirm it; this kind of asking a question was Shino’s own way to indirectly achieve that.


  But as far as his feelings were concerned, it was already firm. So Sandai didn’t get perturbed from getting asked indirectly now.


  “…If possible, I’d like to go as far as marrying you. You’re number one for me, and I want to be the number one for you, too. It’s because I think marriage is the contract that’ll give form to stuff like that.” 


  At Sandai’s brazen declaration without even a shred of feeling embarrassed, Shino smiled contentedly.


  “You’re responsible for your words, okay?”


  “You’re right.”


  “Fufu, I’m really happy that you put it into words like that.”


  “If I repeat saying something like this again and again, wouldn’t you get used to it, and it stops resonating with you sooner or later?”


  “That’s not true, you know? It just makes me wanna hear it again and again, and if you stop, I guess it’s gonna make me worried instead~. I’d wonder if you’re really cherishing me even now, if you love me. So, I’d hate it if you don’t reassure me by doing it regularly.”


  It is very important to put things into words.


  However, the frequency and the timing of it also depends on each person. At times, it can also create cracks due to some changes in the environment or in the heart.


  That was why Sandai tried to find out how much does Shino want right now? from her nonchalant words and actions.


  From how Shino was replying just now, it didn’t seem to be that different from before, so he understood that she wanted the same lovey-doveyness as before.


  “Speaking of which, you didn’t forget what day tomorrow is, did you? I mean, you sometimes leave out the important things.”


  Tomorrow would be the 24th and Christmas Eve.


  It would be the day where they would stay together all day, which Sandai had promised Shino, and he, too, had taken a day-off from his part-time job like her.


  Komaki had frowned on him when he had requested for the day-off, but she had yielded after he had brought out the promise with Shino, his girlfriend.


  It was a time period where it was easy to lose manpower regardless of the busyness, and so Komaki probably would like to secure personnel if possible, but even so, Sandai would like to prioritize Shino.


  Speaking of which, Hajime had happened to be present when this had been taking place. Although Hajimed had said “Just who’s more important, me or your girlfriend?” with his cheeks inflated… this had probably been the usual joke, Sandai had regretfully ignored it.


  “…Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. We promised to stay together, didn’t we?”


  “Yeah.”


  The longer the relationship continues, the more the guy will tend to make light of promises. They would take advantage of the girl in such forms: this should be good enough or I’m sure she’ll understand and such.


  However, Sandai had a nature slightly different from normal guys, so he didn’t really have such a tendency.


  His loner-bad-at-socializing side brought about a strong influence, sending him in the direction of wanting to keep promises more the closer the relationship got.


  He would like to maintain the relationship he had managed to painstakingly get, and naturally thought of not wanting to let down the other party.


  This kind of aspect in Sandai was one of the charms lacking in those outgoing.


  To put into words, outgoing people, who would easily build personal relationships, often have connections with a lot of people, but if looked from another perspective, it makes them tend to neglect each and every one of them.


  A person has only so much available time and capacity; as long as those outgoing stay outgoing, no matter if it is consciously or unconsciously, they have no choice but to neglect someone. Of course, there are also the aspects of being cheerful and approachable on a fundamental level, so it absolutely doesn’t mean that they’re bad people, however…


  Leaving a comparison between a loner and an outgoing person aside, it was now time for their part-time job in the meanwhile.


  It went on as usual from there.


  Done with work earlier, Sandai went to pick Shino up, spent alone time together in his apartment, and went on to walk Shino all the way to the station’s platform.


  “Well then, see you tomorrow.”


  “Yeah. I’ll take the first train, so pick me up, please~.”


  “Got it. I’ll wake up early and wait for you on the platform.”


  “I’ll get mad if you oversleep and come late, okay?”


  “Today I’ll go to sleep early.”


  When Shino jumped into the railroad car, the door closed together with a psssh sound. And then immediately after, “Ah!” Shino seemed to have remembered something, and she hurriedly knock-knocked the window to get Sandai’s attention.


  “~~~~!”


  What’s Shino trying to tell me?


  When Sandai titled his head, Shino closed her eyes and stuck out her lips.


  It was an urging for a kiss.


  Ah… that reminds me, we haven’t had a goodbye kiss.


  Sandai hurriedly gave a kiss through the window.


  The feeling of the cold windowpane cooled down his hastiness.


  When Sandai opened his eyes after doing it for about two or three seconds, Shino was pointing at him and laughing.


  “What? Huh? Why’re you laughing?”


  Sandai had not the slightest idea of what was happening. Though, he immediately realized the reason for Shino’s laugh. Shino laughed after seeing Sandai pressing his lips against the windowpane.


  It was so unbearably embarrassing, making Sandai’s face as hot as fire. However, as the train promptly began to move, separating him from Shino, he started to regain his calmness somewhat.


  Nevertheless, that wasn’t the end of it, since the image Shino sent him a few minutes later made him embarrassed once again.


  Shino had sent Sandai the portrait photo of him pressing his lips against the train’s windowpane.


  Seeing the photo, he understood that that was certainly a face that could end up causing laughter, but… it was nothing to laugh at for the concerned party.


  Furthermore, although unclear whether Sandai would ever know, Shino decided to save and cherish this image, and would later on kiss the image in times of loneliness or sadness. After all, it was her important boyfriend’s endearing photo with which she could cheer herself up.


  That said, for Sandai who didn’t know that, it was simply an embarrassing photo, so he sent multiple short texts and forcibly pushed the photo up so he wouldn’t be able to see it.


  >What’re you fretting about? Lol


  >I just thought it’s a terrible face.


  >It’s your own face, right~.


  >I didn’t wanna take a straight look at my own grossness.


  Sandai expressed his feelings concisely, and then Shino continuously sent a sticker expressing big laughter. Now that it got to this, Sandai would get laughed at regardless of what he would say, so—


  >Good night.


  —he sent such a text and forcibly ended the conversation.


  After all, it was possible it would crack her up more in some way the more he tried to gloss it over.


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    
  


  “I feel like she’s kept getting one over on me, I guess I’ll have the tables turned on her someday…”


  Having decided to take Shino’s funny face photo given the opportunity, Sandai took a bath a little early and hit the bed without waiting to watch late-night anime like usual, since he mustn’t oversleep tomorrow.


  Next morning.


  Sandai woke up around the time the sun still hadn’t risen.


  He did feel like he had woken up a little too early, but since it was much better than oversleeping, he went to change, got ready, and headed to the station at a brisk pace. On the way there, he remembered that he still hadn’t had breakfast and went into a convenience store to buy some sweet bread and ate it.


  When he checked the time on his phone, there was about two hours to spare before the train Shino would get on would arrive, so for the time being, he killed time at a 24-hour karaoke just for one hour, and after that, he killed time by having a stroll at the business district. 


  There were still many stores not open, probably because it was early morning.


  There were also shops replaced with another one without him noticing, as well as signboards he had never seen before every now and then.


  He usually wouldn’t really take much notice of it, but the city was changing every day little by little and was completely different when compared to several months ago.


  Though, somehow Sandai thought: that life was surely the same as this ever changing city. Some kind of change was happening every day, but that was happening little by little, so you wouldn’t notice. 


  Change is not a bad thing.


  Even Sandai himself, compared to the early days of the relationship with Shino, had changed to a degree.


  As for whether he could make that a good change or turning that into a bad change, it was up to the person himself.


  “Oops, I guess it’s time.”


  It was now the time for Shino’s train to arrive, so he entered the station’s premises.


  “Uwh, so cold…”


  The train station’s platform in winter would often feel colder than the air temperature, but why? He somehow felt that the white breath he exhaled was thicker than usual.


  Sandai bought a warm drink from the vending machine and drank it little by little. Since Shino’s train arrived immediately after, he drank it up in one go and put the empty can in the recycling bin.


  The current time was earlier than the rush hour, so the railroad cars were pretty much empty. He also immediately spotted Shino.


  “Morning!” Shino was full of energy. He could tell from that alone that she had been looking forward to this day. “It’s cold in the morning, so let’s hold hands.”


  “Yeah.”


  The two held hands and began to walk unhurriedly.


  It was the 24th of December. Christmas Eve. The once-a-year sacred day began, where at night lovers would whisper their love in unison.


  ~ ~ ~



  The city began to gradually show its liveliness when it was about past 9 am.


  Christmas songs began being played, and decorative lighting began flickering despite the clear weather, perhaps to stand out in order to attract customers even if a little.


  “You sure can call this uselessly raising your electricity bill, I guess.”


  “Don’t they use, like, light bulbs that don’t use much electricity for this kinda thing? I feel like our cafe got something like that, too.”


  “Oh, I see…”


  “A place with a good atmosphere spotted! C’mon, let’s go there. Looks like they just opened up, too.”


  Pulled along by Shino, they entered the shop that had standing signboard written with: Couples Only Discount.


  “Welcome.”


  “For two please~.”


  “Would it be as a couple?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well then, please have a seat over there. Once you have decided on what to order, please call the staff with the bell.”


  Taking a seat on the shown seat, they picked up the menu.


  The menu was apparently special only for today; everything was written with Couple Style, and then the picture was also unique. All of the drinks came with a heart-shaped straw, and for light meals as well, such as the sandwich sliced into the word: LOVE.


  “They sure are thorough… Does your part-time job do stuff like this, too?”


  “I think we’re not doing something like this. I mean, like, the customers are basically all women.”


  “Ah…”


  There were certainly almost only female customers to be seen at the cafe Shino was working at.


  There would be male customers showing up occasionally, but they would mostly be the employee’s boyfriend, who would come there for the same reason Sandai would be waiting for Shino’s part-time job to end.


  “We do events that like could be enjoyed with only women, but we don’t do stuff like discounts for couples.”


  “Women-only, space-like atmosphere is the selling point, so when couples come crowding it, the general idea would go to waste, something like that?”


  “The Assistant Manager’s also saying something like that!”


  “Assistant Manager… Sure feels like I’ve seen the person before. Someone who seems overly serious, is it?”


  “She’s overly serious, true, but she’s kind, you know? …Looks like Mei-chan isn’t good with her, though.”


  It seemed Chocolate Cornets aka Mei had a hard time dealing with the Assistant Manager, but certainly, he did feel like the person in question grumbling about this and that.


  An overly serious person has the impression of being difficult to approach, but they often have a fixed standard. As for Sandai, he was on the side that thought that that was a likable factor, so he couldn’t really sympathize with having a hard time dealing with one.


  However, each person does feel about another person differently.


  It is also natural for both ways of thinking and how a person feels to be different, so it is a waste of time only thinking which is right or wrong.


  If Sandai were to go and start talking about such a thing, it would lead to the matter of him and Shino dating as well: as the world they lived in was different, they should break up.


  He would hate that.


  “Speaking of Chocolate Cornets, about the matter the other day… her compatibility with me is really bad, so I sure don’t wanna be left alone with her at all anymore.”


  “Chocolate Cornets… Mei-chan will get angry if she hears that, so don’t say it in front of her, okay? If Mei-chan gets her hairstyle made fun of…”


  “If it did?”


  “She’ll go sob sob.”


  “So gonna cry, huh. Well, that hairstyle seems like it would take time to do, so I guess she wouldn’t want it to get made fun of.”


  “Right, right.”


  Shino didn’t really show jealousy when it came to Mei, but probably because Shino could affirm that improper misconduct absolutely wouldn’t happen.


  Sandai didn’t dislike Mei to that extent, and Mei was probably also the same, but nevertheless, there was a clear wall up between the two.


  Well, leaving that aside, they would have to order something as long as they had entered a shop, so they began chatting while looking at the menu.


  “Hnnn… It’s not like I’m hungry either, so I guess I’ll just go for a drink.”


  “I’m also not that hungry either here.”


  “It’ll be just drinks then. Wanna order one and drink it together? Or do we each order what we want? In any case, it’ll come with a heart-shaped couple straw, though.”


  “Right… We can each order one, and then share a sip or two, can we?”


  “All right, let’s do that then. I’m gonna order the strawberry juice~.”


  “I wanna drink something refreshing, so I guess I’ll go with the pineapple.”


  They both had decided what to order, so they called for a server by pressing the bell. It wasn’t food, so what they had ordered quickly came.


  What Shino had ordered was a syrupy strawberry milk, and what Sandai had ordered was a pineapple juice with slices of pineapple inside the glass.


  And then the couple straw was in either glass.


  “…The glass is surprisingly big. Bigger than I thought. Actually, I even got a fork on mine, though.”


  “It’s so you can eat the pineapple inside, isn’t it? The fork’s got no use other than for that, right?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Well, I think you don’t have to force yourself to eat it, though. I think it’s like an option for people who wanna eat it, you know? That aside, let’s quickly use the straw and drink together.”


  Since Shino seemed to want to quickly use the couple straw, as told, he took a couple of slurps of the strawberry milk Shino had ordered first together with her.


  It’s got a strong sweetness, I feel like it’s a bit too heavy to drink in the morning, Sandai was commenting on the strawberry milk, but a bit later he noticed that Shino was staring at him.


  “What’s up?”


  “The strawberry milk…”


  “Something wrong with it?”


  “It totally didn’t get to me at all, though? You’re slurping too hard!”


  It seemed Sandai had slurped it a little too strong, making the juice not go to Shino.


  You would need to have a knack for using a couple straw, so to say.


  “Careful, okay?”


  “Got it.”


  “Then one more time!”


  This time being careful, Sandai consciously slurped it with just the right amount of power. And then Shino was happily slurping it, apparently strawberry milk properly going to her.


  Continuing from there, they similarly shared a couple of slurps of Sandai’s pineapple juice as well. The pineapple’s sourness was a bit strong, enough that Shino pursed her lips, going, “Hnn~,”  but combined with the concentrated taste, it was pretty good for Sandai.


  As for the pineapple inside, he only ate half. Although he wasn’t that hungry to begin with either, the juice additionally bloated up his stomach.


  “A bit complaining, but the other day Miki said she wanted a cat, and it’s just troubling.”


  “A kitty?”


  “Yeah. But I told Miki she wouldn’t be able to look after it. Even if I tell her to cherish it since it’s another life, she’s probably gonna say nice things and look after it only at the start anyway. It’s so clear it would be me or Mom who’d end up looking after it in the end.”


  “Cats are cute. So that probably made her want one.”


  “You just can’t keep one just because it’s cute. I mean, like, a cat is a living thing with a life. Besides, it’s still better if it’s adopting a shelter cat that might’ve had a rough life in the past and making it happy, but what do you think Miki said?”


  “What did she say?”


  “She said she wanted a Persian cat. Because they’re so fluffy, she said. No other reason.”


  “…Sure seems like it’s gonna cost six figures.”


  “She’s toooooooootally not gonna look after it, that Miki. It’s so obvious she’s just wanna pet it or bury her face in its fluffy fur.”


  As they continued leisurely having such a chat, the number of customers were gradually increasing, and the seats inside the shop started to be filled up. Both Sandai and Shino had also finished drinking up what they had ordered, so they paid the bill and left since taking the seat for too long seemed to cause only convenience.


  After that, they went around having fun. However, they were getting tired before long, so they switched it up, turning it into a home date.


  After welcoming Shino into his apartment, Sandai suddenly realized a certain something and began to rummage through the closet.


  “…What’re you doing?”


  “Well, I thought it’s winter and all, so this.”


  What Sandai had taken out was a kotatsu. It wasn’t as if it was necessary either since there was an AC, but a kotatsu really was one to match the mood of winter.


  It would have been perfect had he realized and set it up this morning or yesterday, but well, nothing could be done since he had remembered just now.


  “A kotatsu! Let’s go get in. Cozy snugly~.”


  When he turned on the kotatsu, Shino became like a turtle, with everything but her face inside.


  Previously, Shino had scolded Miki, telling her not to treat Sandai’s home as if it was hers, but… with the unauthorized setting up of her daily necessities and so on, it did feel like Shino was losing her right to warn Miki for this and that.


  Well, she was probably thinking that she was special since she was his girlfriend, and Sandai was also allowing Shino’s behavior.


  If there was an exception, it would be his PC. It was packed with porn images and videos, and with some games as well actually, so only the PC he absolutely wouldn’t let her touch.


  Moreover, Sandai’s favorite lately was gyaru stuff. Actresses and characters looking like Shino had come to make up 80% of his folder.


  He had been very anxious as well at times… shuddering at the thought of what if these were to get found out by Shino by some chance. When it came to possessing lots of porn behind the scenes while usually looking calm and indifferent about it, he would get misunderstood as a closet pervert.


  Sandai would like to be thought of as a respectable boyfriend, and he got a strong awareness that he should be that way.


  “When you got into a kotatsu, it does feel like it’s really winter~.”


  “You’re right.”


  “Ah… yeah, that’s right, wait a bit.”


  Shino crawled out to grab her bag, and then crawled back with it. And then she placed the smaller bag she had taken out of her bag on Sandai’s lap.


  “What’s this?”


  “A Christmas present~.”


