
  
    
      
    
  


  Chapter 37 – Discipline Committee


  Perhaps the best bliss hidden in everyday life was the act of gazing at a TV screen like a dead man. Only recently have I begun to realize this.


  Stopping the spinning of the brain and receiving purely visual information is the best relaxation. I could understand a bit of why my mind was happy to monitor my brain through electronics.


  The feeling was subjective. A unique feeling that is unshakeable despite anyone’s opinion. There was no way to feel the “senses” of a person. It’s just as ridiculous as trying to look into another person’s eyes.


  “Nii-chan, move.”


  My sister, Ugin, tapped my leg as I was laying on the sofa.


  “Kaa-san[1]. Ugin is gonna amputate my leg.”


  “Yes, yes.”


  My mother simply nodded and continued washing the dishes.


  “I’ll bring over a saw, Nii-cha~n!”


  “Don’t be an idiot. You sound like a girl I know.”


  “Hehe. Tomorrow is Nii-chan’s cultural festival, right?”


  “Yup, but…”


  “I’mma go.”


  “Eh? What about school?”


  “It’s a Saturday and clubs are on Sunday, so I’ll be good.”


  “Izzat so. Have fun.”


  “Nii-chan, who are you going with?”


  “No one. I’ll be patrolling the festival.”


  “By yourself?”


  “Nah, with Arina.”


  “Hmm. So you’re just going with Arina, ain’tcha?”


  “It’s not like that…”


  “You’re kidding. right? You’re probably happy, huh?”


  My sister was making fun of my relationship with Arina. And it was too late to stop her suspicions.


  “I’m a bachelor.”


  “Course you are. You’re not old enough to get married, after all.”


  “…I just wanna drink tomato juice for the rest of my life. That’s all.”


  “Your story changed. Is it cause of me that you like tomato juice?”


  “I wonder. I’ve been drinking tomato juice ever since Ugin told me it’s good for me, but now I drink it cause it’s delicious.”


  “Geh. That’s insane. I hate tomato juice. I can’t drink it.”


  “You’re missing out on 80% of life.”


  “I don’t wanna be living like that.”


  If I were to run into Ugin while on patrol with Arina it would be troublesome. I can’t do anything about it, so for a day, I’ll trust in God.


  Dear God, please manipulate the world for me so that I don’t run into Ugin tomorrow.


  


  It was the day of the festival.


  Unlike the usual gloomy mornings, there was a bright and hot feeling in my heart resembling hope.


  The air was filled with energy and I felt like I was being swallowed up.


  Even before the morning assembly started, my classmates were busy moving around. At 9 am it was open to the public, so there were already people in cosplay. My class in particular was temporarily in chaos. The ages and worldview of the class were temporarily jumbled, and the scenery I aimed for had been perfectly created.


  Makoto was still a centaur. He wore shorts, an aloha shirt, and a horse mask. Perhaps it would have been more accurate to call him a reverse centaur. He didn’t need to be wearing it at this moment, but he had it on regardless. It had become one with his body.


  “Hey, reverse centaur. How ya doing?”


  “I’m feeling better than I ever have before. It feels like I’m gonna explode.”


  “If you feel like you’re about to explode, go to the bathroom.”


  “All right. I’ll like it.”


  What the fuck? He’s hopeless.


  After the assembly, my classmates moved on to their own activities. The open house would begin soon.


  Hurriedly, I left the classroom and made my way over to the stuco room.


  On my way there, I bumped into Arina.


  “Yo.”


  “Your face looks terrible this morning.”


  “Don’t say that. I’ll be counting on you today.”


  “Mm.”


  She gave me a bland reply with an equally bland expression.


  But I know.


  Arina carried a large bag with both of her hands on the way to school.


  I knew.


  It was all clothing.


  She tried to act disinterested, but was actually being honest. It seemed that Arina’s spirit of doing things because she must is still alive and kicking.


  Arriving at the student council, I took out my armband.


  It had “Public Morals” written on it.


  I put it onto my left arm.


  “Hey. Why’s it in English?”


  “I don’t know. It’s pretty embarrassing.”


  “It’d be fine if it was the usual. Is that what prez wants?”


  “He must be a pretty stupid president.”


  “Idiot, he can hear you.”


  I drowned out his voice with my ranting. It must have looked like a bunch of cavemen dancing around me.


  It was supposed to be a cultural festival, so let’s keep it peaceful.


  Outside the window, there were people everywhere.


  I knew it was 9 am when I saw people lumbering through the school gates.


  The signal for the start of the festival was done by the broadcasting club, who echoed it throughout the school.


  “The festival has begun!”


  The student council members started to move for the opening event.


  That’s why we started to act as well.


  “Okay, let’s head over to the gym first.”


  “You want to go to the opening?”


  “Yep. The school gets pretty quiet during it. I don’t feel like patrolling around, so we’re going to the gym first.”


  “All right then. Let’s go, insect.”


  I couldn’t be bothered to offer her a tsukkomi.[2]


  Sakaki Sui and Hiwa Arina have truly become the guardian deities of the school as they roamed the halls with “Public Morals” displayed on their arms.


  I’m not sure if that was a cool thing to say, but maybe they’re just bored people.


  As for me personally, I’m fortunate to have escaped the act. To be honest, it was a pain in the ass.


  The feverish enthusiasm in the gym was nigh ridiculous.


  People crowded into an area shielded from light by black curtains.


  The stage was light, and each club was doing tricks and dancing in order to promote themselves.


  The students were also in high spirits and shouted whenever someone on stage said something. The enthusiasm I didn’t usually feel was overwhelming. Some of them even held glowing sticks. (Later, I learned that these things were called cyalume sticks.)


  During the badminton club’s introduction, Makoto was wearing his horse mask. I didn’t get it. I had known it was too late for him, but at that point, it was like a different person. Even members of the badminton club laughed. To my side, Arina wryly remarked, “I think I’d rather have horse sashimi.”


  Arina and I leaned our backs against the wall as we watched the opening. She seemed tired of all the people.


  “You wanna get going?”


  “It’s fine. It’s not bad.”


  I hope you’re right.


  As for me, I was worried that her participation in the fashion show would be affected.


  I’ll try and see what I can do.


  The best way to get even with her is for me to be in a front seat. She definitely didn’t want to be seen. I’m sure she’ll be so upset she’ll fall. And when that happens, I’ll pick her up and snap her back into place.


  The stuco members seemed to be on schedule and things were going well so far. As someone involved with them, I had a pretty good idea of how things were proceeding.


  In other words, the opening was almost over.


  It ended with a band performance as the finale. Then, the festival started with the closing remarks of President Seki Jun.


  “Should we get going?”


  “Yes.”


  And in the name of public morals, we began acting as the guardian deities of the festival.


  


  Notes:


  [1] TLDR it means mum


  [2] An owarai term, refers to the act of playing the straight man in a joke


  Chapter 38 – [Extra] A Galaxy inside a Small Universe


  My brother, Sakaki Sui, is an oddball.


  When he was in his third year of junior high, aka when I was in my first year, I noticed that he had changed a little. (Ok not just a little)


  “Is that Ugin’s brother?”


  My friend was pointing to a third year in gym class. I looked closer in the direction of their finger and saw my brother.


  180 centimeters tall. With short hair.


  My brother was holding a wooden stick and swung it around, imitating kendo with his friends. I was so embarrassed that I didn’t dare confirm the question.


  


  It was another day.


  When I heard the library had received a new shipment of books, I went there with shining eyes. Books were familiar but also expensive for junior high students, so I liked to go to the library to read for free.


  The library was on the floor where the third years were, so it was difficult to get to. A two year gap was big, so I went with my friends.


  “Are you Ugin’s brother?”


  My friend and I saw my brother walk like a drunk uncle in front of us.


  “What are you doing, Nii-chan?”


  “Oh, it’s Ugin. Move over a bit. I can’t step on the shadows.”


  He seemed to be walking along the hallway while avoiding the light coming through the window. I walked past him in disgust.


  


  “AHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”


  I groaned to myself in the classroom during lunch.


  “What’s wrong?”


  It was nice to be worried about and talked to, but it always felt like I was in trouble.


  “MY BROTHER IS SO STUPID AND I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO!!”


  …is something I couldn’t say.


  Hahhhh.


  I hadn’t expected my brother to have changed so drastically. I didn’t know what happened to him. Why’d he change in the first place? Because my perception of him changed? He’s normal at home though.


  It was annoying and troublesome to get asked, “Is that Ugin’s brother?” I could only respond, “Yes… he’s my brother.”


  I wondered what it was.


  Did I hate it?


  


  An ordinary, unassuming day changed that.


  I was on my way home from school when I happened to spy my brother crouched in the street. I didn’t feel like calling out to him. To be honest, I didn’t want to have anything to do with him at school, or even when he was in his uniform. I didn’t despise him, but I didn’t like him either. Japanese is difficult.


  I tried walking past him. I think I looked down on him as if observing an ant.


  A dead sparrow lay at my brother’s feet.


  He wrapped the sparrow in a leaf with a sad look in his eyes.


  “Nii-chan, you eatin’ mugwort mochi?”


  I decided to play dumb. I wanted to avoid directly asking about the sparrow. I still wonder why, even now.


  I didn’t want to pry too deeply into my brother’s life. Just stay on the surface.


  I’m pretty sure that was my thought process. It was just intuition. So I made a joke.


  And my brother replied.


  “The sparrow. It was dead.”


  I know.


  “I wonder why?”


  My brother asked the sparrow.


  “Why didn’t anyone bury it?”


  I’ll never forget those words.


  My brother proceeded to dig up the dirt in a corner of the road and buried the sparrow. He was expressionless and remained indifferent the whole time. It wasn’t because he was coldhearted, but because of something more akin to respect.


  I stood behind him and watched.


  My brother’s back looked wrapped in kindness. He wasn’t the incompetent brother who joked around at school, but instead the older brother full of humanity and had a rich heart which valued life.


  I felt ashamed.


  I felt foolish for evaluating my brother based on my perception of him. I had looked down on him.