  Wondering what could be inside, Sandai immediately opened it. What was inside was a muffler overflowing with a surprisingly luxurious feel.


  “It’s a cashmere one so it’s soft and fluffy to the touch.”


  Although not knowing what cashmere was, he could tell from its feel that it was an item as expensive as it looked.


  “Thanks. I’m happy to receive this.”


  “It’s great you’re happy with it!”


  “Well then, looks like it’s my present next. Hold on for a bit.”


  Sandai gave the wrapped, previously-bought lingerie to Shino.


  “I wonder what’s inside~.” Shino was smilingly opening the wrapping and then froze up. “…”


  “I thought it’s surely going to look good on you.”


  “T-This is for me…?”


  “That’s right.”


  “So this means umm, y-y-you want me to wear this?”


  “I bought it after giving it a lot of thought. I’d be happy if you could wear it for me.”


  Sandai did think about how she would take it with lingerie for the present. However, it was too late to do anything about it now.


  Besides, no matter what kind of circumstances behind it had been, it was no one but himself who had ultimately decided to buy this.


  After having come this far with no way to turn back, Sandai’s mind was calm and unashamed.


  “Awawawa…”


  As for Shino, she unfolded the lingerie by pinching it with her fingers and got bewildered. However, seeing Sandai’s refreshing smile, she gulped down.


  “I-I see… so it’s like… ‘I’m now ready. The rest depends on you’…”


  “?”


  “I got it! And the size looks fine, too… So then… I’ll bring it when we head to the hot spring, okay? I’ll also get myself ready!”


  Without really knowing the meaning behind getting herself ready, Sandai tilted his head.


  But for the time being, she didn’t seem to get creeped out.


  That was great.


  However, it was also true that he still only had one weight lifted from his shoulders. Sandai smiled wryly as it was still too early to relax.


  He still had one big worry left.


  “Before heading to the hot spring, I’ve gotta go and greet your parents.”


  “…Right.”


  “We’ve also got only a couple of days left. Should I head there sometime tomorrow?”


  “It’s better if it’s not tomorrow, I think? I’ll be working all day long, so it’s gonna be at night if you want it tomorrow, you know? Besides, tomorrow is Christmas, and my dad’s saying about having a family dinner outside, so it might be absurd timing-wise.”


  “That’s… a no, I guess.”


  “Well, I think you can also tag along for the dinner and greet them there, though…?”


  “It’s not so bad when it’s a dining out arranged with me greeting them in mind, but if I wedge my way into a plan where it’s supposed to be an enjoyable time for family only, I feel like my impression will be bad.”


  “I don’t mind it, and my mom and Miki probably won’t mind it either, but… my dad’s certainly can be a bit. Then how about the greeting on the 26th the day after tomorrow? That day we start work in the afternoon, so we can quickly be done with it in the morning.”


  “Can it be done quickly like that?”


  “An hour two is what we need. Or could it be that you’re planning to go out somewhere together with my parents?”


  “…Suddenly closing distance with someone like that is impossible for me.”


  “So it’s gonna be in the morning the day after tomorrow then. I’ll also give my parents some explanation by then… Do you remember where my house is?”


  “I remember it.”


  As they were talking about the greeting little by little, Christmas Eve went by in a flash. It came to an end just like that.


  They were smooching until each other was satisfied, and after that Sandai walked Shino to the station.


  ~ ~ ~



  25th, the next day.


  For the first time in a while, Sandai would be spending a day with hardly any involvement with Shino.


  Sandai had gone to his part-time job today, but when he was done with that, he would have nothing to do.


  While vaguely thinking what to do, he clocked out and went outside. And immediately after, Hajime came running after him.


  “Wait~.”


  “What?”


  “I was thinking maybe you’re free after this.”


  “Do I look like I’m free?”


  “Hmm well, you took a day off yesterday, right? And that’s so you could spend the time together with Yuizaki-san, isn’t it?”


  “….You could say that.”


  “But you came to work today, and you don’t look like you’re in a hurry either, so like I was wondering maybe you don’t have any plans with Yuzaki-san at all.”


  Hajime was unexpectedly smart; he splendidly guessed the situation from Sandai’s words and conducts. Not expecting to have it guessed at all, Sandai couldn’t help but be impressed.


  “…Oh wow. You’re on the mark.”


  “Yay!”


  “You sure are unexpectedly smart, Saeki.”


  “Fufu.”


  “Shino’s also got work today, all day long, and she said she’d go out for dinner with her family at night.”


  “Spending the important Eve with a boyfriend, and the Christmas day itself with family or friends; that’s also something fairly common.”


  “I see.”


  “Yeah. Well, leaving the matter about Yuizaki-san aside for a moment, it’s a rare opportunity, so c’mon, let’s hang out with me a little if you’re free.”


  Apparently Hajime was also free today and wanted to hang out with Sandai. Sandai was also thinking about how he should kill time, but…


  Somehow feeling like he would be betraying Shino by hanging out with Hajime, Sandai was hesitant.


  “I personally don’t mind, but it’s just, I feel like I’m betraying Shino, so how do I say this, I feel bad, you see… because Shino might get angry.”


  “Yuizaki-san will get angry even if you just hang out with other people a little? Don’t tell me, she’s the possessive type?”


  “It’s because her personality’s like that.”


  “But we’re fellow guys, so it’s fine, isn’t it? If she complains about that, then Yuizaki-san’s a little bit too much. There’s no need to restrict you from that.”


  Sandai didn’t feel like he was being restricted, but he also could understand that what Hajime said was correct as a common opinion.


  Shino’s love was heavy, exactly so.


  However, Sandai was dating her on top of knowing that.


  “I’ll gratefully accept your point, but as for me, also accepting that part of Shino and supporting her until she mellows out and softens up little by little is what I think a boyfriend’s supposed to do.”


  “If you’re acting like you’re only putting up with it like that, you’re gonna end up so exhausted, so what you should do today is hanging out and taking a breather with me!”


  “H-Hey, listen to what I—”


  “—Strike while the iron is hot!”


  Before knowing what was happening, his arm was pulled by Hajime.


  Sandai was wavering whether to refuse or not, but he also got the feeling inside him that wouldn’t want to destroy his good relationship with Hajime, thus Sandai decided to accompany him a little.


  …I guess occasionally having a day like this is also fine.


  Sandai lightly scratched his cheek, and seeing that, Hajime happily smiled.


  Fingers small and slender, skin visible fleetingly through gaps in the clothing fresh and youthful, and the smell of shampoo and hand cream faintly drifting…


  As for Sandai, he was currently making a face that seemed like it would get him poked in the eyes by Shino if she were to witness it… Well, now putting aside such a trivial thing.


  The place Sandai got taken along to was a botanical garden. It was a place he couldn’t really associate with the words hanging out.


  “…A botanical garden, huh. I thought for sure you were gonna take me to an amusement park or something.”


  “Amusement park? Why did you think so?”


  “You seem you would like D*sney’s animation, and I thought you would wanna go to its Land or Sea.”


  “I do like D*sney’s animation, and I don’t dislike its Land or Sea either, but I mean, it’s totally gonna be packed today, you know? I don’t wanna wait for like an hour to get on an attraction.”


  Certainly, it seemed that it would be crowded with people going there to have fun with families and such.


  “I see now. On Christmas, it’ll be crowded since there’s also a lot of people going out with families… is it? And Shino’s going out for dinner with her family, too.”


  “That ‘…is it?’ is a kinda weird way of saying it, huh? I believe you’ve got a family even if you’re a self-proclaimed loner bad at socializing, but didn’t you, like, have fun together with yours on Christmas?”


  “My parents are busy with work and have always been away from home. That’s why I’ve been having fun on Christmas alone. I played something like Jenga or Game of Life.”


  “B-By yourself?”


  “By myself.”


  “…I feel like I’ve asked something I shouldn’t. Sorry.”


  “It’s gonna be a damage to my spirit if you try to be considerate like that.”


  His childhood was a bygone past. That was why he concluded that there was no meaning in thinking anything about that time.


  That said, when remembering his child self with a dripping snot on the verge of tears playing, there would be a lot of damage.


  “I’m really sorry.”


  “It’s already in the past now. It doesn’t bother me in any way.”


  “Somehow you look like you’re pretending to be tough, though…”


  “That’s not true. We’re now done with this topic.”


  Sandai was really not thinking of anything about it. Though, it apparently looked differently to Hajime’s eyes, and he looked somewhat apologetic.


  However, with Sandai killing off the topic, Hajime just went with peering at Sandai with a glance for a moment and stopped bringing up the topic, perhaps having judged going further would only cause troubles.


  When they entered the botanical garden, there were a large number of flowers of various colors. It seemed the control of temperature and humidity was thorough, as there were also sections where flowers that would only bloom in summer showing off their beautiful petals.


  “You know, flowers are just cleansing to the heart, aren’t they…”


  “Is that so?”


  “That’s right. I mean, they’re pretty, they smell nice, and it feels like there’s lots of oxygen to boot!”


  “I think the oxygen part’s just your imagination, you know?”


  “Eh?”


  “Plants do photosynthesis, but they require carbon dioxide for photosynthesis in the first place, and it’ll also be bad for plants when there’s excess oxygen. In a botanical garden, it’s possible that they’re filling in carbon dioxide in the middle of the day like now instead for photosynthesis.”


  “…”


  “I’ll go ahead and say it, but looking at the bigger picture, the aggregate amount of oxygen on Earth is not something that’ll change easily. You know that earth is rotating, right?”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  “The Earth is rotating from the west to east. What comes out from that are westerlies and easterlies. These two winds will always blow as long as the Earth’s gyration doesn’t stop. This ‘will always blow’ is the point.”


  “O-Ooh…”


  “Mainly through these two atmospheric circulation, both the oxygen produced from photosynthesis at day in one area and the carbon dioxide produced from plants breathing at night in one area…”


  “Stop talking like we’re having a class at school~!”


  Hajime repeatedly hit Sandai’s shoulders.


  “W-Well, it’s like stuff taught in science class in middle school. It’s not like it’s a topic that difficult either.”


  “I’m saying this is not the time and place to talk about stuff like that. Are you doing it on purpose? You can talk about a laxer topic, you know? Fujiwara-kun.”


  A laxer topic, it was difficult for Sandai, though…


  When he was with Shino, he could also have that kind of talk, but Hajime was different from Shino.


  Even if Sandai were to also use the way he would treat Shino, who was his girlfriend, it would definitely be weird. You could say it was a difficulty too high to ask of a loner who had never made a friend of the same sex.


  However, it was also true that the only thing he could use as reference was his interactions with Shino, and there was also the saying that the proof was in the pudding.


  Only once, Sandai decided to try to think of and act towards Hajime as if he was Shino.


  …If I come here together with Shino… right, I probably would think I would like to see her looking happy.


  While murmuring, Sandai walked around while searching. And then he spotted a kiosk immediately after, so he thought of getting some kind of present.


  “You’re going to the kiosk? Is there something you wanna get?”


  “Kinda. Wait for me.”


  “Okaaay.”


  Sandai entered the kiosk alone.


  Cut flowers, food products, accessories… It was a kiosk with an unexpectedly abundant assortment, but he ignored bulky stuff, and things that seemed like it would trouble the other party after giving it to them.


  For example cut flowers; they looked good, but the care afterwards would be a trouble.


  Food products were better to some extent, but still, a lot of it had bulky boxes, so going home with it would be difficult.


  “…Accessories left, huh.”


  Sandai zeroed in on accessories and looked through all kinds of it. There were hairpin, earring, necklace, ring and so on.


  It wasn’t well-built by any means, and it was also inexpensive for the price, ranging from several hundred yen to several thousand yen. It was truly various items you would expect to find in a kiosk. Perhaps calling it something like a toy one would buy as a gift for children would be an easy-to-understand description.


  In regards to whether he would give any of these to Shino… he probably wouldn’t, but it was unnecessary to make the treatment exactly the same either.


  Pondering a bit, Sandai decided on a hairpin with a fresh-looking white flower work. Acting fast to buy after deciding on it, he quickly paid the bill and returned to Hajime.


  “Welcome back. What did you buy?”


  “I went to buy this. I’ll give it to you, Saeki. We’ve come all the way here together, so I thought of giving something to remember, you see.”


  Sandai went and put the hair pin on Hajime’s hair.


  “This is… a pin?”


  Hajime was surprised and looked alternatingly between Sandai and the hairpin while repeatedly blinking; looking troubled at how to response with the sudden present, so to say


  “You didn’t go buy a souvenir for Yuizaki-san, or anything like that?”


  “Nah, when giving a present to Shino, I’m thinking it’s better to choose it together if possible. It’s best to ask the person in question what she wants, and well, it’s also my own way of reflecting.”


  “Reflecting…? Ah, could it be the underwear present you said before? I see, you spent the Eve together with Yuizaki-san, so that means you’ve given it? How was her reaction?”


  Hajime knew about the underwear Christmas present because Sandai had ended up asking Hajime about it.


  At that time, Sandai had gotten encouraged by Hajime that it would probably be fine.


  And it would be pretty unfair to not tell the result, thus Sandai honestly went and told Hajime.


  “…She wasn’t that into it.”


  “I see, I see. She wasn’t into it, I see. And so it went fine like I said.”


  “You’re right. It was like you said… Really, thank you.”


  “No no no, don’t mention it.”


  Hajime joined his hands together behind his back, suddenly turned around 180 degrees to the right, and began to walk. And Sandai went and followed after Hajime with light steps.


  Afterwards, after more or less looking around inside the botanical garden, they killed some time downtown. When they noticed, it was already dusk.


  “Nng… that was fun!”


  “It was fun for me, too. Something like this is the first for me, so I felt it’s all the more so.”


  Spending time with Hajime had a different kind of fun than when together with Shino. Sandai thought, that the fun of spending time together with a friend surely must feel like this.


  As he thought so, the feeling of wanting to become proper friends with Hajime welled up.


  Had it been someone outgoing or a partygoer, they probably would realize that they were already friends, but as for Sandai who was clueless in that area, he decided to put it into words.


  “Hey… so.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Umm… so.”


  “Is there something you wanna say? It’s already getting dark and time to head home, so I’d love it if you quickly say it if you’ve got anything to say.”


  Please be my friend—it was only a few words, but it couldn’t easily come out when it was time to put it into words.


  “…Don’t fret. I’m not gonna get mad even if it’s anything weird, you know? ‘Cause you see, I’m someone broad-minded.”


  Sandai felt like he had gotten the last push with that, so he made up his mind.


  “Please be my frie—”


  However, a wind blew right when he had said that much. It was a wind with a good force to it, and that wind simultaneously pulled up Hajime’s jacket and the shirt under.


  In that moment, the flow of time was like a slow motion. And then, when Hajime’s chest was almost completely visible—


  “—My-My eyes! My eyes!”


  For some reason, he got poked in the eyes by Hajime. Thanks to that, Sandai wounded up rolling around on the ground in pain.


  “W-Why did you poke my…”


  “Well, I just thought it was kinda dangerous just now.”


  “Dangerous? W-What was?”


  “‘Cause it was almost visible.”


  “Almost visible? It certainly felt that way, but we’re fellow guys and… like when changing clothes, you would invite me to do it together, wouldn’t you… I would refuse, but…”


  “About that, I thought you’re someone who would refuse, so I’ve just been teasing you with that, though,” Hajime talked softly as if murmuring.


  As Sandai was still suffering from the pain in his eyes, he couldn’t catch what Hajime was talking in a low voice, even if Sandai tried to.


  It was only after several minutes that the pain finally subsided.


  “T-That hurt.”


  “Sorry. Was on reflex.”


  “On reflex…”


  “That’s why sorry. That aside, I didn’t fully hear it but I could tell what it was. Even if you don’t say something like that, we’re already friends, you know?”
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  Sandai’s eyes were still hazy, but even so, he could just tell that Hajime with the setting sun behind his back was happily smiling.


  It was only Sandai who thought that they still weren’t friends. Hajime had thought from earlier that they were friends.


  When Sandai realized that, he suddenly lost strength somehow.


  “See you later,” Hajime said and waved his hand.


  Sandai waved back with a wry smile and saw off Hajime walking away.


  Nevertheless, just what Hajime could’ve murmured earlier?


  The mystery of a femboy deepened.


  26 December: Time To… Greet Them, Huh?


  The 26th finally arrived.


  According to the plan, Sandai would go to Shino’s home today, but… since today was also the payday of his part-time job, he checked the balance of his bank account first.


  “…It’s in.”


  The start of his work had been at the start of the month, and the payroll cutoff at the 15th of the month. It was several ten thousand yen, about half a month worth of part-time job earning, but still, an odd sense of accomplishment welled up.


  He felt the first money that he had earned from working out of his own wish of wanting to have more fun days with his girlfriend was somewhat special.


  With light-hearted steps, Sandai got into the train and got rocked around for about an hour. After that, I think it’s this station, he got off at the station near Shino’s home.