  Even if I apologized to my brother here, he would only be confused. But I wanted to excuse myself. I wanted to apologize.


  The things I’m able to do are small and limited. And as such, I’ll make it up to him little by little.


  “Nii-chan, lemme treat you.”


  “Why?”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll buy you a drink from the vending machine.”


  “I can’t believe Ugin just said that… did something happen at school?”


  “Nothing happened! Here, drink this!”


  “Whoa, don’t throw it. What’s with the tomato juice?”


  “It’s good for your health. The key to living a long life.”


  “Really? Thanks. Itadakimasu.”


  Considering it was for my brother, who valued life, I thought it was the perfect juice.


  


  “But I’m gonna die early from too much salt.”


  Ah. What a Nii-chan-like response.


  


  I actually thought my brother was gay since I never heard anything about his love life.


  When I told my friends about it to pass the time, their eyes lit up.


  “That’s so exciting!”


  My friends seemed happy. It was a mysterious reaction, so my head tilted, but I later she was a fujoshi.[1] There are all kinds of people in the world.


  It’s been two years since my brother left junior high.


  In my third year of junior high, I recently found out that there was a girl who was close to my brother.


  Her name was Hiwa Arina.


  She was a very peculiar person, very much an S[2], had an extremely venomous tongue, and had a super beautiful face.


  My brother and I went to school together for the first time in a while.


  Arina was a real beauty.


  I was surprised to see them heading for the school gate and hid in the bushes.


  (I wonder if she’s a model! Woah!)


  I couldn’t help but think that to myself. Because she was beautiful. Really beautiful! Nii-chan’s being overshadowed!


  The two headed straight for the school gate. What about me?! Nii-chan left me behind?!


  My phone started vibrating. It was an incoming call from my brother. Obediently answering wasn’t enough, so I hung up and jumped out of the bushes instead.


  Bullet tackle!


  


  Another month had gone by.


  I heard my brother was gonna be working with Arina-san at the school festival. He denied that they were dating, but I couldn’t help but wonder. Arina was seriously a beauty, so I could only think, “Why my brother?!”


  At the school festival, I’m gonna visit and find out about their love life. To serve as a preview of high school.


  


  Notes:


  [1] Urban Dict


  [2] Sadist


  Chapter 39 – Crepes and Roses


  “It’s so noisy,” Arina muttered.


  Well, it’s a cultural festival, so it’s only natural.


  Listening carefully, you would always be able to hear the music. The yellow voices and lingering scents of students and people passing by. It was fluffy. Very lively indeed.


  It’s said that the random number generator goes haywire when people are crowded together and their emotions explode. Normally, 0s and 1s are randomly generated and the ratio of 0s to 1s will eventually be the same (roughly), but on 9/11, when people were terrified, outraged, resentful, full of grief, and vengeful, there emerged a bias in the random number generator. The horrific colors of the people’s minds affected the particles and quantum-level dimensions. It may have sounded unthinkable, but it really happened, and is an event that can’t be ignored.[1]


  Basically, I was wondering if the school was boiling in invisible human energy (or something).


  “You have zero motivation, do you?”


  “That’s how my face is structured. Forgive me.”


  “I can’t feel your energy.”


  “That’s just what it looks on the outside. There’s a good motivated young man on the inside.”


  “I wish they would chain him up instead of just consuming him.”


  “Arina-kun, are you a cannibal?”


  I thought it would have been boring for the two of us to wander around, but it was actually pretty fun. As we strolled the halls, we could catch snippets of all the classes’ events. If we were to remove our armbands, we would be mere students. It’d be nice to skip school for a bit and play around. I wonder if my neighbor would be up for it, though.


  “Arina, hold up a sec.”


  “You’re not going to kidnap a little girl again, are you?”


  “Keep your voice down! That’s a false accusation!”


  She relented and waited for me, arms crossed. I stopped by a first-year class.


  The first years wore aprons and were making crepes.


  “Young lady. Two crepes please.”


  “Eh, young la— ah, yes! Right away!”[2]


  After analyzing Arina’s personality, it’s clear that she doesn’t participate in school festivities.


  I have no idea how Arina spent her time during the school cultural festival when we were first years. And I’m not gonna be asking her about it directly, but I’m certain she wasn’t very proactive. When I imagined her wandering around, by herself and lonely, I involuntarily felt the urge to pamper her.


  I wanted her to enjoy herself, and since she’s always wrinkling her brow, I hoped to loosen her up at least for today. That’s what I’m trying to siay.


  I paid and watched the crepes being made. I was quite impressed by their nimbleness at crepe-making.


  “Ah, is that Sui-senpai?”


  I heard a voice behind me and turned around to see a face I recently got acquainted with.


  And there stood Nakatani Taku. A first year.


  He’s from the same junior high as Hiwa Arina. Someone who knew Arina’s base personality. Someone who had feelings for her.


  He reunited with Arina for the first time in years and tried to tell her his feelings. However, she had already become someone different from the Arina Taku knew, and he got disappointed by her harsh rejection. I wasn’t aware of what happened afterwards.


  “Oh, Taku? You making crepes?”


  “I’m not very good at that, so I’m leaving it to the girls. I’m advertising our class instead. Are you by yourself, Sui-senpai?”


  I was a bit lost. Should I tell him Arina was waiting for me in the hallway? Or should I blow it off? Either way, it would get awkward but I’ll try to protect his mental health.


  “That’s right, I came here to buy crepes by myself. This world is so miserable and lonely.”


  And at just the perfectly inopportune moment, a female student who was concentrating on making crepes blurted out.


  “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting! Two crepes here!”


  “Ah, thank you.”


  “Two?”


  Taku tilted his head.


  “I was thinking of giving it to one of the idiots in my class. You know the guy who wore the horse mask at the opening? That’s him. This is for him.”


  “Ah, is that what you mean? That guy stood out, didn’t he?”


  Phew.


  Makoto, I’m glad you’re a nutjob.


  “Then I’ll get back to what I was doing. Enjoy the festival!”


  “Will do.”


  That was freaking dangerous. Almost got caught. If he found out that I was working with Arina, he probably wouldn’t say it, but he’d be ticked off. After all, he probably suspects that Arina and I are dating. It’ll take a while to completely get him off my tail.


  As soon as I walked out into the hallway, I saw Arina showing a map to people and saying this and that. She was smiling gently. Arina used a soft, pleasant voice alongside a genuine expression. I couldn’t help but be fascinated with a side of her I never usually saw.


  As soon as she saw them off, Arina turned to me.


  “You’re slow.”


  “Sorry, sorry. Here, take this.”


  “Oh, why thank you.”


  She sent me a puzzled look and took the crepe.


  “You wanna eat somewhere else?”


  “It’s fine to walk.”


  “As members of the discipline committee, that’s a bit…”


  “It’s a school festival though? It’s fine. You gotta enjoy ’em, right?”


  This may have just been a selfish assumption on my part, but it seemed like Arina was having fun.


  “I like school festivals. They’re fun.”


  


  Notes:


  [1] Apparently this relates to a national geographic article found here. (Source: skillz102)


  [2] The reason the girl is surprised is because Sui called her “ojou-san” which is a way to refer to a young lady. Considering that it’s from a second year to a first year, it’s an unusual occurrence, to say the least, hence why she’s surprised.


  Chapter 40 – The Real You


  The two defective public moral officers, Sakaki Sui and Hiwa Arina, walked around the school while eating.


  The crepe was extremely cheap, being only 100 yen, but it tasted much better than its price suggested. As we walked around the school, I noticed that the festival appeared to be mainly focused on food. There were crepes, cakes, yakisoba, takoyaki, cafes, and food stalls. They were cheap too. It didn’t look like they were trying to make a profit.


  So I thought it was a great festival for people who like to eat.


  “Where is big brother horse?”


  I was suddenly approached by an elementary kid.


  “Ah, a horse. A horse, huh? Was he wearing a horse mask?”


  “Mm.”


  Makoto seemed to be getting famous. How horrible, stealing the heart of an innocent kid like that. And on top of that, there was a picture of Makoto on a poster of a coffee shop.


  Makoto was shown everywhere and it got annoying. Kinda like a meme. A Makoto meme. Cultural information was being transmitted through the horse mask as a medium.


  “Do you want to go see this horse?”


  Arina spoke politely. Her tone of voice was so different from the one she uses when talking to me. I had no idea why it was different. If you can speak in a beautiful voice like that, why not do that all the time? I’ll record your voice and post it on a video site. Then I can heal people all over the world. And then I can make a butt load of money with the ads. For the record, I’m not a money worshipper.


  The child nodded.


  “Then let’s go.”


  Eh? You’re really going?


  As if reading my mind, Arina pulled on my ear and whispered,


  “——Follow.”


  To be frank, my balls shrank.


  For one such as I, who loves wholesomeness, obscenity is an evil. But for this scene, it’s a necessary evil. They shrank with a whoosh.


  And as such, I became a servant and took the lead in escorting her to year 2 class 2.


  Recently, I’ve noticed that Arina is extremely blunt with people her age.


  She has a certain amount of respect for seniors, and the same goes for strangers as well. The people she gives the hardest time are those in her age group and some of her juniors. No, it’s more like anyone who’s a student that Arina tends to be blunt with.


  Just because I understood it doesn’t mean it changes anything. But it is information that could help us analyze her psychological state. I think that Akakusa-sensei could give us an answer. Akakusa-sensei is one of the people who know about Arina’s two personalities.


  As it happened, I also know about her dual personalities. The Arina in front of me is the Hiwa Arina which emerged a few years ago.


  Akakusa-sensei asked me to fix up her tone and attitude. To put it a different way, “I want you to bring back Arina’s original personality.” Retracting current Arina and bringing back base Arina. But I don’t know if this is right.


  An issue of good and evil.


  Does her base personality want to regain control?
Does her base personality want to disappear?
Did her base personality wish for her current personality?
What does her base personality want to do?
Does her current personality want to paint over her base personality?
Does her current personality want to bully her base personality?
Does her current personality want to stay?
What does her base personality want to do?