  Compared to when he had come here previously, the atmosphere in front of the station seemed just a little different, but that was probably because of the different time of the day.


  It is not uncommon for sceneries to feel differently at day and night.


  Returning to the topic, Shino’s home was a tofu seller in the shopping district, which was located close by.


  When thinking that he really would have to greet them, his restlessness wouldn’t stop. He started to feel nervous.


  Humans, in a time when their mind isn’t in its usual, they are one to make mistakes.


  Slipping of the tongue, ending up acting suspiciously, and getting into trouble when they realized it.


  At a time like this, it is best to take a deep breath and calm your mind.


  Sandai bought a sugarless coffee at the vending machine, sat on a chair in front of the station, and slurped it. He reflexively went, “Uwh,” at its bitterness, but his nervousness lessened, and he started to calm down a little.


  He casually looked up, and the sky was clear blue. Standing before that vastness, the nervousness he was holding seemed tiny.


  It wasn’t a big deal.


  He would simply have a talk with them for one or two hours.


  Having regained his usual state of mind the next thing he knew, Sandai said, “Guess It’s time to go,” and got up. And he aimed and threw the finished-up, empty coffee can at the trash can for empty cans… and it completely missed and hit the ground, so he picked it up and put it in by hand.


  He was seen and got heartily laughed at by a senior lady who happened to pass by, but he decided to not mind it. However, he felt like ignoring it would make him seem like a rude person, so he casually gave a slight bow.


  With that happening, he walked for several minutes, and Shino’s home came into sight.


  Seeing it once more, it seemed like a fairly old building. It wasn’t the house of someone rich; Shino herself had mentioned it before, so it was whatever to Sandai, though.


  For the time being, Sandai thought of getting into the store and calling out. However, the store’s entrance had been shut tight.


  In this situation, what would be the best way to notify his visit?


  When he had walked Shino home before, Shino had used the key and entered from the store’s entrance. That said, although obvious, Sandai didn’t have the store’s key and the like.


  Shout?


  Bang bang the entrance?


  He thought of those too, but it was rejected as to be expected. It was simply an annoyance to the neighborhood, and it was a crude, without-any-manners way of doing it.


  Well, even though it was a store, it was also used as a dwelling, so there should at least be a bell somewhere.


  Sandai began the aimless search for the bell, but he couldn’t really find it even after giving his utmost.


  There was a postbox beside the store’s entrance, but that was about it.


  Wondering what to do, Sandai groaned.


  It was then.


  From a small path on the side of the store, he could hear the sound of a sliding door being opened. From there Shino appeared.


  Apparently there was an entrance for the residence in the back of the building. Sandai also hadn’t looked that far.


  “Sandai sure is late… He’s not getting into an accident or something is he? I wonder if he’s okay… Hmm?”


  He made eye contact with Shino.


  “…”


  “…”


  “…What’re you doing in front of the store?”


  “What am I doing? Umm, I’ve been looking for the bell, you see. I see. So there’s an entrance there.”


  “Could it be that you’ve been loitering around in front of the store?”


  “…Right.”


  “C’mon, you’re like a completely suspicious person.”


  “Well, I mean, look, you entered through the store’s entrance, so I thought the store’s entrance is also the front door for sure…”


  “The door there’s got a bad fitting and would make a sound, so it’ll echo at night. I’m just using the store’s entrance since it won’t make much sound… Actually, you could’ve just sent me a chat rather than feeling troubled here.”


  Sandai’s mouth curved sulkily at the unopposable sound argument. Although Shino sighed at him, she pulled his hand and led him in.


  “Geez… you’re making me worried. I thought you’re getting into an accident or something.”


  “My bad…”


  “If you’re sorry then good… Like I said the day before yesterday, I told everything about you to my mom and dad yesterday.”


  “Yesterday… you did say you were having a family dinner. At that time?”


  “Yeah. They got a bit surprised, but I also talked about the trip, and I also told them that you’re a boyfriend who would like to properly greet them before that.”


  “What was their reaction like…?”


  “My mom was like, ‘Sure, why not?’ but my dad got a little, ‘Hmrrg,’ I think? But it was fine!” so Shino said, but Sandai started to feel a little worried.


  It seemed there wasn’t a problem with her mother, but the problem lied on her father who had apparently become hmrrg. Sandai had difficulty guessing to what degree the hmrrg that Shino had said was.


  Had it been a strong objection or refusal, he felt that Shino wouldn’t have said it so lightly like this, however…


  Precisely because it hadn’t turned into a huge issue, it was also possible that she was being light and non-serious about it to not work Sandai up.


  Shino unexpectedly got a considerate personality like that, so Sandai felt a bit of an iffy.


  However, he didn’t think of saying that he was feeling rather anxious and scurrying back to his apartment at this stage either. He was ready from the beginning.


  Shino stopped in front of a sliding door at the corner of the hallway.


  Sandai gulped down his saliva.


  “Your dad and mom are… in here?”


  [TN: Interesting point; the kanjis used for dad and mom here are 義父(father in law) and 義母(mother in law), so he probably think that they will be/are his FIL and MIL already haha.]


  “Miki is also there while at it, but… yeah, they are, too. I’ll open it, okay?”


  “All right.”


  Sandai gave a strong nod, and the sliding door was pulled. Inside was a tatami room, and three people were sitting there in a row.


  Sitting on the right side was Miki whom he was familiar with.


  Sitting on the left side was a woman around her mid thirties wearing an apron. She should be Shino’s mother.


  Sitting in the middle was a man wearing a samue… whose face for some reason all swollen up, but… should be Shino’s father.


  It was hard to come up with any distinction in regards to the looks of her father, but in regards to her mother, she was a woman whom everyone for certain would call a beauty.


  She had a contour like that of a doll, and a perfectly smooth and straight nose bridge. The eyes in her small face were big, round, and like that of a gem, and the texture of her skin was so fine like white porcelain.


  And then, her chest was incredibly big. It was so big that it wouldn’t be weird even if it were to make a boing sound effect.


  Shino previously had said something like her chest had gotten big maybe because of tofu, but could it be that the cause wasn’t that but genetics?


  No, something like that didn’t matter.


  What he must think right now was simply about properly introducing himself.


  ~ ~ ~



  Sandai bowed his head for the time being.


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Fujiwara Sandai. Umm, I’m Shino’s… no, I’m Yuizaki Shino-san’s boyfriend.”


  “So you are her—I’ve heard from Shino. I’m Shino’s father, Daigo.”


  It was a really important occasion where the pressure should be heavy as well, but Shino’s father’s—Daigo’s swollen up face made the feeling of tension not there at all.


  “Yes. It is my pleasure to meet you.”


  “Now, please take a seat there.” Daigo stood up and placed down a floor cushion.


  Sandai sat down after saying his thanks, and Shino sat down next to him.


  “Umm… it might be sudden, but would it be all right for me to ask a question?” nervously, Sandai decided to ask first about the thing that had been bothering him since earlier.


  “Hmm? What is it?”


  “Umm… I’m not sure how to say it, but it seems there have been wasps from somewhere, or someone has fallen down… that sort of…”


  When Sandai in a roundabout way asked why Daigo’s face was swollen, “Pfft,” the two sitting on Daigo’s sides looked away and laughed.


  And then Shino looked at Saigo with a piercing gaze.


  It seemed… there was something.


  However, it wasn’t the time and place where Sandai could get the answer to that either, so he kept silent.


  “A few things happened, you see. It’s not anything you have to be concerned about.”


  Sandai felt such a silent pressure to not ask for the details from Daigo.


  For just a little the air became tense.


  Immediately after, Shino’s mother got up with a wry smile, poured tea, and placed it in front of Sandai.


  “Here you go.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  “Don’t mention it. That aside, you sure seem like what I heard from Shino, Fujiwara-kun… I believe you already can tell, but I’m Shino’s mom. I’m called Neko子子. It’s written with two characters for ‘child子,’ Neko子子. I do quite like my own name, so feel free to call me Neko, okay?”


  It was an easy-to-understand, and then an easy-to-remember name. She was also someone who seemed kind and gentle.


  However, he also felt that her personality wouldn’t live up to such a first impression.


  From the circumstances of living together, children are strongly susceptible to their parents’ influence—when taking such a common view into consideration, it wouldn’t make sense for Neko to be completely different from both Shino and Miki.


  One way or another, he felt that Daigo seemed to resemble Miki, but…


  It would be different if they were always away from home like Sandai’s family, but despite being busy, the Yuizaki family had a proper family time. It was hard to think that the influence within family members was small… In other words, it was reasonable to think of Neko to be acting nice.


  However, Neko’s personality wasn’t that important. If she didn’t seem to oppose Sandai’s relationship with Shino, there wouldn’t be any need to know in detail either.


  So, instead of such a thing, Sandai was more interested in how Shino had talked about him.


  Like what I heard—guessing from these words, it seemed Shino had talked about him honestly, not too much and not too little, but…


  “Come on, Daigo-san, don’t get sullen like that. Quickly ask if there’s something you want to ask.”


  Told so by Neko, Daigo folded his arms and looked at Sandai once more.


  “Well, umm, it seems you want to go on a trip with Shino as a boyfriend and girlfriend, huh?”


  Shino had said that she had told them everything. It seemed she had told her parents about everything, literally, about their relationship as well as the trip.


  “Yes. I believed it was wrong to go on one as we please, so I thought of making a proper greeting, and then go on one after receiving approval.”


  “I see.”


  “Are we… not allowed to?”


  “How about money?”


  “I will pay for everything. I do have a part-time job, but the reason I started one in the first place was because I thought money really would be necessary when I would like to create memories with Shino-san.”


  “That’s right. Money is necessary for everything… Hmm.”


  While giving his chin a stroke, Daigo looked at Sandai with evaluating eyes.


  Daigo’s face was in a bad state, but could it be that the reason Sandai was feeling something akin to a mysterious dignity nevertheless was because of a duty as a father?


  Though, perhaps the one who was feeling that way was only Sandai, since Miki was chuckling while looking at Daigo, and Neko and Shino looked fed up.


  “Hmm… I see, I understand that you are thinking ahead. Hmm… By the way, what kind are your parents?”


  Were a daughter’s boyfriend’s parents something to be concerned about as a father? Wasn’t finding out what kind of person the boyfriend was the important one?


  However, it wasn’t anything particularly needed to be hidden either. As long as he would like to know, Sandai would honestly answer.


  “First of all, my father and mother are not in Japan.”


  “Could it be that they’re foreigners?”


  “N-No, both are Japanese. They are overseas for work.”


  “…I see. So, what kind of work are they doing? They’re not crime syndicate’s smugglers or anything, are they?”


  A jumping-the-gun way of thinking that made Sandai wonder whether Daigo had watched too many movies, but Daigo was Shino’s father. Sandai mustn’t make such a quip and displease him.


  “Both my father and mother are volcanologists. The two of them are doing collaborative research; something of the sort.”


  When Sandai mentioned the fact truthfully without any lies, Daigo, Neko, Miki, and then Shino, “Hmm?” squinted.


  The one to break the short silence was Daigo.


  “Parents are volcanologists and the family name is Fujiwara… By chance, could it be that your father’s full name is Fujiwara Nidai? Does he live in a country named Iceland or something?”


  Both the full name as well as place of residence were exactly as what Daigo had said.


  However, there shouldn’t be any connection whatsoever between Daigo and Nidai, so how did he know?


  “Fujiwara Nidai is certainly my father. Do you know of him?”


  “I think it was about a week ago… There was a special program about natural disasters on TV. The name of the so-called volcanologist who appeared there was that. I have also recorded it thinking it could help to prepare in the time of a disaster, but… Hold on a bit… let’s see… yeah, this one.”


  Shino’s father used the TV remote, and a light, opening BGM was played, and a documentary-like special program about natural disasters started.


  Sandai’s eyes nailed down to the background screen in the program. A middle-aged man in a white robe wearing a black-rimmed glasses was reflected there, but that was without a doubt Sandai’s father.


  “Global warming is looming. Floods and large droughts constantly occur somewhere in the world. It is also no stranger to Japan that has always been greeted by one since time immemorial. Today we would like to discuss the ‘what if a volcanic eruption were to occur in Japan.’ We have a guest who will be giving any explanations today connected through a video; a volcanologist, Professor Fujiwara Nidai.”


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Fujiwara Nidai. It’s my pleasure to be here.”


  “It is a pleasure to have you here… As Professor Fujiwara currently lives in Iceland, we are transmitting directly through a live video.”


  “I wish I could’ve flown directly to Japan, but given the flight schedules, I didn’t think I would be able to make it, thus this is the way it turned out. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”


  “Not at all, it is I who should be saying so. Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule for us.”


  “I hope I can be of any help.”


  “Our guest today is Professor Fujiwara Nidai, a natural sciences graduate of Massachusetts Institute of Technology with its nickname MIT, who went on to the graduate school in the same university where he received his PhD. He has been asked for his input by several heads of state at an international forum last year. Currently, he is said to be the closest person to the Nobel Prize as a Japanese citizen…”


  To think that his father would appear on the TV screen, Sandai had never imagined it. It somehow didn’t feel real.


  “Could this person be… your father, Fujiwara-kun?”


  “I would… say so.”


  “Is he the kind of person who would get a Nobel Prize?”


  “I would say that’s not much of a stretch… I don’t know in detail about my parents’ work, but they probably have put in all kinds of efforts, I think…”


  Sandai had never heard any details about their work, neither from Nidai nor Sandai’s mother. He only vaguely knew that they were scholars.


  When Sandai averted his eyes, Daigo stood up without saying a thing, beckoned Neko and Miki with his hands, and headed to the hallway.


  It seemed the three would be having a family meeting without Shino.


  ~ ~ ~



  “Did I… say something weird? I didn’t get thought of as an outrageous guy or something, did I?”


  When Sandai began talking, Shino started.


  “Eh? Ah, about my dad? No, It’s fine.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Dad’s unexpectedly a serious one, so he’s worried about, like, whether you’re a good guy and stuff, but… after actually meeting you, I think he got that you’re not a suspicious guy, and afterwards I think he’s overwhelmed on the contrary after knowing you’re the son of some amazing professor.”


  “I-I see.”


  “Yeah yeah. Actually, I guess it’s also my first time knowing what kind of work your dad has.”


  “Did I never tell you before?”


  “I remember giving you advice when you told me you’re troubled with what to reply when getting a message from your dad, but at that time I also didn’t ask what his work was, and I felt like it’s not needed to ask either.”


  “…You weren’t that curious about my parents?”


  “I was curious, you know? I mean I’m also thinking like actually meeting and greeting them. But, the one I love is you, like, the occupation of your father’s got nothing to do with it, right? …There’s probably also girls who’re interested in that kinda stuff when falling in love with someone, but do you think I’m clever enough to decide my preferences based on something like that?”


  “Now that you say that to me…”


  “It would be impossible for my brain to handle if I give this and that reason to my feelings of love, so I’m not thinking of unnecessary stuff. Nooope!”


  It also sounded like she was being defiant, but that wasn’t the case. Those words were precisely because she simply knew herself well.


  He would tend to think about this and that, and at times that would make him seem like a horrible person when looking at Shino.


  At times, he would suddenly feel worried, wondering whether someone like him would be okay to be her boyfriend. At times he would also think, wondering if there wasn’t a man more worthy of Shino.


  However, Sandai would not speak those out.


  The one who had created the spark for them to be dating and the one who had confessed was Shino, but now Sandai also completely loved Shino.


  That was why he wouldn’t want to let her go, and was getting rid of the possibility that it might turn that way.


  Sandai often acted like a grown up, but in fact, he held troubling inner thoughts different from Shino who would tend to let her feelings run wild.


  Sandai was aware of such a troublesome side of himself. However, he pretended to have not noticed it and looked the other way.


  If he ended up admitting that, he had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to control himself.


  Humans are multifaceted creatures—the words Nakaoka had said before only now did it hit him so deeply. He himself was precisely so.


  “What’s wrong? Does your stomach hurt?”


  “My stomach doesn’t hurt, but… do I look like that?”


  “You do. If I compare it with something… what was it again… look, there’s that bronze statue sitting with its hand on its jaw, right? That one that I feel like I learned in fine arts or something.”


  “Is it Rodin’s The Thinker?”


  “That! If there’s something in your mind, while at it, try making it look like The Thinker more for a bit.”


  “Isn’t it too random?”


  “Do it.”


  “I have to?”


  “You have to.”


  It seemed he would have to, so reluctantly, Sandai took the same pose as The Thinker.


  “Is it like this?”


  “I feel like the one I saw in the textbook had its eyes closed.”


  Even Sandai didn’t remember that detailedly whether Rodin’s The Thinker had its eyes closed.


  Probably the number of people who would remember to that extent was also small.


  That said, it wasn’t a place to get worked up and refuse it either, so Sandai obediently closed his eyes.


  Immediately after—chu—he got kissed on the lips.


  “…You tricked me, huh?”


  Sandai slowly opened his eyes, and found Shino smiling with her tongue stuck out.