  Are the two personalities in conflict?


  So close, yet unknown all the same. So close, yet so far.


  I know Arina better than anyone else in this school. I can certainly be proud of that. But underneath her surface, everything was unknown.


  After all, who is she?


  I called Makoto as we arrive at our class.


  “Here’s your fan.”


  Makoto still wore his horse mask, aloha shirt, and shorts. A toy hatchet was now in his right hand. His entire character was becoming blurry. He has a tendency to confuse different cultures with each other.


  “Yah yah! Welcome to the cosplay coffee shop!”


  Makoto welcomed us with open arms. He seemed to be enjoying himself quite a bit. The classroom was filled to the brim with cosplayers. Niwatari Tsuru’s one-piece military uniform was especially conspicuous. It was a Western-style military uniform with blood red and jet black accents. It looked so good on her I couldn’t help but let out an “Ooh.”


  Hearing me, Tsuru came over.


  “Oh, it’s Sui. Ah, Arina-san! I’m going to see the fashion show! I’ll be there for sure!”


  “E-ehh. Thank you.”


  “Fashion show, huh~?”


  “Couldn’t really care about Sui though.”


  “Ehh. What if I’m dead?”


  I apologize.


  As I was getting depressed, I felt a gaze from the corner of the classroom.


  The person I saw was Mimori Ruka.


  I remembered. Mimori Ruka had asked me to do something for her.


  Ruka was in love with Makoto. I haven’t heard the specifics, but the fact was that she was in love.


  I was supposed to bring Makoto closer to her, but I completely forgot.


  Ruka wore a kimono, giving her a feminine Japanese look. She had an old-fashioned air to her, so it fit perfectly.


  She seemed to say “Come here” with her eyes, so I casually went over there.


  “Sup.”


  “Sui, have you forgotten?”


  “It’ll be fine. Just leave it to me. I’ll make sure Makoto sees Ruka’s feminine side.”


  “Hey, you do not have to be so dramatic.”


  I called out to Makoto.


  “Hey, horse. Miss Japan[1] is tired. Take care of her.”


  “Roger that! Kimono lady, please come this way!”


  The horseman called over to the kimono woman, who blushed and walked over. She protested by whispering, “How sudden…!” even though she looked happy. Was this the so-called tsundere trait? There wasn’t much of it though.


  When Makoto took her by the hand, Ruka held up her thumb to signal “good sign”. I knew she was a tsundere.


  


  A few minutes had passed after we left the classroom.


  Arina kept fidgeting. If I were to ask her, “Do you need to pee?” she would 100% kill me. And then blow up my grave.


  A few minutes later, she was still acting a bit off, so I opened my mouth.


  “Why are you so fidgety?”


  “I-I’m not.”


  “Yes, you are. You’re fidgeting a bunch.”


  “No, I’m not, cockroach egg.”


  “If you need anything, feel free to tell me. I’m a generous person.”


  “—show.”


  “Wut?”


  “…I s-said… it’s the f-fashion show…!”


  “Ah, so that’s what it was. Go on! Show off!”


  Arina gnashed her teeth at me.


  Why are you grinding your teeth at me?


  Arina looked back and glared at me.


  “Don’t ever come to it.”


  “No problem/ I’ll keep the school safe. Stretch your wings out to your heart’s content.”


  “I-I’m surprised you’re so supportive.”


  “We have a friendly relationship, ya know. I’ll at least support you.”


  “That’s gross.”


  “It’s a relief to hear you say that.”


  “Then, I’m off.”


  “Okay.”


  Well, I was, of course, going to secretly attend. I couldn’t wait to see the surprise on her face.


  Without hesitation, I took off my armband and stuffed it into my pocket.


  “Let’s do this.”


  


  Notes:


  [1] This was originally “nihon bijin-san” which comes out to be something like “Miss Japanese beauty” but that felt pretty awkward


  Chapter 41 – The Fashion Show’s Opening


  With my armband removed, I was free to wander about.


  The first thing I did was buy some tomato juice. When I arrived at the only vending machine that sold tomato juice, I bought two bottles immediately. One for my pocket and one to drink. This is the best.


  “Suisui-kun!”


  The owner of the cheerful voice was Aki-senpai.


  “It’s been a while, Aki-senpai. We often run into each other at vending machines, don’t we?”


  “Indeed. You’re drinking tomato juice again, aren’t you? Are you trying to be Dracula or something?”


  “I’ve never been a chuunibyou, so you don’t need to worry. My sister just brainwashed me into this. Ah, it’s delicious.”


  “You’ll get sick if you keep guzzling it down like that.”


  “I’ll drink in moderation.”


  “What are you going to do right now, Sui-kun?”


  “I’m going to see Arina’s fashion show.”


  “Huh?! Fashion show?!”


  “Yep, that’s right. That Arina. Isn’t it interesting?”


  “That quiet Arina-chan…”


  I decided to confirm a growing discomfort that I’ve been feeling for a while.


  “What was Arina like in middle school?”


  “Hm, she was a sweet, cute girl who smiled often.”


  “I see.”