  “Thinking normally, there’s no way someone like me who doesn’t pay attention to textbooks is gonna remember if it’s eyes closed or not, right?”


  That was completely the case, and besides, Sansai had had a hunch that Shino seemed like she would do something like this. He had obediently listened to her on top of that, so in other words, deep down he had been anticipating it.


  “Your cheeks kinda red! Were you happy?”


  When Sandai gave a brief nod, Shino grinned as if saying she had been waiting for that reaction.


  He was resigning himself to being led by the nose in this kind of area, but despite being the first girlfriend and boyfriend of one another, why was there such a difference in the art of coaxing?


  It was making Sandai want to sigh.


  However, it was no more than the feelings from Sandai’s perspective. If we were to look at Sandai from Shino’s perspective, it would also look differently.


  Seizing the initiative with a composed look, casually charming her by doing stuff that would make her heart pitter-patter—when looked from Shino’s perspective, Sandai would also come off as that kind of guy.


  To sum it up, it was the so-called: the feelings are mutual.


  “Just what’s she doing… that Shino. Dad does remember you’re usually saying like ‘I’m not good with guys,’ though?”


  “Miki thinks Onee-chan is still not good with guys, you know? It’s just that Onii-chan is ‘special’.”


  “It’s also my first time seeing Shino being all over a boy so much.”


  “…”


  “What are you keeping silent for, Daigo-san? Is it about Fujiwara-kun’s dad? I was also surprised, but you also thought ‘she’s got the son of an amazing person as a boyfriend, huh,’ aren’t you?”


  “…That is.”


  “It’s much better than some weird delinquent introducing and calling himself her ‘boyfriend’ to us. At least I’m relieved. If the type who would go like ‘I’m her BF! Nice–to–meet-cha~’ introduces himself as her boyfriend to us, I’m confident I’d collapse with my mouth foaming bubbles.”


  “The feeling’s the same… but Dad’s feeling sho lonely. Shino stopped eating tofu, too… Dad’s feeling sho lonely.”


  “Daigo-san, can you stop suddenly talking so grossly?”


  “Dad, it’s all right. Miki’s here even if Onee-chan becomes an adult, you know? That’s why pocket money please.”


  Now then, not sure what kind of family meeting the Yuizaki family minus Shino had gone through, but the three came back.


  “Err… Fujiwara-kun.” Daigo folded his arms, sat down, “Hrm,” and groaned.


  Sandai reflexively straightened up his spine.


  “I’m going back to the topic. We were talking about you going on a trip with Shino, weren’t we?”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “Hmmm.”


  Daigo stroked his chin once. And then for the second time. And then for the third time—though when he was about to, he got smacked in the head by Neko.


  “Oh gosh! I’ve been patient but I’m at my limit! What’s with that attitude towards your daughter’s boyfriend since earlier!? The reply was out since yesterday, so stop pretending and quickly tell Fujiwara-kun!”


  “Ouch…”


  “What’d you mean ‘ouch’!? The one getting ‘ouch’ is Fujiwara-kun’s heart who’s waiting for the reply that keeps needlessly being drawn out by you—I’m sorry Fujiwara-kun. Sorry that such a man-child old man has to be your girlfriend’s father.”


  “N-No, it’s all right…”


  “Really geez, this weirdo old man is so…”


  Being called a weirdo old man by Neko, Daigo simply and only became smaller without even rebutting.


  Apparently, he was needlessly drawing out the answer that was already out.


  Perhaps, this was the part where Sandai should get angry, but when he thought that Daigo probably also had all sorts of stuff in his mind as a father, Sandai wasn’t able to say anything.


  Instead it was making Sandai want to cover up for him.


  “To get called a weirdo old man is… umm, I can imagine for a father to have his mind occupied. Is he not a wonderful dad?”


  “Thanks, for putting it like that. Look Daigo-san, you’ve been thoroughly doing something like harassment, and yet Fujiwara-kun called you ‘a wonderful dad’ with a refreshing look there.”


  Neko had suddenly turned rough, but Sandai had felt from the start that she had been acting nice, so he wasn’t especially surprised.


  I knew it, was his honest impression.


  Nevertheless, when he saw Neko complaining to her own husband without reservation, he sensed similarity to Shino in some way.


  And then, precisely because Sandai sensed that, there was something he somehow understood.


  Probably… what gets her into a bad mood is probably similar to Shino, isn’t it?


  Shino would also sometimes come telling Sandai this and that, but even so, there would be a surplus feeling of love clearly being directed.


  And Neko was probably similar.


  There was an extremely high probability for her personality to be such that she wouldn’t allow anyone but herself to bad-mouth the person she loved.


  In that sense, complimenting Daigo was the right choice.


  If he were to follow suit with the words weirdo old man, there was a possibility it would’ve turned out horribly.


  “Since Daigo-san doesn’t seem he can say it with his own mouth, I’ll say it instead. We are not opposed to your relationship, and for the trip as well; if you go on one with your own money, you can do whatever you like.” Neko continued, “That’s our reply.”


  Sandai patted his chest in relief, and seeing that, Shino chuckled.


  “I told you it’s fine and you didn’t have to get worried like that, didn’t I?”


  “Still even if you say that.”


  “Actually, for some time you’ve been like rigid and polite, but if you end up being like that to my parents the first time, I think it’s gonna make you have to continue being like that all the time and just makes you tired, though. I do think being like that’s still fine if it’s with someone you don’t see often, though”


  “…Wait, hold up, that way of putting it, I will be seeing your parents often?”


  “You will, don’t you think? I mean, you don’t have to fuss over coming to my house anymore, so when seeing me off you can do it openly all the way to my home, right?”


  That was exactly so. Excluding finals period, Sandai had always seen Shino off until the station, but after finishing the greeting today, he could now walk her all the way home without shying away.


  Somehow, he had a feeling of having crossed a large mountain.


  Even so… Sandai had also thought about it when seeing her off during finals, but to him, the atmosphere of the Yuizaki family looked awfully dazzling.


  It wasn’t like Sandai was on bad terms with his parents either, and they would be contacting one another although once in a while. Though, it wasn’t like there was an enjoyable feel to it like the Yuizaki family.


  Of course, Sandai also understood that nothing could be helped with that. When thinking of the details of his parents’ work, let alone at home, even frequently not being in Japan was a natural thing.


  It would be simple to face and say to his parents that he would like them to treasure their family relationship, but his parents’ work was also related to disasters. If he was told that it was a work that could save people from all over the world, he wouldn’t be able to say it strongly.


  Even the game console Sandai had asked his parents to buy with the reason of wanting to have friends as well, now he felt that that might not have been the only reason.


  He felt like deep down there had also been the feelings of wanting to be pampered by his parents.


  “…There, there.”


  When Sandai hung his head down, Shino reached out to pat his head.


  “…What’s up suddenly?”


  “Because somehow you seem like you wanna get pampered.”


  At a time like this, “That’s not true,” Sandai would deny it like so if it was the usual. However, his mental state was currently slightly different.


  “Seem wanna get pampered… that’s not… not true either, huh.”


  “Eh? …A rare response.”


  “Even I become like this sometimes.”


  “You become a big baby? Goo-goo ga-ga.”


  “…Goo-goo ga-ga.”


  “H-Hey~.”


  “I’m just joking. It’s just, umm, I don’t really get what a family is like… I can’t put it into words well, but I’d think, ‘that’s nice,’ when I see your family…” Sandai said with a bitter smile, and Shino opened her big, round eyes wide.


  And then, she patted Sandai’s head once again.


  “…There, there.”


  Sandai didn’t know what Shino was thinking right now. He would be able to at least come to a guess usually, but only now that that was also impossible for him.


  However, the only feeling that got across was kindness.


  …I’m pathetic, aren’t I.


  Sandai had thought that he had been the one supporting.


  He could come to an understanding and handle things to a certain extent, he could also do various stuff rather flawlessly, so he had thought that he had been the side to match up with Shino, who had an intense human emotions and a lot she wasn’t good with.


  That was why he hadn’t noticed.


  That Shino would like to support him, like how he would like to support her.


  “…Have you calmed down?”


  Maybe the reason Shino could talk soothingly was because it was something that had developed over the course of looking after her little sister Miki ever since she had been much younger.


  Their position was in a complete reversal from the usual, but when seeing it like this, unexpectedly Shino was starting to also seem more of a grown up than Sandai.


  Well anyway, a large event of coming to greet her parents ended without any particular problem happening.


  The rest would be just to wait for the day of the trip.


  “What’s with that mood…”


  “Somehow it’s like ‘their own world.’ It’s like being made to eat a mass of sugar, now Miki’s feeling like puking.”


  “It’s like the mood in a drama, isn’t it?”


  “…It’s a bit off-topic, but as a dad I’d have loved if Shino’s boyfriend was a guy who could complain even if it’s just a little. That way I could get mad at—Owowow, that hurts! Please don’t pull my ear!”


  “Stop trying to meddle with your daughter’s love. Children will eventually leave their parents, so support them instead. Yesterday you also kept saying, ‘No you can’t, no you can’t,’ and then Shino cried and got angry… and what did you get, Daigo-san?”


  “…I got punched in the face by Shino.”


  “And then so your face bulged up like that.”


  “…I mean, I felt sho lonely.”


  “Even if our daughters leave us I’m here, aren’t I? Now I’m feeling like punching you, too.”


  So Much for Digression 2 – I’ve Been Careless Too, Huh?


  >Looks like the shift got mixed up, so I got a day-off today.


  >I’m free, so I’m gonna go visit your workplace, okay?


  Suddenly such a message came from Shino. It was when Sandai was looking at news on his phone during his break time.


  “Eh…”


  The liquid running down on Sandai’s forehead was cold sweat…


  Sandai had been regularly adjusting his shift so that Shino would absolutely not come to his workplace.


  For this reason, Sandai previously had told Shino, “You can come visit if you have time,” despite there being Hajime and Omaki who could make Shino run into a weird misunderstanding.


  And all of that, because of the slipup on the side of Shino’s workplace, had quickly come to naught.


  However, when trying to think about it, it had been a situation that could happen. The chances of it developing in this way hadn’t been zero.


  Sandai had been foolish, for making light of it and thinking it would never happen.


  He would love to pretend not to have seen the chat if possible, but Shino would simply suddenly show up even if he were to do that.


  Sandai ran his brain in full throttle and thought up a method to make Shino give up visiting.


  But without even coming up with such a convenient bizarre plan or something, at the end of the day, Shino would be visiting.


  The method Sandai took as a last resort was nothing but explaining the situation to Hajime and Komaki and getting their cooperation.


  “So your girlfriend, does she get jealous that easily? She didn’t seem that kind of girl from the photo, though.”


  “I’ve heard Yuizaki-san is the possessive type, so I don’t particularly doubt it, but… it feels like, ‘so she’s finally coming,’ I would say.”


  Sandai had talked about Shino’s personality to Hajime before, so he was able to quickly get Hajime’s cooperation. However, Sandai had never actually talked about it to Komaki, so she looked half in doubt.


  Though, seeing that Sandai was an honest guy who would regularly do his work seriously, Sandai managed to have Komaki to believe him also.


  And so with that, it seemed they would be cooperating. Maybe this was the result of accumulation of credibility and trust on a daily basis, too.


  Sandai felt once again that what was important to people in the end was honesty, and that he should strive to be as sincere as possible on a daily basis.


  ~ ~ ~


  For how to deal with Shino’s jealousy, the important thing was not to show their closeness. It was extremely simple, but it would be easy to tell visually, and Shino would also be less likely to have unnecessary suspicions. 


  The agreement Sandai had gotten from Hajime and Komaki was: no conversations other than the minimum necessary for work-related ones while Shino was present.


  It was almost time for Shino to show up.


  When Sandai looked at Hajime and Komaki, they gave a nod. Komaki would stay indoors in the office, apparently trying not to show herself up in the first place. As for Hajime who would have to work beside Sandai no matter what, it seemed he would be going with a slightly gloomy impression.


  Now then, Shino turned up with a smiling face before long.


  “Yoohoo.”


  “You’re here.”


  “I’m here~. Fufu, you’re in the aquarium issued work clothes. Gotta preserve it in a photo since it’s new.”


  Shino was slightly excited from seeing Sandai in his work clothes for the first time. She began to take photos in various angles with her phone.


  “I’m still in the middle of work more or less, so don’t get too… okay?”


  “I see. You’re right. I’ll just quietly watch until you’re done with work… Hmm? What’s with that girl there wearing the same work clothes as you?”


  Having spotted Hajime doing cleaning nearby Sandai, Shino narrowed her eyes. Hajime started at Shino’s gaze, but he immediately went back to cleaning.


  “It’s a pretty big aquarium. So we’re working in a pair.”


  “Is that so?”


  “That’s right. Also, over there is not a girl but a guy.”


  “No way! I mean, I can only see a girl, you know? There’s a smell like that new product, too.”


  Having his face peered into by Shino, “Hello,” Hajime responded smally, perhaps judging he couldn’t really ignore this.


  Along with a different way of talking than usual, Hajime’s voice sounded about two octaves lower. He was hanging in there bringing out the gloominess.


  “You’re a girl, right?”


  “W-What is it?”


  “I was just wondering why you’re pretending to be a guy when you’re a girl.”


  “I’m a guy.”


  “There’s a nice smell coming from you, though. That’s the smell of a new shampoo from Anna Sui or Jill, isn’t it?”


  “Eh? Ah… I do have an older sister, a-and I’ve been using that.”


  Shino was indiscriminately coming at Hajime.


  Sandai would love very much to go and help Hajime, but… he didn’t know how Shino would react if he were to poorly step in, so all he could do was to leave everything to Hajime.


  I’m counting on you, Saeki, Sandai muttered in his mind and began to do his own work.


  “Err, you seemed to be on good terms with Fujiwara-kun earlier. Could it be, girlfriend?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I’m envious of Fujiwara-kun. His girlfriend is an amazingly beautiful girl, and I’m sure he doesn’t even look at other women.”


  “You think so?”


  “I do think so.”


  “I see. Sorry for interrupting your work.”


  “Not at all.”


  “Lastly, I’ve got a favor to ask… don’t approach Sandai weirdly or anything like that, okay?”


  “M-My personality is like this, and I don’t even talk to Fujiwara-kun that much. I don’t feel comfortable. Then, I have work to do, so…”


  Seeing that Sandai had also taken a slight distance from Shino and Hajime after beginning to do his work, he wasn’t able to hear what kind of conversation it was.


  Though, Hajime seemed to have gone through it without a problem. Shino moved away from Hajime, and started to watch Sandai from a distance with a smile.


  Perhaps having something she couldn’t miss no matter what, Komaki would also occasionally show up and pass by Shino in the hallway.


  Although Komaki didn’t come to talk to Sandai as requested, every time passing by Shino, somehow Komaki would be making a different, weird expression.


  Though, maybe that bore fruit, as halfway through Shino started to recognize Komaki as just a weird person making a weird face even though at the start Shino had been sending a glare-like gaze at Komaki as well.


  ~ ~ ~


  “Haaah~ I’m tired.”


  “I’m tired, too. Yuizaki-san was much prettier in person than in photo, but in all kinds of sense the pressure was absurdly strong, too.”


  “I get that. I also got glared at.”


  “It seems she really loves Fujiwara-kun, isn’t it?”


  “That’s how it seemed.”


  Having gone back to the employee room at the end of his shift, Sandai lowered his head to Hajime and Sandai again.


  “That has been really helpful. Komaki-san, thank you very much.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  “You too, Saeki. Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Sandai clocked out, and then hurried to the toilet to get changed. When he headed towards the exit, he found Shino waiting for him.


  Shino peered into Sandai’s face with upturned eyes for a full 5 seconds, and then unhurriedly faced forward.


  “Thank you for your hard work. Let’s head back after eating something. It’ll be my treat today.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “…I see. Then I guess I’ll take you up on your offer.”


  He went through the difficult situation safely.


  Such a conviction sprouted within Sandai, and at the same time a sense of relief welled up. What a relief.


  28 December–29 December: Maybe We’re Finally at the Starting Line, Huh?


  The day of the trip to a hot spring, Sandai had planned to get out of the bed at 6 in the morning, but it was about 30 minutes later that he actually woke up.


  He hadn’t been really able to fall asleep last night, and had finally fallen asleep at 3 am, so that was surely the cause. He knew in his head that he should go to bed earlier than usual, but it being the night before the trip as well, he had been feeling a weird excitement. 


  Nothing serious nor problems would come out of this oversleeping since there was time to spare, but he was feeling sleepy because his sleeping time was short.


  He would love to go back to sleep, but he wouldn’t be able to stand if he were to oversleep. He should get up proper.


  After washing his face and brushing his teeth and such, Sandai wrapped the cashmere muffler he had gotten from Shino around his neck, took the traveling bag he had packed up and got ready yesterday, and headed to the station, their meeting place.


  There were quite a number of people at the station. It was the season, so it seemed there were also many people going on a long trip back home for visiting parents and such.


  That said it was still early morning, so still on the better side. There would be more people once noon, and the station would likely be jam packed.


  He wouldn’t want to go to the station at that time. Crowdedness on the level beyond lively would indeed be mentally exhausting.


  “I wonder what to pick…”


  To fight his sleepiness, Sandai bought a canned coffee from the vending machine at the station and drank it. After all, caffeine could help, and he simply liked coffee as well.


  His companion when taking a break from studying and such would also be coffee.


  However, he had also heard that drinking too much coffee would be bad for the stomach. It would be better to not chug it down.


  While drinking the coffee little by little, Sandai began gathering info on new light novels on his phone since there wasn’t anything to do either until Shino came.


  “For next month… There sure is a lot of new work. I see, it’s the season when award winning work and stuff’s coming out too, huh. There sure are some crazy titles there, too. ‘You, Whom I Met at the Intersection Tomorrow and Yesterday. Just When I Thought You Were a Beautiful Girl Who Liked to Cosplay, You Turned Out to Be an Actual Magical Girl, and Your True Form Was a Middle-Aged Man, so I Cried.’ …There’s an impact in it, but I don’t think I wanna check it out, though.”


  He wasn’t sure whether it was the publisher’s joke or a title they had decided with after giving it a serious thought, but as to be expected he would ignore this.


  “Hmm?”


  A chat message suddenly came in. It was a message from Shino saying: I’m almost there. 


  Sandai returned back to the home screen and waited for Shino to arrive.


  A train arrived a few minutes later, and Shino got down from that train. Today Shino was in plain clothes beaming with the desire to go for an outing, so it was a little fresh.


  She was wearing a knitted wool hat, boots and black tights emphasizing her slender and long legs, and then on her back was a ladies-pink backpack for travel.


  There was a childlike, and unexpectedly grownup feel as well.


  “Nya.”


  Shino imitated a cat’s paw, and made a morning greeting like a cat. There wasn’t any special meaning to this sort of action of Shino, it was just that, she somehow wanted to do it.


  There wouldn’t be any need to think deeply how to react to this, and it would be fine to simply go along.


  “Nya.”


  “Nya nya nya.”


  “Nya nya nya nya. You look cute today, too.”


  “Yeah! I gave my best in the matching!”


  “Thanks for giving your best. Though, like that your neck’s slightly cold, right? Here,” Sandai said, unwrapped half of the muffler and wrapped it around Shino’s neck. 


  Shino noticed that this muffler was the Christmas present she had given him.


  “This muffler was my Christmas present for you! It makes me so happy you’re actually using it like this… The muffler is snug and warm.”


  “After all, it has been warmed up by my neck, My Lord.”


  “Hmm, it’s not bad—wait, not My Lord, but Princess!”


  “My humble apologies, Princess.”


  While holding a conversation mixed in with such playfulness, they moved to the platform where the train heading to their destination would stop on.


  They were worrying a little whether to use the bullet train or conventional train. Either would bring them to their destination. However, it was their long-awaited trip, so they purposefully decided to use a conventional train that would stop at every station on the way there so they could sightsee as well.


  Of course, they didn’t have the time to get down at every station to sightsee, so they narrowed it down on the ones they were particularly interested in and looked around for about 30 minutes only.


  It was brief, but they were unexpectedly able to have fun, still.


  Each place had differences. One would be in western style, Japanese style, and so on. It was fun just getting to experience those.


  Though, it didn’t mean that everything differed, as there was only one thing in common in all of the places.


  There would always be such local specialties or souvenirs which were unclear whether they were even trying to sell or not.


  “They’re selling a weird clay figure-like thing.”


  “That’s not a clay figure but a totem pole.”


  “Are there people who would buy this?”


  “Don’t they put this up because there are?”


  “There’s totally none, I’m telling you. Look closely, its made day.”


  “…It says five years ago.”


  What did the maker of this totem pole feel when they realized the reality that it was being put up on the storefront without ever getting bought for five years?


  Could they feel sad and be choked with tears, or perhaps they didn’t really mind it since it was a business…?


  As for Sandai, the one that would’ve given a humane touch had the better impression, so he would be happy if it was the former if possible.


  As they were proceeding to the next stations while sightseeing various towns in this way, the townscape that could be seen was gradually becoming emptier as well.


  ~ ~ ~



  When making a reservation for the hot spring inn, Sandai had aimed for one likely to have availability, but apparently it was so deep in the mountains. He hadn’t checked it out detailedly to that extent.


  Even the train, everytime they transferred to another, the railroad cars kept getting shorter and older. Eventually, there were only Sandai and Shino for the passengers in a one-railroad-car train.


  Shino didn’t make any complaints in particular. Her home being fairly in the countryside, it seemed she was used to such scenery, too.


  The train came out of a long tunnel. Immediately after, the whole surrounding was pure white. It was a snowscape.


  “Wow, it’s so crazy white!”


  “Kawabata Yasunari wrote a passage that says, ‘The train came out of the long tunnel into the snow country,’ but this sure is a landscape exactly befitting that.”


  “Kawabata…?”


  “He’s a kind of literary master. Even his name shows up in the modern Japanese textbook.”


  “I don’t look at textbooks and stuff…”


  “I see.”


  The train began to gradually slow down. It seemed there was a station right after getting out of the tunnel, and the train came to a complete stop before long.


  They knew from looking at the station’s name that this was their destination, so they got off. Immediately after, the now completely empty train started moving again as it shook and made creaking sounds against the rail, going even deeper into the mountains.


  “We’re here.”


  “We sure are.”


  When they looked at the sky, the sun was halfway into setting. Faint darkness and silence were also spread out, and it would turn into night in no time at all at this stage.


  It wasn’t like they were familiar with the local area, so they decided to go to the inn and check-in without making a side trip.


  “Well then, please write down here your name, address, phone number, and signature that would prove who you are.”


  Sandai was asked to fill out the hotel register at the reception, so he filled out each empty field one by one and handed it. The sign was Sandai’s full name written in cursive.


  Payment for the accommodation would also often be made at the time of check-in, but this time Sandai had secretly paid it through bank transfer, so there was no on-site transaction happening.


  “Please enjoy your stay.”


  Receiving the inn map in the lobby, Sandai and Shino wandered through the inn, looking for their booked room with the key they had received.


  It seemed to be an inn bigger than they had expected as well. There was the main building, an annex, and in addition also something like a special mansion, apparently.


  It seemed the special mansion was aimed for guests on the high end, and apparently the rooms all had a private open-air bath. And the fee too, it started from 100,000 yen per night for the lowest.


  “The lowest starts from 100,000 yen… I wonder what kind of people would stay in a room like this.”


  “Rich people, isn’t it?”


  “I guess that’s true, but even rich people have all kinds of categories. Probably… I guess you’re really thinking like wanting to try staying at a place like this, Shino?”


  “I think the most important thing is not whether you’re able to afford luxuries with however much money, but being with the person you want to be together with, though?”


  “I see. I guess you’re right—at any rate, it sure is an inn quieter than expected.”


  The presence of people within the inn was few, and they didn’t see many guests staying either. They would pass by other people occasionally, but basically it was ruled by silence.


  “I’d hate it to be crowded, so I chose a place that seems to be less crowded, but I guess I really should’ve gone for an inn that’s probably more lively?”


  “I mean I’d hate it too if there’s too many people. Well, around this much is just right, isn’t it? I mean it’s a hot spring, so it’s better for it to be quiet than noisy.”


  “If it’s a hot spring, a quiet one is better?”


  “A hot spring with lots of people will seem, like, already hardly different from a spa & wellness center and the like, right? It’s a hot spring, so what to look forward to is quiet and peaceful, isn’t it?“


  “Now that you mentioned it, I guess that’s true, too. Right, the quiet one is calming, so I guess it’s better.”


  They arrived at the room they had booked shortly after. The inside was as it had been explained when booking it, a plain, normal-sized traditional room for two.


  Sandai had only been able to vaguely imagine how big was normal-sized, but it was smaller than he had thought. The futons already laid out for two people were occupying more than half of it, giving a cramped impression.


  “Instead of like because it’s cheaper, I guess I should’ve gone for a bigger room, huh.”


  “Then how about we do just that the next time we go on a trip? This time it’s a reward so I had you pay for it, but I’ll pay for my own share next time, so then we can stay in a slightly bigger room.”


  “There.” Shino placed her bag in the corner of the room and went to immediately lie down on the futon.


  It was still unclear when the next trip would be, but at the very least, to go on one itself was already set in stone in Shino’s mind.


  Sandai didn’t say, “I’ll pay for the next one, too.” It was because Shino had the personality that would hate to be on the receiving end only, and saying such a thing would displease her.


  This time it was purely under the pretext of a-reward-for-working-hard-on-studying, so Shino was getting herself spoiled by Sandai.


  Sandai wasn’t really sure whether such a relationship was a proper couple relationship, though, he didn’t think that this was mistaken.


  There are as many what is correct and incorrect as there are people.


  For Sandai and Shino, something of this sort was the correct one, so this was correct.


  That was how it was.


  “Hmm…?”


  Shino slowly got up and was staring fixedly outside of the window, apparently having spotted something.


  “What’s up?”


  “The store over there, I just thought its light was up. Maybe they’re selling anything like souvenirs or something?”


  Sandai too looked outside the window. Immediately after, he saw an old-looking general variety store on the old road along the river close by. It seemed to be operating as well since the light was on.


  “I feel like we’re gonna see a totem pole or something again, though… Should we try heading there for now?”


  “Yeah!”


  It was on a location that could be seen from the inn too, and it didn’t seem like they would get lost just because it was now night either, so they decided to head there.


  ~ ~ ~


  Cutting it short, there was no totem pole.


  Well, umm, it didn’t necessarily mean that there would be one for certain, and it was just Sandai being weird for feeling that they might be selling one, though…


  “You said you felt like we’re gonna see a clay-figure, but looks like there’s none, huh?”


  “It’s not a clay-figure, but a totem pole, okay… But, well, I guess not everywhere will have one, too.”


  Nevertheless, it was a general store with noticeable empty shelves.


  Without looking that eager to do business, the granny storekeeper sitting in the attendant’s booth was sleepy-looking, “…Oh my, is there a customer? Welcome,” and only now noticed the two.


  It wasn’t like it didn’t seem to be a hobby of old age or killing time and the like either, so there didn’t seem to be the feeling of trying to work hard too in the first place.


  However, even if there was no motivation, Sandai didn’t take it with a bad feeling. He didn’t really dislike such a lax atmosphere.


  When you usually live in an urban area, you would frequently see people walking down the street looking busy. And you would also understand that society runs thanks to such people.


  Though, somehow it would feel like living in fast paces, and Sandai was slightly not a fan of that. There is a saying—where are you going in such a hurry?—but Sandai’s mind was exactly like that.


  And then, for this reason, Sandai valued the leisurely time when together with Shino.


  That said… while that may be the case, to say whether he was unsatisfied with the too few goods, it could simply be said that he was.


  Apparently Shino was similar to Sandai as she was looking awfully dissatisfied.


  At a time like this, Sandai was on the side who would stay silent without saying anything and leave, but Shino wasn’t so and started to talk to the granny.


  “Hey Granny, is there anything we can have fun with?”


  “Things you can have fun with… I don’t have many things young people can enjoy, though… let’s see… hmm… I do have this, though.”


  The granny fished through the cardboard box beside the attendant’s booth and took out a slightly dusty fireworks set.


  “We’re past the season too, and I’ve been thinking of throwing it away, so you can go ahead and take this. I’ll also give the match and bucket, so you can go enjoy it on the riverside right there. After you’re done, you can just leave the bucket in front of the store.”


  “Granny so kind! Thanks!”


  “…It’s already night too, so I guess it’s time to close up the store.”


  People with the ability to take action would often reap the reward, and Shino was unmistakably that kind of person as well.


  …I sure don’t have this kind of ability to take action. Actually, I thought about it a little, but aren’t the fireworks and me the same?


  Sandai’s thought was near the mark, so to say. The course of how it had resulted with him dating Shino, and the course of how Shino had gotten the fireworks from the granny were certainly fairly similar.


  To sum it up, Shino had taken action of her own and obtained it.


  In that sense, both these fireworks and Sandai were the same.


  “I got fireworks~.”


  “That’s great, huh… I’m sorry. Thank you so much.”


  When Sandai slightly bowed his head, the granny smiled slightly and then began to lock up the store.


  The snow was piling up outside, so they headed for the riverside while being careful not to slip or fall.


  ~ ~ ~


  “…I guess there are ones that will and won’t light up, huh.”


  Given that the fireworks had been covered in dust, it seemed to be considerably old and some would light up and some wouldn’t.


  From the way it seemed, it should be about half not being a bust.


  “This one lit up when I lit it up, but what kinda firework is this, I wonder?”


  “That’s a skyrocket!”


  “Eh? Is that so?”


  The one Shino had lit up was a skyrocket firework. Seeing the fuse slowly getting shorter, Sandai hurriedly snatched it and placed it on the ground.


  They moved away, and immediately after the skyrocket flew straight up then boomed, creating a small petal.


  “Oooh.”


  “Good grief…”
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  “It’s small, huh. Even though the one you see like in a festival is much bigger.”


  “It’ll be too dangerous and scary if there’s a firework like that in a store-bought fireworks set, though.”


  “I see… There’s no similar one anymore, and what’s left is just some sparklers.”


  “All right, I guess let’s do the sparklers and head back after that.”


  “You’re right.”


  They squatted down and lit up the sparklers, and there was a krkrkr sound, and fireballs formed. The fireballs occasionally crackled, making a spark.


  Sparklers would immediately burn up. They were continuously going through them, and finally lit up the last remaining sparklers for each one.


  Then, Shino suddenly stuck her fireball to Sandai’s fireballs. The now stuck together fireballs expanded like a balloon, becoming just slightly bigger, and then became one.


  “It got slightly bigger.”


  “Just slightly.”


  Speaking of fireworks, it had the image of summer or fall. Sandai had never even imagined that he would play with one in the middle of such a snowy winter landscape.


  Though, it wasn’t that bad.


  The air was clear even if there was coldness, so instead it looked much prettier even than the fireworks seen in the summer or fall.


  “Ah… It dropped.”


  The last fireball dropped to the ground. The fireball melted the snow just a little and quickly went out. With this, they had lit up all the fireworks that could still work.


  “…It’s done now, so I guess let’s clean up and head back.”


  “Okaaay.”


  They cleaned up the post-fireworks mess, also left the bucket on the storefront as told by the general store granny, and returned to the inn.


  “Uwh, so cold. I’ll enter the hot spring.”


  Shino’s cheeks were completely red. She was shivering, apparently enduring the cold.


  At this rate, Shino might end up catching a cold. It would be better to quickly enter the hot spring, so immediately after returning to the inn, they decided to return to their room to take a change of clothes.


  It was at that time that there was a strange creaking sound echoing inside the inn. The source of the sound was in the direction of the room they were staying in, though…


  “What’s that sound, I wonder?”


  “Who knows.”


  They returned back to their room while tilting their heads in puzzlement, and then, were surprised. Of all things, there was a hole in the ceiling of their room, and the inside was covered in snow.


  It seemed the strange sound just now had been from a collapsed accident caused by the weight of the fallen snow, and the one that had taken the brunt was Sandai and Shino’s room.


  In front of the disastrous scene before their eyes, all they could do was staring with a straight face.


  “…”


  “…”


  “…What to do.”


  “…What to do really, huh.”


  ~ ~ ~



  After several minutes passed with them still dumbfounded, someone from the inn finally showed up. It seemed they would like to talk about compensation, apology, and such regarding the sudden accident, so Sandai and Shino decided to go to the inn’s office for the time being.


  They were told to wait for a moment when they entered the office, so they obediently waited. And then, without missing a beat, a man claiming to be the inn’s manager showed up. The manager knelt down, and then quickly arched his upper body forward at a perpendicular angle and bowed his head.


  “I’m very sorry. I’m very sorry…”


  Sandai and Shino looked at each other’s face in front of the manager who was apologizing repeatedly. Then, they showed a dry smile.


  The accident was certainly a misfortune.


  That was a fact.


  However, it wasn’t like they had gotten injured either, so they would try to look past it.


  “It just can’t be helped. There’s nothing you can do about a natural disaster.”


  “Yep.”


  With tears running down, the manager finally raised his face. Somehow, the reaction was slightly exaggerated and seemed strangely like acting, though…


  “…I’m truly sorry. And so, I have thought of having another room prepared, and with it, perhaps I should say as a token our apology, one way or another… Thus with such a thought in mind, we will have a room in the special mansion with a private open-air bath prepared, so please wait for an hour, no, please wait for around thirty minutes.”


  It seemed as a token of their apology, they would have a most high-class special mansion’s room prepared.


  It was a room that had made Sandai and Shino think about what kind of rich people would be staying at a place like this and such when seeing the reference price on the inn map, but who would have thought that they would be staying there… The world was truly an unpredictable place.