  “So like an angel?”


  “Right, right! Angel!”[1]


  After all, Aki-senpai didn’t know the current Arina. Just as I predicted, when Arina was in her third year of junior high, another Arina was born. Something must have happened in that one year.


  I don’t think I could solve the mystery of Arina even if I asked Aki-senpai.


  And I was convinced Aki-senpai hadn’t even had a single conversation with Arina yet.


  “I’m heading to the fashion show right now, would you like to come along?”


  “I’m free, so I’ll go!”


  Let’s have her meet Aki-senpai.


  Like the meeting of Taku, she’ll probably be wary. She might be venomous or she might just ignore her. Since she’s a senior, there wouldn’t be a storm of abuse, but Aki-senpai might be confused. She’s about to meet Arina, after all, who’s a completely different person now.


  “Let’s go then. The show is about to start.”


  “Okay~”


  Aki-senpai and Arina were about to meet for the first time in two and a half years.


  I’m sure they’ve seen each other before, but they’ve never spoken to one another. Wonder what kind of reaction Arina will have.


  There was a line of people in class 2-3 waiting for the fashion show. It was a rare event for the festival, so it must have attracted loads of attention. And the fact that Arina was among the performers was a big influence.


  Hiwa Arina is a troublesome girl, but she’s popular among the boys. If they heard she was gonna be in the fashion show, of course they would go. Hence why there were more men than women in the line. In Sakaki Sui’s vision, the words “ulterior motive” were reflected on the foreheads of the men. You could see their psychology as if you could pick it up.


  On the other hand, the girls looked down on the men. They glared at those filthy beasts.


  “It’s pretty popular.”


  “Yeah. Arina’s gonna be there, after all.”


  The boys reacted to my words and stared at me. I felt tremendous killing intent.


  “H-h-h-hey, Sui-kun, they’re staring at you!”


  “I might die. I forgot to write my will.”


  Perhaps the criticism of me being too close to Arina peaked here. I didn’t know, but it felt like I understood how a zebra feels when being chased by a lion. I sneaked to the back of the line and waited for a while. Not long after, the door opened and the show began. When we passed through the door, the windows were closed with blackout curtains and half the classroom was hidden by a partition. From the partition, a path for the performers stretched out to the audience, and we were seated on chairs arranged in a U-shape around the path.


  When we entered, we were handed a questionnaire that asked us to choose three people we thought we great. Five minutes after the fashion show, the results would be released and the top three would be announced. There were about twenty people in the show, and some of them were from other classes. As soon as they appeared on stage, a staff member would hold up a board with a number on it. That number indicated the number of the performer, and that’s what you would write on the questionnaire.


  “It’s got the atmosphere.”


  “Right. It’s pretty interesting to think that there are about twenty people behind that partition.”


  “I-I guess so.”


  What are you talking about?


  ｢Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us today! The show will begin shortly!｣


  The music began to play as the emcee’s voice gave the cue.


  The lights illuminated the aisle and the red carpet appeared.


  Aki-senpai and I sat together at the end of the aisle. It’s a spot where the performers would come as close as possible to us. So Arina would be surprised. I said I wouldn’t come, but now I’m showing up at the last minute. She’s probably gonna punch me in the face afterward, but it’s fine.


  The first one appeared.


  They were amazing. She wore a big hat and sunglasses and was dressed in a geometric pattern of purple, black, and white. As an amateur, all I could think of was how it emphasized her body line. And the high heels. It was too much for only the first person.


  “I’m surprised it’s more authentic than I imagined…”


  “Me too…”


  The second model appeared, wearing a robe that looked like a peacock feather pattern and had what seemed like a chicken’s comb on her head. I didn’t know anymore. To be honest, it was no different from our cafe.


  The third dressed in a swimsuit with a hagoromo hanging from their shoulder. Way too extreme. That’s the kind of thing I should be cracking down on. Unfortunately, I don’t have the power anymore since I took off my armband. It was great. Thank you.


  Thinking about it calmly, this is what a fashion show is all about. It’s probably because I’m an amateur. I guess this is normal. It’s normal, right? Aki-senpai, this is normal, right?


  “Erotic.”


  Ah, Aki-senpai, who spoke for me, was amazing.


  The fourth, fifth, and so on came on stage. Some had bizarre fashion. I wrote down the numbers of the ones I thought were good.


  As I watched, I started wondering where they got all of these costumes. Was this a high school for moneybags? I’ll have to ask Arina about it later. And then the sixteenth came. Arina appeared. As soon as she came on, the audience erupted.


  Beautiful.


  She wore a lustrous fiery red dress. The frills at her feet were so fine they were reminiscent of roses in full bloom, and they swayed gently as if caught in a breeze.


  She was curvy and there was an emphasis on her neckline. I thought her open chest was foul. Her wavy hair shone like a jewel in the light, beautifully illuminating Arina’s face. Except for Tsuru’s noisy voice, which yelled out, “Beautiful! Beautiful!”, the stage was was dominated by Arina. That’s how overwhelming her beauty was.


  This is a win. I wrote down #16 in first place. Sorry, people after 17, Arina won.