  “The open-air bath with 24-hour free-flowing hot-spring water is available for use anytime until the time of check-out. Incidentally… Dear Guests are a young man and woman, thus we will make sure to prepare ‘that’ in the drawer of the desk in the room as well. After all, I believe that it is my mission to ensure our guests are always satisfied.”


  What could that possibly be?


  Sandai couldn’t really tell, but anyhow, he knew that there was an excessive attentiveness.


  When Sandai stared questioningly, wondering why going this far, the manager broke out a cold sweat.


  “Umm… I would like to ask for a favor, if possible.”


  “A favor…?”


  “Umm well, it is regarding this time’s accident, but would you be so kind as to not mention it to anyone else?”


  The manager who was behaving excessively modestly, and the very excessive apology; Sandai guessed the reason.


  Sandai had forgiven it since it was a natural disaster and it couldn’t be helped, but the reality was probably different, and that it was a man-made disaster as a result of neglecting essentially needed repairs found in inspections.


  If this accident were to come to light, it would probably cause an uproar, and then the police would come in order to investigate the reason behind the accident.


  Under the Hotel Business Act and such, there should be regulations even regarding safety in various aspects, so it could turn into a criminal case depending on the situation.


  The reputation of the inn would probably drop as well, and the one who would bear all of the responsibility at that time would be… this manager.


  However, if it didn’t come to light, it meant that they would be able to do repair works in private and make it as if it had never happened.


  To sum it up, in order to protect himself, the manager was trying to smoothly talk Sandai and Shino into it with his apology and attitude.


  Dirty.


  So an adult was a surprisingly dirty creature…


  Sandai felt speechless, but he didn’t try to point that out. Shino was delighted, going, “There’s an open-air bath he said!” as she didn’t notice anything, and Sandai would hate to throw cold water on her.


  The thirty minutes until the room was ready flew by in a flash, and Sandai and Shino would be guided to their new room.


  “And now I will guide you to your room. It will take a slight distance to go to the special mansion, so we will have to walk a little. We have already brought your luggage to the new room.”


  Once they moved into the special mansion through a connecting corridor that would make a creaking sound on every step and had tasteful woodblock printings, the atmosphere changed immensely.


  There were glass lanterns like artistic candy sculptures that were lighting up in orange color. The wall was in silk damask, and the floor was covered with a silk carpet with coloring that seemed brand new.


  “Somehow it’s like a castle or palace or something…”


  “S-So this is the place where 100,000 yen per night is the lowest, huh…”


  Not used to high-class stuff, Sandai and Shino nervously followed behind their guide. After walking for a while, the guide stopped in front of a certain room.


  Apparently this room.


  Behind the door made of cypress with an aroma of green leaves, first was the entrance. After that, pulling and going through a sliding door further inside, they finally arrived at the room, which was a spacious traditional room of at least 32 square meters.


  “So wide~!”


  “It’s already like a house, huh.”


  No matter how big of the ulterior motive of wanting Sandai and Shino to be silent regarding the accident, this felt going too far as to be expected.


  No, it was excessive precisely because they would want to have it as an excuse, going so far and beyond.


  If that was the case, Sandai felt that refusing this room would lead to troublesome things if he were to, so he decided to not mind it.


  It would be best to honestly accept it.


  “Well then, I will now excuse myself.”


  Their guide left, leaving behind Sandai and Shino in the room.


  For the time being, Sandai remembered that Shino would like to enter the hot spring and warm herself up, but before he could tell her to get in first…


  Shino opened the desk’s drawer with a nonchalant look.


  “What’re you doing?”


  “Well, he said there’s something inside the drawer, right? I was wondering what it was.”


  “He did say that, huh. Is something inside?”


  “Wait a sec…”


  Shino rummaged through the drawer, “Ah,” and raised a voice, apparently having found that something.


  “What did you find?”


  “This~.”


  The that in Shino’s hand was—condom.


  It was a contraceptive.


  A young man and woman—was what the manager had said, but in short that had meant, “you’re young so you’re going to go at it, right?” apparently…


  Having realized the meaning of the words this late, Sandai’s face blushed. Shino as well, as she was fixedly staring at the condom, her cheeks were dyed in a red tinge, apparently feeling embarrassed at the contraceptive she saw for the first time.


  “The ‘that’ that was said earlier is this, right? I wonder what this is, do you? I’m dumb so I don’t know, though.”


  “Shi—Shi-Shi-Shi-Shino, st-stop joking around.”


  “It’s so slippery that I can tell by touching it over the wrapper. Ooh… so it feels like this.”


  Sandai was red in the face and acting strange. And then as if finding that amusing, Shino chuckled.


  “Do you know what this is, Sandai?”


  “T-That is, you know… umm… well you know, how should I put it…”


  “So you know? I see, you’re smart so I guess you’d know.”


  “It’s not about being smart, dumb or anything like…”


  “I’m dumb and don’t know anything, so I think I’m gonna need to ‘study’ what this is. That’s why… help me study?”


  Shino was clearly enjoying it.


  Knowing that it was a contraceptive, she was teasing Sandai.


  “…Okay?”


  Shino went on all fours, and then approached Sandai slowly, bit by bit. It seemed to… not be a joke either, and that bewildered Sandai, too.


  Sandai’s heart was thumping, and the thumping would not stop. One step back, and another, Sandai was backing off as if losing it, but shortly his back hit against the wall, making him unable to back away anymore.


  “P—P-P-Please wait.”


  “Not gonnya.”


  When was the last time Sandai had gotten so faltered? Probably we would have to go back to around the time he had gotten confessed by Shino.


  For the first time after so long, he was fully flustered.


  Anyhow, irresistibly wanting to run away from this place, Sandai judged that Shino probably really wouldn’t chase him even all the way to the bath, so he ran into the changing room, threw off his clothes, and immediately got to the open-air bath. He hurriedly washed his body and jumped into the bathtub.


  ~ ~ ~



  “Haah… haah…”


  While getting his breathing in order, Sandai looked up into the sky and saw a full moon and glittering stars floating in the sky. And before he noticed, snow was also falling like a flicker.


  That Shino… even if she was teasing me, just now was really going too far. Is something wrong with her?


  The one with something wrong was Sandai.


  Thinking normally, it would be good to head to the inn’s lobby if he would like to run away, and yet he had gone to the open-air bath instead where no one could ever get in the way… he was nothing but a fool who had blocked his own escape path.


  Could it be that Sandai was just this dumb?


  He was.


  Shoop, the sound of the sliding door being pulled open could be heard from behind Sandai, making him freeze up.


  Sandai didn’t turn to look.


  He could hear the sound of washing up, but he did not at all look back.


  However, he was curious no matter what.


  So, after the sound of the water was completely gone, Sandai looked back after several seconds had passed, and of course, only to find Shino there.


  “An open-air bath~.”


  Shino had tied her hair up in a bun and was wrapping her body with a towel. Sandai was relieved that she wasn’t naked, but he kept silent, realizing that the situation hadn’t changed in the slightest.


  “…”


  “What’re you keeping quiet for?”


  “W-Well… I’m in here… so I just wondered why you came in…”


  “I think it’s not weird at all for a boyfriend and girlfriend to get in together, though?”


  Exactly right.


  The people who would answer that it is weird for a pair of lovers to get into the bath together if they get asked about it are in the minority. The answer would be very simple: it’s crazy to become a couple of lovers with someone you don’t want to have a bath together with.


  “…It’s not weird, but.”


  “Then let’s just get in together.”


  Shino entered the bathtub while cackling, quickly approached Sandai and went on to sit on his lap.


  “W-Why on my lap.”


  “Why’re you surprised? We do this all the time in your apartment, right? What’s wrong suddenly?”


  Indeed, when spending their alone time in Sandai’s apartment, he would often have Shino on his lap.


  However, even though it looked the same, the situation was different.


  They would both be wearing clothes in Sandai’s apartment, but currently there was only a single sheet of bath towel that could fall off with just a little tugging blocking direct body contact, and he didn’t think of that as the same as usual.


  “No good, something like this is just…”


  “It’s fine, you know—I’ve also… come here prepared today.”


  Holding hands, kissing, making memories… Sandai had thought that just these had been enough. He had thought it would not be an issue even without going further.


  He had even thought that even if a time like a marriage would come someday, it would go on similarly like currently for a while, and getting into a physical relationship wouldn’t be needed.


  Of course, it didn’t mean that he had no interest in being connected physically. For this reason that he had porn image, videos, games and such as well.


  However, he had a reluctance to actually do such an act.


  Since he understood that there was the implication of lust there as well, he might fall into self-loathing, agonizing whether he simply would like to feel good while using the feeling of love as an excuse.


  So, he had been trying to not think about it.


  He had put a lid on his dirty self, so that he wouldn’t see it if possible.


  And yet, Shino was forcibly prying open Sandai’s heart. With her actions, with the mood, she was appealing to Sandai, telling him to show her his dirty part.


  Well, umm, it wasn’t certain if that was what Shino was really thinking, though… but in any case, it was certain that Shino was implicitly saying that she would like to be deeply connected in both heart and body.


  “I…”


  Sandai was trying hard to regain his composure somehow, but a girly smell drifting from Shino’s nape grazed his nose, making him almost lose his reason.


  Sandai was even beginning to think that it might not be so bad to lose to his instinct. As if a push from behind, slowly and gently, Shino went to entwine her fingers with his.


  “…I’ve never done something like this before, it’s my first time, so I’m trying very hard to get the courage out, you know?”


  “…”


  “I wanna feel each other with the person I love, I wanna get ‘closer’… I wanna get to the next part after a kiss…”


  Behind Shino’s roundabout words, it was a declaration of her feelings, that she wanted Sandai to desire it. Just anyone could see such an obvious thing.


  On a weighing scale in Sandai’s heart, there was an unpleasant feeling towards himself placed on one side, and the feeling of wanting to fulfill Shino’s wish on another.


  Impossible for either to have a completely the same weight, the weighing scale in his heart eventually lurched to one side.


  Rapidly, the weighing scale inclined towards the side of wanting to fulfill Shino’s wish. To Sandai, the feelings for Shino weighed more than his own feelings.


  “Shino…”


  “Yeah… hm.”


  Normal kiss, peck, adults kiss, kiss to the nape and collarbone—they continued to express their love with their lips for around ten minutes.


  Be it the sound of the hot spring, or the sound of their kiss, it was getting harder and harder to tell one from the other apart. He hugged Shino close at once.


  However, right then Shino put her index finger on Sandai’s lips and said, “Wait.”


  “…Even if you tell me we can’t, I don’t feel like stopping anymore, all right?”


  “I’ll get angry too if you stop here… That’s not what I meant—let’s do it in the room. Let’s continue in the room, okay?”


  “…You wanted to get to the next part after a kiss, right?”


  “Yeah… please be gentle… Today you know, I brought the lingerie present you gave me, so I’ll put it on.”


  After getting out of the open-air bath, Shino put on the Christmas present lingerie Sandai had given her and went to lie down facing upward on the futon. Still in that posture, she reached out her hand and pulled out a book out of her opened backpack.


  “…Wanna try this, too?”


  It was the book Shino had said she would rather study about, and had bought when they had been tailing the class president under the request from Takasago. It was: 20 Ways to Kiss to Deepen Your Love.


  Sandai felt like now they weren’t at the stage where that kind of study would be needed either, but even so, as long as Shino would like to try it, he would simply do exactly that.


  Having opened the book and laid it down on the side, Sandai hung over and hugged Shino close. After that, one by one, he went to try the kisses written on the book.


  Each time their feelings gradually became aroused, a mysterious feeling as if climbing the stairs of adulthood one step at a time came attacking.


  Their long breath intermingled with one another, and now it wasn’t even clear whose breath it was anymore.


  And then, right at the time where it should finally be the time for them to become one—Sandai noticed Shino’s strangeness.


  Shino’s eyes were wet and filled with anticipation. However, deep inside, Sandai sensed a small amount of anxiousness and fear mixed in as well.


  Get the courage out—that was what Shino had said earlier on Sandai’s lap. What that meant was that, all of the inviting behavior had been a show of courage.


  To have a physical relationship for the first time, in a sense different from Sandai, was something Shino could also do nothing about but feel scared and anxious.


  That was why she had been teasing Sandai excessively much more than usual. By doing so, she had been desperately containing her shaky resolve.


  However, Sandai wasn’t able to stop too at this point. That said, there was only one thing that he didn’t forget; to make an effort to not make Shino anxious, to not make Shino feel scared as much as possible.


  Sandai grasped Shino’s hand, put it around his own back, and said, “…Go scratch and hurt my back with your nails.”


  “Eh…?”


  “If you do that, even your anxiousness, scared feelings and stuff should lessen up a bit. Probably.”


  “I don’t think I’m anxious, scared or… whatever… though…”


  “If you endure it, it’ll only turn into a bitter first experience, a memory you don’t really want to remember, or something like that. I want it to be the first time that both of us can think to be the best, enough that we want to recall it again and again. That’s why, scratch my back with all you’ve got enough to leave marks, and let out of your feelings, the scaredness, anxiousness, all of it without bottling it up.”


  After hearing Sandai’s whisper close to her ears, perhaps the strain of her nervousness had been loosened up, Shino tightly closed her eyes and nodded repeatedly as small drops of tears floated up from the corners of her eyes.


  “…Sorry. I wanted to become a lewd girl and make you happy, but as I thought, the first time is scary and makes me anxious.”


  “No need to apologize. But, that part about you is really cute, too—I love you, Shino.”


  “I love you too, Sandai… I love you a lot… I love you so much…”


  Precisely because the heart and body are closely related that treasuring one side over the other would end up giving birth to one-sidedness, which could also lead to a distorted relationship.


  Only when you become one with both that you can be lovers in the true sense of the word for the first time. Lay bare each other’s innocence, accept each other, and it would be the beginning from there.


  So, it could be said that Sandai and Shino too finally stood on the starting line.


  ~ ~ ~


  As if it wasn’t enough, his back that had gotten scratched by Shino was stinging in pain and also strangely felt like burning. It was now slightly better, but there had also been the sensation of blood oozing until just a short while ago.


  Curious as to how his own back had turned out, Sandai checked it on the mirror—only to get startled at the so many scratch marks.


  There was also a considerable number of scratches so deep it would definitely leave marks.


  “Y-You’re the one who told me scratch! You told me enough to leave marks!”


  “It’s not like I’m angry. It’s just, every time you see my back, it might make you think back that you’re the one who did it, but are you all right about that?”


  “It could also look like a marking that this back is mine, so I’ll be satisfied every time I see it instead.”


  “I-I see. Then that’s good.”


  “Actually, the one who bled wasn’t just you, but me too. So we’re even~.”


  The blood that she emphasized she had also bled was one due to the breaking of hymen.


  It hadn’t gotten noticed at the beginning, but midway. And not to mention Sandai, Shino had also been dumbfounded.


  Sandai had known that blood could come out. Precisely why he had tried to be gentle in his own way even while enduring the pain from Shino scratching his back.


  Even so, blood had come out, so Sandai had gotten surprised.


  Shino too had gone, “Eh? Eh?” confused, and seemingly had gotten into extreme panic, she had suddenly hugged Sandai close and gone to scratch his back more strongly.


  Ninety percent of the wounds deep enough to leave marks had been from this time.


  “At any rate, the fact that blood came out… was it painful, too? I tried to be gentle, though.”


  “It did feel weird, but… it’s not like it was painful, that’s why when I saw it I got really so surprised.”


  Sandai was relieved. It might make for an unpleasant memory for Shino had it been painful, so he was happy that he could avoid that.


  “I heard there’s also a lot of people who wouldn’t bleed even on their first time, and if it’s a lot, I wondered if I’d be like that too, though…”
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  “So there are people who wouldn’t bleed, huh.”


  “Yeah. I heard there are a lot of them… Actually, you know what? This is so funny.”


  While lying down on the futon, Shino pinched the used and bulged up condom and laughed.


  “So full like a balloon~.”


  “…I-It just can’t be helped, all right? I mean, I just had sex with the girlfriend I love for the first time. Spare me at least on that.”


  “Fufu. It’s like a diluted Calpis, somehow looking like a drink, isn’t it? …Maybe I should give it lick?”


  “I-Idiot.”


  Shino was saying weird things, so Sandai snatched the condom, tied it up so the inside would get out, and threw it into the trash can.


  “Ah…”


  “No licking it!”


  “But I’m curious, like, I wonder how it tastes, like that.”


  Sandai let Shino eat a light flick on the forehead, making her go, “Auwh,” and shut her eyes.


  “Don’t say any weird things.”


  “No need to get into a bad mood like that… I’ve let myself get spoiled by you and kept scratching your back, but after the sex and I’ve calmed down, to tell you the truth, I did feel slightly sorry. But, seeing the used condom, I understood like, ‘Ah, so Sandai’s fully satisfied, too!’ and so after that, I’ve come to see the inside as cute, too.”