  As Arina came closer to us, Aki-senpai said, “Wow, you’re like a jewel!” while hitting me in the side. Oh, something’s broken.


  Then, when I reached my limit, I let out a “Yo.” in a small voice. I’m here.


  Arina reacted by glancing at me. Her smiling face momentarily switched back to her default expression full of bloodlust, and then back again. That’s when I knew I was gonna die.


  When Arina was about to turn around, Aki-senpai squealed and waved her hand in front of her. Arina froze when she saw that.


  Something strange happened.


  My eyes fluttered, and I stared at Aki-senpai. She tilts her head.


  How strange.


  She doesn’t start walking.


  The seventeenth person also stopped to look at Arina, who hadn’t come back.


  Arina suddenly opened her mouth.


  “Aki-senpai?! I’ve missed you so much! I’m so happy!”


  Disregarding the show, Arina was filled with smiles.


  Her reaction was so out of place. How strange. Her voice, expressions, and gestures didn’t match with the usual Arina. Right now, she was just a beauty.


  The crowd around me was also thrown into an uproar. The venomous tongued queen was expressing her joy and was filled with energy. Everyone’s eyebrows were raised as if something supernatural just took place.


  “Eh, where?”


  Arina let out a murmur.


  She looked around and moved her head in circles, checking her situation.


  Did her personality switch? That’s the only thing I could think of. She’s never acted like this. She would never put her hand to her chest anxiously and look like she was about to cry.


  Eventually, the seventeenth girl beckoned to her, “Arina-san, come here!”, and Arina hurriedly disappeared.


  “What’s wrong with Arina-chan?”


  “That’s what I’m wondering.”


  This was bad.


  Arina told me about her memory wasn’t shared, so I knew her situation like the back of my hand. It was like replaying a movie you’ve never seen, starting from the middle. Right now Arina didn’t know where she is or what she’s doing. She must have been worried that she might be causing trouble.


  Maybe she was even doubting her own age. She may be thinking she’s already graduated from high school and is performing in a show somewhere. I didn’t know if she understood that sense of time, but it was a possibility.


  I can’t help it.


  But what could I do about it?


  Wait, does that mean Arina’s memory was connected to that infirmary now? Maybe she felt like she’s gone back in time from the infirmary to the show. If so, would she be able to sort something out if I went there?


  “Oh.”


  I remembered.


  I had learned that Arina was absent from school for two days the other day.


  Aki-senpai was the trigger.


  The photo I showed her at the warehouse that day had Aki-senpai in it. As soon as Arina saw that photo, she felt sick and took a day off. She also said she didn’t remember the last two days. So that’s what it is. That’s what it means to have no memory.


  Then, if that’s the case, my appearance might confuse her. No, I’m not sure about that. But I’m sure she’ll remember me. Would she feel more comfortable if she had an acquaintance? I’m sure she’s fumbling around behind the partition. What do I do? Shit.


  “Arina was really beautiful!”


  I want to agree with you, but! Damnit. I want to share my heartaches with Aki-senpai. Please help me.


  And then, my eyes looked up.


  Entry number nineteen.


  Akakusa-sensei was on stage.


  Whoa! Why was Akakusa-sensei here?


  Wait, Akakusa-sensei, why are you dressed as a nurse!? This isn’t a cosplay venue! But everyone’s doing cosplay-like things, but that’s more like fashion. Hmmm, guess not.


  It looks good on you, though! It looks really good on you, sensei!


  I crossed out the 16 and replaced it with a 19.


  Arina, you’re number two.


  


  Notes:


  [1] It’s worth pointing out Aki uses tenshi (天使) and Sui says enjeru (エンジェル)


  Chapter 42 – Where


  After the final model left, a sign saying “tallying” was put up and we waited. The lights went off, the room became dim, and the lingering echoes of the bustling atmosphere rang softly in my mind.


  I was worried about Arina’s condition.


  I don’t know if her personality was still switched or if it had returned to normal.


  There was a part of me that thinks that this is the way Arina should be. Now that she’s in control, this is the state that Arina and her friends would want her to be in. It’d be idiotic of me to worry about it. That’s what I told myself.


  My initial promise to Akakusa-sensei was to change Arina’s tone and attitude.


  Although the meaning behind it was a bit muddy, it suggested evoking her base personality and submerging her current personality.


  That’s been accomplished just now. The only problem is that it won’t last long.


  “Let’s see who’ll win,” Aki-senpai muttered.


  “The winner will be Akakusa-sensei. It’ll be a clean sweep.”


  “Ehhh… It was just cosplay. Sorry, sensei.”


  Can’t talk back to that. It certainly was just cosplay.


  “I think it’ll be Arina.”


  “I’m sure she’ll be up there. She’ll still lose to Akakusa-sensei, though.”


  “You’re too much.”


  After a while, the “tallying” sign came down and the lights once again illuminated the aisle. The moderator was also lit up and the results were finally being announced. The crowd started buzzing and the excitement was revived.


  ｢Sorry for the wait! The results are in, so if you’re a model, please come out!｣


  The moderator talked cheerfully.