  Shino was certainly saying weird things, but it appeared to be purely words coming from her true feelings, making it hard too for Sandai to complain.


  However, even though it was hard to say, Sandai thought that drinking it, licking it, and such really was weird, so he would like to tell Shino off, although in a mild manner—though, before he could, he noticed Shino was already sleeping peacefully.


  It seemed Shino was quite tired.


  Their first sex had ended without a problem, the excessive nervousness had come undone, and then there was the sense of relief as well. Adding all that up, Shino was exhausted.


  “…Good night,” Sandai said and kissed Shino on the forehead.


  Immediately after, although Shino was still asleep and hadn’t woken up, there was a smirk on her face and drool spilling from the corner of her mouth.


  “Fuhehe… fuheh…”


  “Look at you, making a funny face… Wait hold up… funny face?”


  Suddenly, come to think of it, I still haven’t given her my payback for taking a photo of my face kissing the train’s window before, Sandai remembered.


  Since right now was the perfect chance for it, Sandai took a photo of Shino’s drooling face with his phone.


  Let’s show this to her sometime on the way back.


  ~ ~ ~


  The night came to an end. Sandai and Shino leisurely woke up around after seven, got ready to head home, and after that they went to have breakfast.


  After getting to the hallway, Sandai immediately noticed that Shino seemed a little weird. Shino wasn’t walking straight but staggeringly.


  “Oof…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Well, umm, around under my stomach still feels weird, a little…”


  Body part wise, without a doubt, the weird feeling was caused by the sex last night. Of course the one mainly responsible for it was Sandai, and the one in question was also aware of it.


  Then, although not meant as making up for it either, Sandai decided to give Shino a piggy back. “Get on,” Sandai told Shino. Then she staggeringly went to climb his back.


  “Thankies.”


  “I’m also partly to blame here.”


  “Not partly but all of it, isn’t it? Who was the one who thrusted, I wonder?”


  “You sure can look at it that way too, huh.”


  “I think there’s no other way of looking at it, though.”


  And then, after finishing their breakfast, they decided to take a look at the inn’s kiosk since there was still a bit of time left until their check-out.


  It wasn’t like there was something they would especially like to get, as it was simply to buy souvenirs to bring to their workplace. It was a casual gesture, but the piling up of such a small thing would shape people’s impression and appreciation.


  “I wonder what to get… Is something like confections good?”


  “You’re right. Something like confections might be good. Even if we buy and give stuff like straps, it sure could trouble the one getting it if it doesn’t suit their taste.”


  “I see. If it’s confections, if the one getting it knows someone like within their friends or family who might like it, they could just give it away even if they don’t really like it?”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  While discussing it between themselves, they bought mizu manju and castella. They were bothered by the slightly high price, but well, it was the so-called location price, and adding to it also was something akin to ambiance price.


  Technically, it was similar to food stalls at the festival and the like. Added value is there to be abused.


  No, putting something like that to the side, since it was now the time anyway, they decided to check out and head home.


  Then, the manager came out flying from inside the inn to hurry after them as they were leaving and said, “P-Please wait! Umm… I wasn’t sure if it would be good to bring it up again, but when I thought about the unlikely chance that my request had been forgotten, my mind simply cannot… Therefore, regarding the accident yesterday, I beg of you…”


  Why were the living things called adults so desperate to protect themselves like this? Nakaoka as well who Sandai had seen in a bunny suit before, later on she had also desperately tried to have him keep quiet about it.


  For the time being, “Did something happen yesterday?” Sandai said so, indirectly conveying that he would forget the matter. The manager patted his chest in relief.


  Now then, afterwards.


  Having arrived at the station nearest to the inn, they decided to use the bullet train on their way back instead of the conventional train that would take time as they had done their trip sightseeing yesterday.


  And the fare cost money, making Sandai’s part-time job earning gone too with this, but even so, he prioritized not getting tired.


  The bullet train really was fast. It came out of the tunnel in a flash whereas it had felt so long on a conventional train. The snowscape too ended immediately.


  “The trip’s done just like that~. I had so much fun!”


  “You’re right. By the way…”


  Sandai took out his phone from his pocket and showed Shino the photo of her drooling sleeping face.


  It was the picture taken last night.


  “T-This is… when did you…”


  “I took it when you’re asleep,” Sandai said nonchalantly.


  Shino peevedly pouted her mouth, and then immediately jumped to try to snatch away his phone.


  “Delete that!”


  “W-Whoa whoa…”


  “I don’t sleep with my face like that!”


  “Nah, you’re sleeping with a face like this that’s why I’m saving it as a photo, though…”


  “Noooo! Delete that! Delete that!”


  “It’s cute so it’s fine, right?”


  “Drooling like that isn’t cute! Don’t be mean!”


  30 December–3 January: Even a New Year Shrine Visit’s Got Stuff Happening, Huh?


  The next day after the enjoyable trip with Shino. On the way to his part-time job, Sandai noticed the atmosphere of the city to be completely different.


  It was only just about a week since Chrtistmas, but it was already in new year holiday decorations. The Christmas trees were replaced with kagami mochis or Daruma dolls, and wreaths with shimenawas or bamboo works, a complete New Year decor.


  In this time period, had it been the average year, it would’ve been around the time where Sandai would have a 24-hour anime watching marathon or read his piled up light novels alone, but… this year it didn’t seem likely he could make the time for that, and somehow keeping track of new works was all he could do.


  Rejoice about having fulfilling days in real life, or be sad about the decreased time to enjoy hobbies… Opinions might split in this regard.


  Well anyhow, it being end-of-year too, it seemed families came to the aquarium in droves, making Sandai and Hajime also have their hands fairly full with their cleaning work that was originally wouldn’t get so busy.


  Trash cans would immediately overflow, and the aquarium glass was full of fingerprints. They would often find lost properties too, and even looked for the parents of a lost child together.


  As to be expected, they were slightly worn-out by the time it was their break time.


  Not to mention Hajime with whom Sandai was working together, the other staff were also looking tired and hanging their heads down in the office.


  This was the kind of time where it would make you want to eat sweet food, so having judged that it was the right time to bring the souvenirs out, Sandai decided to give out the souvenirs he had bought on the trip with Shino, 


  First off, he gave it to Hajime and Omaki.


  “I bought this on a trip. Here you go.”


  “You sure? Thanks.”


  “You too, Saeki.”


  “Yay! Ah, I saw people posting photos of this in SNS before! I forgot which inn it’s from, but it’s a limited stock sold only there, I think… Thanks!”


  Next, he gave it to the other staff he knew enough he would greet when seeing them.


  “Excuse me. I bought these on a trip, but if you like.”


  “You went on a trip, Fujiwara-kun? With parents?”


  “It’s with my girlfriend.”


  “You look like a quiet one, but sure got it in you, huh. Actually, you’re a high schooler, right? How about like her parents… nah, I guess it doesn’t matter. I figured so. Guess you’re at an age where you’d wanna ignore your parents and have a love escape.”


  “I’ve greeted her parents and got their permission, so calling it a love escape really is not…”


  “High schoolers these days… sure are scary. Too mature. And being considerate and buying souvenirs like this too, I sure wouldn’t have thought about it when I was a student. All there was in my head was having fun. Ah, I’m not a fan of castella so I’ll take the mizu manju.”


  “I’m not a fan of manjus, so I’ll take the castella. Thanks, Fujiwara-kun.”


  “At any rate, going on a trip… If I were to go on one in winter, I personally would like to go to a country in the south. I toured Oceania on my college graduation trip, and I sure remember it being fun.”


  For the time being, he was done giving it out to the people around he could see.


  As for people who would get on their break later, or for people who still hadn’t come and would show up for work later, Sandai decided to ask Omaki to give it out to them as she would often be in the office.


  After break time was over, he immediately went back to work. Having a busy time would also make it feel quickly passing by, and just like that it was now evening and the end of his working hours.


  Sandai got some free time, so he thought of meeting up with Shino, but a message from Shino came before he could ask her. Just like Christmas, it seemed she would spend the time with her family for end-of-year, and in exchange, she invited him to go visit the shrine together at the beginning of new year. That was the message.


  He felt just slightly disappointed to be alone for end-of-year, but being unreasonable just because he was feeling lonely would also lead to a bad relationship with and an opposition from the Yuizaki family.


  Sandai had a good impression towards Shino’s parents. They felt like good people to him. Precisely why he wouldn’t want to do anything like causing disruption much, and so he decided to just give up sticking close with Shino for end-of-year.


  After having some dinner and getting back to his apartment, Sandai took a bath and leisurely unwinded his tiredness. He did feel something slightly lacking when compared to the hot spring yesterday, but that was the so-called luxury.


  After getting out of the bath, he did some home cleaning. Speaking of end-of-year, it would be major cleaning, but he didn’t feel like going full blown to that extent either, so just about more attentively than usual.


  After that, he decided to catch up with new animes since he had nothing really to do either. Watching animes was taking quite the stamina, so he was also sorting out what was on his PC and such along with taking a break.


  Well, sorting out, but it was just about separating the many porn by the situation, but… as Sandai was doing just that, he was suddenly beginning to feel weird.


  He didn’t know as to why, but he somehow was losing interest in the porn on the screen.


  Despite the thumping in his chest that seemed impossible to stop even now when remembering the real sex back at the trip, when remembering Shino’s body, the only feeling he held towards the sex on the computer screen was close to nothing.


  What was… the meaning of this?


  Sandai couldn’t understand.


  In order to investigate the true nature of the change in his feelings, he decided to try to delete his most favorite video. As expected, if he were to delete his most favorite, he thought that he would get shaken up to some extent.


  But nevertheless, it was nothing. He didn’t feel anything.


  “Just what’s up with me?” Sandai unintentionally let out such a murmur, but he immediately understood.


  That both his heart and body already couldn’t be satisfied without Shino.


  He did feel that he was in a deep crisis on the inside somehow, but it wasn’t like there was any real harm happening, and besides, Shino who he could come into contact with in reality was more important in the first place than the girl on the screen.


  There was no problem.


  If anything, the decrease of the spending to collect porn was a good thing. He would be able to allocate the freed up money to make memories with Shino.


  Strike while the iron is still hot—there was such a saying as well, so Sandai began to delete the lewdness out of his PC one after another. He left out only the video with a girl looking the most like Shino, but about that, how to put this, it was for future reference.


  In the meantime, a chat message with a photo from Shino came in. It was a photo of Miki eating soba noodles.


  >Miki’s kinda cute today.


  Miki was an energetic mischievous girl, but if judged from a photo alone, she would easily look like an angel.


  If she were to be more well-behaved in her personality as well, she could probably really become a lovable girl, though… no, there could be people who would like her mischievous part, so it probably would be a case-by-case situation.


  >By the way, about the new year shrine visit… Miki’s saying she wants to come along too, and now I’m not sure what to do.


  Without missing a beat, an additional chat message from Shino came in. It seemed Miki was throwing a tantrum, wanting to come along with Sandai and Shino for the new year shrine visit.


  Sandai immediately replied:


  >I don’t really mind, though.


  He certainly did feel like being treated like a toy and such by Miki, but while that may be true, it didn’t mean that he hated it.


  Besides, Miki knew various things about Sandai that Shino didn’t. So that he wouldn’t get tattled on, it would be necessary too to curry favor with Miki to some extent.


  He didn’t think Shino would believe Miki’s tattle, but still, the plan was to avoid every trouble that could be avoided in advance as much as possible.


  >Don’t you think Miki-chan also wants to have fun together with you too once in a while? Since you’re starting dating me, the time you spend with her decreases, doesn’t it?


  >Ah… well that’s true.


  >Miki-chan’s probably feeling lonely, too. It’s also possible she’d go, ‘Onee-chan got stolen from Miki!’ right?


  >Miki doesn’t have a cute personality like that, though… Just probably, but if she goes with Mom and Dad, it’ll be to somewhere close and she doesn’t like it because it’s lame and stuff, something like that. Also, she probably wants to brag.


  >Brag?


  >It’s shooo obvious she wants to brag to her friends or something like, I went to the city, or like I got to hang out with my big sister’s boyfriend and stuff.


  Although he wasn’t sure whether that would be something to be bragged about, at least Miki seemed to judge it would. And then probably, the reason wasn’t just because it would become something to be bragged about, but it was possible she was thinking something along this line as well: because it’s fun watching those two.


  Anyhow, only the person herself would know of her own intention. As a matter of fact, Miki only knows.


  ~ ~ ~


 
  The 1st of January, the day of the new year shrine visit arrived.


  Barely any people could be seen in the city, as if the hustle and bustle from the last few days had just been a lie.


  It seemed there had been a lot of people rushing back to their hometown from the evening of the 31st into the night, or people just staying at home even if they stayed in the city, causing the population density to drop down all at once.


  Sandai had been busy with his part-time job and stuff at end-of-year, but for the beginning of the year, his workplace would be closed, and the same for the cafe Shino was working at.


  Although particular places opening up for business at the start of the year might be crowded, places such as an aquarium or cafe wouldn’t have that many customers even if they were to be open. And everyone would head in the direction for new year shrine visit, so something like a shrine fair would get all the people anyway.


  It seemed places like a retail chain store would open for business without any worry, but there were no small amounts of other kinds of shops or establishments closed either. Depending on the situation, this period could also be used to call their suppliers for equipment inspection, repairs, and such.


  When Sandai arrived at Shino and Miki’s home to pick them up, he found them both in a long-sleeved kimono.


  Miki didn’t seem any different despite the different attire, but… Shino had an indescribable charm different from the usual.


  The reason was probably her hairstyle. She was using a flower scrunchie to tie her to the back and wearing an ornamental hairpin. Her nape could be seen, making it somehow sexy.


  “Miki, your obi’s kinda off. I’ll fix it so stand still.”


  “It’s off? You’re not just mistaken, Onee-chan?”


  “I’m nooot~. It’s really off.”


  “Then quickly fix it.”


  “That’s not the attitude when someone’s doing it for you…”


  Despite sighing tiringly, Shino began to fix Miki’s obi. Shino seemed harsh to Miki, but she really was very caring, basically.


  As Sandai was waiting for Miki’s kimono to be fixed, Neko peeked out from inside the tofu shop.


  “Fujiwara-kun, thank you for looking after Miki, too.”


  “No, it’s really fine… And I also think that Miki-chan probably wants to have fun together with Shino, too.”


  “Rather than have fun ‘together with’ Shino, I think Miki wants to have fun ‘with’ Shino, though… Well, please take care of them. The truth is, I want to have Daigo-san to say his thanks too, but he’s out for delivery for a bit and will be back in an hour or two. Once that’s done, there won’t be any more work for today, though.”


  While smiling wryly, Neko went back inside since she still had a little bit of stuff to do. And around this time, Miki’s kimono was done getting fixed.


  With a relaxed atmosphere, they got on the train and headed for a new year shrine visit. The location was the big shrine on the subcenter.


  Although near Sandai’s home or the commercial area seemed rather deserted, the shrine was crowded with people.


  They bowed and went to go through the torii gate. They were paying attention to not walk straight down the center. Once they arrived before the altar, they gave a monetary offering, rang the bell, clapped their hands, and prayed with their hands pressed. Sandai did feel like a bow or two was necessary before clapping hands, but he decided to not mind the minor detail.


  And it was then.


  Miki tugged Sandai’s sleeve and quietly whispered to his ear.


  “…Onii-chan. About the underwear Miki picked out.”


  The lingerie Christmas present that Sandai had given was something he had had Miki pick out.


  Although it had been Sandai who had ultimately decided to buy and pay for it, it was also the truth that Miki had been involved there.


  “At home she’s staring at that underwear and always grinning. You did it, huh.”


  Shino had shown him wearing the lingerie back on the trip, so he had sensed that she had been fairly pleased with it, but to think that she had liked it enough to grin…


  “What’s the matter, you two?” Shino asked and tilted her head.


  Sandai and Miki waved both of their hands, denying anything happening.


  “It’s nothing. Right? Onii-chan.”


  “Right. It’s nothing.”


  “By the way, Onii-chan and Onee-chan, what did you pray for?”


  Miki nicely changed the subject. Without any reason to miss out on her quick-wittedness, Sandai immediately jumped on it.


  “I prayed that Shino and I could always be together I guess.”


  “If so, then I also prayed that I could aaaalways be together with you~.”


  “Haaah… setting aside Miki knowing from the start and enduring this puke-inducing sweetness… Miki wants to draw fortune slip!”


  “Fortune slip, huh…”


  “Come to think of it, we still haven’t drawn one, haven’t we.”


  They still hadn’t got a fortune slip. It would be important to have this year’s luck foretold, and it  would also feel disappointing to not draw one when coming for a new year shrine visit, so they decided to go for it.


  ~ ~ ~


 
  They tried to draw a fortune slip, and it was excellent luck for Sandai and Shino. Especially romantic luck, it was a wonderful one for both.


  On Sandai’s fortune slip was: If you are in a relationship, that person is a once-in-a-lifetime good match that will never appear again in your life, so don’t let them go.


  On Shino’s fortune slip was: You will be together with the one you are in a relationship with currently for a lifetime without ever having a fight.


  It was a very joyous one.


  However, in contrast to those two, Miki had drawn very bad luck. Miki’s cheeks were twitching, and even her brows were slightly twitching as well.


  “Why only Miki’s ‘very bad luck’? Moreover, money luck is just awful. You will lose fivefold if you are greedy so be careful, it says.”


  Considering Miki’s behavior on the daily, very bad luck would even seem like a just-right caution, though… however, when seeing her making a face that could burst into crying at any moment now, it was somehow pitiful.


  Since it couldn’t be helped, Sandai decided and said he would give Miki money, giving her another chance to draw one more time.


  “Eh? You’re giving Miki money? Onii-chan, is it really okay?”


  “I’m sure you’ll get excellent luck next.”


  “Yaay! Thanks!”


  When he handed the 500 yen, Miki went straight to the place selling the fortune slip.


  Immediately after, “Haaah,” Shino sighed, having watched the whole thing. “I’ve said it before, but you don’t have to go that far for Miki~. She’s just gonna get carried away.”


  “You say that but she’s just a kid.”


  “You’re just too kind… geez.” 


  Nevertheless, Shino looked somewhat happy as well.


  The truth was that she probably wanted to be strict with Miki, but it seemed the warm feeling from seeing her boyfriend’s kindness won instead.


  Seeing Shino softly smiling, Sandai realized he hadn’t complimented Shino’s part of hard work today.


  “…You seem different today and sure got a cuteness different from the usual. The ornamental hairpin is cute, too.”


  “Oh, could it be you finally noticed?”


  “I just wasn’t sure when to say it.”


  “Thanks… Let’s hold hands.”


  Getting into lovey-dovey mode one way or another, they firmly joined hands and nestled close together.


  “It’s excellent luck!”


  And Miki’s shout of joy could be heard, apparently getting excellent luck somehow.


  Now then, the new year shrine visit would end with this, but… they decided to have a little fun and didn’t immediately go back. Perhaps expecting the waves of people visiting the shrine, not only were there food stalls in the area, but also places to have fun, such as a place where people could try their hands on calligraphy or taiko drumming, have karuta cards competition, and even something like have a competition on a huge sugoroku board game where real people actually the one advancing.


  “Onee-chan! Onee-chan! Miki wants to participate in the sugoroku competition! It needs 2,000 yen, but Miki doesn’t bring that kinda money, so please!”


  “Money money money… You had Sandai pay for the fortune slip earlier, and now me? Actually, isn’t 2,000 yen for one game too expensive? Just give up.”


  “The fortune slip and sugoroku are different!”


  “No matter what you say, I won’t—”


  “—It’ll become a fond memory! Please please please! Think of it for Miki’s fond memory!”


  Miki repeatedly bowed her head. Shino was making an awfully displeased face, but seeing the tears in the corners of Miki’s eyes, Shino eventually yielded.


  “Haaah… good grief… this won’t be good for you,” or so Shino said, but she had the personality that would end up yielding when getting strongly begged.


  And Miki probably grasped that. That was why she judged that she could take the offensive and dared to go through it with a sob story.


  “All right, Miki’s gonna go now.”


  Having gotten the money, Miki’s crying face instantly turned into a smiling face, and she lined up in the participants queue at the sugoroku venue.


  “That Miki… what’s with that smiling face.”


  “You got fooled, huh.”


  “Damn it~ I’m not gonna get tricked next time!”


  Shino made such a determination, but she would probably get used by Miki in various ways and get fooled again, for sure.


  Leaving that aside, both Sandai and Shino didn’t participate in the sugoroku game, so they decided to take a seat at the prepared audience seating and watch Miki playing sugoroku.


  “Well, it’s also for creating memories for Miki this time, so I guess it can’t be helped.”


  “For saying all this and that to me, you yourself sure are pretty soft to Miki-chan. What a kind big sister.”


  “You sound kinda thorny… ah, could it be that you’re jealous of Miki?”


  It was just a bit of teasing and not at all words coming out of jealousy, but apparently it ended up looking that way to Shino.


  As for correcting it… not even needed. Even if it was wrong, what to say at a time like this would be: that’s right.


  “I guess I am. I love you so much that I don’t want Miki-chan to take you away from me.”


  “You’re so hopeless. Here.”


  Shino spread both her arms. Come here, she said. Sandai went to hug Shino and immediately put his lips on top of hers.


  It would end up like this, so it would be fine not correcting it.


  As sickly sweet mood was filling up the space, a person sitting on the next seat noticing that shouted, “I WANT A GIRLFRIEND TOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!” and ran away while holding his head.


  They didn’t notice that, and after smooch-smooch enjoying their kisses, they continued their talk.


  “Speaking of which, how was the reaction for the souvenirs at your part-time job? It didn’t feel so bad at mine, though…”


  “So-so I guess… Actually, when I said I went on a trip with you, many were more interested in hearing about how the trip was rather than the souvenirs.”


  At Shino’s part-time job, rather than the souvenirs itself, it seemed story souvenirs had been more popular.


  “I talked a bunch, but the one that got them most excited was when I talked about how you were being gentle with me on our first sex, I guess. And I bragged, too!”


  For the creatures called girls, even love affairs would end up liven up the conversation, apparently.


  Sandai could think of it only as an embarrassing topic to both hear or talk about, however, listening carefully, he understood that there was an appropriate reason for girls to like such a topic.


  “Well, talking about something like this is curbing, though.”


  “Curbing?”


  “You know, girls are just really complicated about romance stuff. There are also the so-called girls with a hobby of snatching away someone else’s boyfriend, so like bragging and indirectly saying ‘I’m all over one another with my boyfriend so there’s no gap or anything for you to make a move’ is just right.”


  It was something that would make you doubt and inadvertently think whether there really was such a girl, but when taking a look at reality, it was not at all weird.


  For example, such a scenario where just about everyone should have witnessed once in their childhood: multiple girls fighting over one boy.


  In a kindergarten, nursery school, it could be at any place, but anyhow, that scramble doesn’t start just because of: I like that boy.


  There are also girls who participate with such a reason: a boy who is popular with everyone or who is liked by someone and such is starting to look attractive, and I don’t have interest in him as the opposite sex, but it’s making me want him.


  It’s a kind of habit, but there are also a lot of people with such a habit who aren’t cured of it even after becoming an adult. The perfect example is the case where the woman was the first one to speak up in a celebrity adultery scandal that would make a headline in weekly magazines or news occasionally.


  In short, disclosure of a love affair is one part of the countermeasure to eliminate any such openings—when thinking so, even Sandai could easily come to understand it.


  In the meantime that they were having such a talk about girls’ circumstances, it seemed the sugoroku had been proceeding well, as Miki somehow had reached the finish line in first place before they realized it.


  Apparently there was some kind of prize for first place as Miki brought back an exchange ticket. We were talking about Miki who would tend to be greedy, so she must be unbearably overjoyed… though, there was a cloud over her face for some reason.


  “Miki-chan, you got first place but don’t look happy, huh? What’s wrong?”


  “…This exchange ticket.”


  Miki showed the exchange ticket. On the exchange ticket was written that it would be possible to exchange it for a heated steam microwave oven combo capable of two-level cooking.


  It was a high-end home appliance in the six-digit yen, but… also understandably not something Miki had an interest in. She probably would rather be given the money instead of such a thing.


  Though, it wasn’t that bad of a prize. There was also someone who would be pleased with something like this. So close by.


  “Aren’t you amazing, Miki! This thing’s expensive~!”


  As someone with a hobby of cooking and confectionery making, Shino was looking really happy.


  “It’s not something Miki alone can claim anyway, that said not something Miki wants either so Miki’ll give to you, Onee-chan…”


  “Thanks~ I love you so much!”


  From Shino’s perspective, she had just given out 2,000 yen and it came back into something she wanted costing in the six-digit yen, so no doubt she felt like she had just won a lottery.


  Now then, time passed and it was now evening. It happened on their way back; during the time Shino was headed to the toilet, Miki spoke to Sandai.


  “What’s up?”


  “Onii-chan, don’t you remember the promise with Miki?”


  “Promise?”


  “The Christmas present underwear, if Onee-chan’s happy with it, you promised to pay Miki extra. She really is happy with it, so the promised extra please.”


  Now he remembered it.


  He certainly had made such a promise.


  It was also certain that breaking a promise with a kid wouldn’t be good in terms of their education, so Sandai decided to give her the extra reward that served as a New Year’s gift as well.


  As to be expected, 10,000 yen would be too much and also a painful expense for Sandai, so just several 1,000 yen bills.


  Before Shino returned, Sandai hurried to the nearby convenience store, bought a New Year’s gift paper envelope, put the bills inside, and gave it to Miki.


  “Fuheh…”


  When Miki checked the bills in the envelope, she flicked and counted it with her fingers and then grinned.


  When thinking of education, Sandai felt like it would’ve been better to throw away the promise and not give it to Miki in her case, but… he had given it already. Nothing could be done at this point.


  “Hmm? Miki, somehow you’re making a creepy smile, though?”


  “It’s nothing~. It’s nothing to do with you, Onee-chan.”


  “Is that so?”


  Only Shino knew nothing. However, it should be better for Shino to not know. At the very least that was how Sandai felt.



  Epilogue


  Having gone through the few remaining days left of the winter holiday, the third semester finally arrived.


  Similar to the end-of-term ceremony, the opening ceremony was full of students not paying attention. After that was done, students went back to their classes to have homeroom.


  As for Sandai, the thing talked went in one ear and out the other.


  Because of not breaking the habit of thinking that most events had nothing to do with him, anything other than tests related wouldn’t really enter his head.


  Thus together with Shino, who similarly also had weak interest in any events, he made origami from torn notebook paper and showed it to each other.


  “I made a crane~.”


  “I made a dinosaur.”


  “W-Wait hold on, how did you make that?”


  “So you go like this…”


  And at that time, bang! someone strongly hit a desk. When everyone turned to look wondering just what was happening, there was the Prez there deeply lowering his head.


  “It’s sudden, but there is something I haven’t told all of you… I hope you will forgive me with this apology.”


  It seemed just like an apology press conference of a politician having done corruption, but in this place no one knew just what the apology was for, so everyone was puzzled.


  “Prez…?”


  “What’s this suddenly, Prez.”


  “What now so suddenly? What’s wrong?”


  With a hoarse, squeezed-out like voice, Prez said, “…It’s regarding the destination for the school trip in March, but the truth is that only our class hasn’t made any decision.”


  The whole class stiffened up at those brief words.


  “It’s a school trip where the destination is decided by the class, but… of all things, I have ended up forgetting it… and missing the opportunity to talk about it.”


  Prez had his glasses taken off and wiped his tears.


  Silence fell in the classroom. However, finally, the students’ gaze fixed on Nakaoka, their homeroom teacher.


  “Haaah…” At first not realizing she was being stared at, Nakaoka was absentmindedly gazing out the window for a short period and sighed.


  However, once a short time passed and she noticed the stares, cold sweat broke out of her forehead, and she began to talk her way out.


  “H-Hey, wait you guys, I found out at the staff meeting this morning that only our class hasn’t made any decision yet… I also got considerably scolded by the principal. So don’t look at me like you’re accusing me. I got my share of scolding already.”


  She hadn’t seemed this panicked ever since Sandai had witnessed her in a bunny girl suit, and from the way she acted, it was clear to see that she had been rather harshly scolded by the principal.


  Incidentally, although obvious, there had been a proper reason as to why no one had noticed.


  The school trip, as a matter of fact, had been in the minds of both Nakaoka and Prez until shortly after the start of the second semester.


  However, the events happening thereafter had been a problem.


  And as for what it had been, it had been the rumor between Sandai and Shino, and the no-pause thereafter shocking announcement of them dating.


  Preoccupied with this development that had sent a shock to every corner, and had ended up forgetting it—how it had happened.


  And then just like that they had entered winter holiday.


  Among the students in this class, there were also those who had noticed like, “Huh, come to think of it,” when the topic about the school trip had come up in a casual conversation with friends in another class or club activities, but…


  They would ignore it like so: but it’s weird none of my classmates pointed it out, so maybe we’ve decided it and I just forgot about it.


  Like a domino toppling or Pythagora Switch, it had beautifully created the trend where no would talk about the school trip that had come lasting till this point.


  And as for Sandai and Shino who had been the main cause of this situation, they didn’t notice that they had been one, and were looking as though it was someone else’s problem like: somehow it’s turned into something serious, huh.


  Afterword


  In the afterword of the first volume, I had mentioned that I had started writing the second volume (jumping the gun), but in fact, I had to make a major rewrite of it, and until I submitted the first draft, I was personally in a mess—no, let’s put my situation to the side…


  In this second volume, Sandai-kun and Shino-chan’s relationship has developed further, and together with the appearance of each other’s families, not only their hearts but also physically have deepened, and the story has finally begun to move.


  In this volume, not only Shino-chan’s, but the background of the protagonist Sandai-kun also came into focus although a little.


  I believe that we all have a wound in our hearts, to a greater or lesser degree. I also believe that that is something that is easy to come to the surface during the emotional teenage years, and it was established that it’s not only Shino-chan who is carrying a wound from the past, but Sandai-kun is also the same.


  Sandai-kun seems indifferent and mature despite his age, but… despite looking at his own past objectively, it seems there’s still an emotional part in him that hasn’t fully accepted it.


  And then, Shino-chan immediately sensed such inner feelings of Sandai-kun even without knowing deeply of the details, leading into the development of her comforting him and patting his head…


  This work has many characters who have the initiative to move freely, and since Shino-chan is of course like so, it ended up leading to the opposite classic development of the protagonist comforting the heroine.


  It seems impossible for this work to be a story with a predetermined course of events, and there are developments that even I, the author, had not imagined, making me keenly aware that even characters have lives and are alive.


  It sure was troubling it didn’t go the way it was supposed to… or so I felt, but I’m sure that forcefully trying to pull the string won’t lead to a good outcome. So, as an author as well as a reader, I will also be following the story to see where it goes.


  Lastly, words of thanks.


  First of all, Dear Readers. It is precisely because of your support that this second volume has been able to be published. Thank you very much.


  Next, to everyone in the Fantasia Bunko editorial department, to my editor in charge Take-chan, thank you. To Hizuki Higure-sensei who once again graced the work with gorgeous illustrations, to the one in charge of proofreading, book designing, to everyone in the printing shop, distributors and every bookstore, as well as every ebook store website, thank you so much.


  P.S.


  I recently bought miniature rose seedlings. But it immediately made me want a normal rose as well, so I bought more of the strong-scented roses.


  It’s all-season roses, so they’re blooming even now as I’m writing this afterword in the fall, but… I think that roses really bloom and smell most beautiful in spring.


  If all goes well, by the time the third volume comes out, it should be at its best for viewing.

OEBPS/Images/0004_hdimage00004.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0003_hdimage00003.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0002_hdimage00002.jpeg
RERERBAS, ook |
Bk, BHERER-THS, |

BELGZDD, BEEFG—ET
|
3!






OEBPS/Images/0001_hdimage00001.jpeg
ZROSLZDEICEDRKER
Fo BFHEFHIS, ZREMAFE
B5ElC, WOTHFHEHZED.






OEBPS/Images/0018_hdimage00017.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0017_hdimage00016.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0016_hdimage00015.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover-PNG.png





OEBPS/Images/0015_hdimage00014.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0014_hdimage00013.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0013_hdimage00012.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0012_hdimage00010.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0010_hdimage00009.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0007_hdimage00008.jpeg
November

11

December

12

January

1

+

CONTENTS
BR

THE GAL IS SITTING BEHIND ME,

Jna—o

118238~12R18
HIRTFAMEHF A A1,

12A5H~12H10H
ZERBELHER,

EREMNED:
Faazapi iz bRuATE IR,

12B16H~12H25H
IVARADRHT a1,

12H26H
B R,

REKREQ:
AT o727,

12H28H~12FH29H
PotRE—FFA4X DR,

12H30H~1H3H
lrebtxHsIh,

Ira—7

HENE






OEBPS/Images/0006_hdimage00006.jpeg
CHARACTER

ROV RDEE
T {EEHE, S0
CEEDRELTRED, =
REBEFNFIRERA

ETIDINA NMEDORBEFvIlo

KSLKBFLEFE EFHR
W =051 ZREARD
FadaOxEMFENS

BHEZRDIFAAA R,
ARALLTRR. 2HEE
ES5WA

EOTHREDZ EATET,
R T

EROKEENANOR
&, RizENTS<KZDF>
BFOWHBDF, =RICER
NCCEADTDORE






OEBPS/Images/0005_hdimage00005.jpeg
0| pue

"W SOA

‘aw puiyaq Bunys si 1eb syl

ZREE&LLBOVTY
5. EHD%. BEHE
IETC WE=Rof
EEoT<B1?