  The models in the tournament came out from behind the partition and lined up together side by side. Arina was also there, but it wasn’t the foul-tongued Arina. She looked vulnerable and fragile. So fragile in fact that I wanted to wrap her up. Her brow furrowed and her eyes moved around restlessly.


  Would they be swapped once again for the next two days?


  I felt uneasy.


  My anxiety wasn’t rational. It came from the bottom of my heart. An instinctive anxiety. There was a possibility that Arina, the venomous-tongued Arina, would not come back. I might never be able to see that frown on her face ever again.


  For the first time, I was aware of the contradictions swirling around in my heart.


  ｢It’s my pleasure to announce the third-place winner! Entry number 9! Gotou Aiyo-san! Congratulations!｣


  The 3rd place winner stepped forward. She looked great in her indigo dress. The person who won the prize was crying. They looked like tears of frustration, as if saying, “Why wasn’t I first?!” She was pretty serious. Guess they’re someone who took the sports festival earnestly.


  How scary.


  ｢And the second place winner! Entry number 13! Midorikawa Kanaka-san! Congratulations!｣


  What the hell.


  There’s only one person left. You’ve got to choose between Arina and Akakusa-sensei! What are you doing?!


  “So it’s Arina-chan.”


  “Don’t be so hasty, senpai. Akakusa-sensei is coming.”


  “I won’t give up until the very end…”


  I ignored Aki-senpai, who was in a daze, and focused on the moderator again. The moderator noticed my eyes and looked a bit scared. I can’t help it. Akakusa-sensei… Akakusa-sensei… I kept thinking about her. It was understandable if they thought I was crazy. Sorry, moderator-san.


  ｢A-And now, we’ll announce the number one pick.｣


  Okay, say it, say it!


  I was so nervous that I couldn’t stop myself from shaking.


  ｢Entry number….｣


  19! 19! 19!


  ｢16!｣


  Huh?


  You read the numbers in first place wrong, moderator-san. It’s okay, 6s and 9s are so simple that they decrease or increase by 3 just by flipping them over, so it’s no wonder you made a mistake. Now is the time to correct it.


  No, hold up.


  6 and 9. Those are written as Arabic numbers. What if the numbers of the winners were instead written in kanji? 6 (六) and 9 (九). It’s impossible to mix them up.


  But I’m not giving up hope. They must have written the numbers in Arabic and made a mistake when writing 6 and 9. That has to be it.


  ｢It’s Hiwa Arina-san! Congratulations!｣


  God is dead.


  Arina had a frightened smile. It was a bitter one, but she seemed to be embarrassed.


  “Ehehe… Thank you very much.”


  The stage was decorated with applause and music.


  The boys squealed in delight at Arina’s adorable behavior, which we never usually got to see. Some even held up their cell phones to take pictures, like war photographers recording a historic scene. It’ll be a Pulitzer Prize winner.


  “Aki-senpai. Did you bring an SLR camera with you?”


  Like a U.S. Army sniper, Aki-senpai was holding up her SLR camera. I didn’t see a flash, but the shutter sound was so loud and annoying.


  “Aki-senpai’s shutter sound is…”


  “Shh! There’ll never be another moment like this!”


  Since I was reprimanded, I decided to shut my mouth and watch. I wanted to ask what she was gonna do with all those pictures, but it would probably be an idiotic question. Mine and Aki-senpai’s views of the world are drastically different.


  The winners were given medals and something that looked like a souvenir.


  Although I noticed it late, a lot of teachers also came to see the ceremony. There were also a few old men here and there. If one of them had been filming, I would have called 110.[1] By the way, I’m allowed to point my phone towards Akakusa-sensei. Please forgive my youth. Click.


  The fashion show ended and we, the audience, had to leave.


  As the models waved, I caught a glimpse of Arina.


  Our eyes met.


  『That person…』


  I couldn’t hear her over the cheers, but I recognized the movements of her mouth.


  She knows me. She remembers meeting me in the infirmary.


  I wonder what she’ll say to me.


  


  “That was fun, wasn’t it?”


  “Yup. Thank you! Thanks to you, I got some great shots.”


  “Please don’t sell them at an auction or something.”


  “I won’t, I won’t. Hmm? when did Arina become Sui-kun’s?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m giving Aki-senpai advice so that you don’t become a criminal.”


  “Ahaha. Oh, Arina’s came out.”


  Arina came out of the classroom door on the partition side. I could tell in an instant. It wasn’t the venomous tongued Arina.


  She was still wearing her crimson dress. A deep red mermaid line.


  “Arina-chan! Arina-chaaaan!”


  Aki-senpai approached her, skipping all the while.


  “Ah, Aki-senpai!”


  Arina’s eyes brightened and she opened her arms to welcome Aki-senpai. The two of them embraced without worrying about what anyone else would think.


  It was a charming sight for me. I can’t imagine Arina interacting with people.


  It was the way it should be.


  That was what came to my mind. It was a pleasant sight that I should hope for.


  But I was hoping for the venomous tongued Arina.


  As far as I could tell, it was their first time meeting again in high school. Aki-senpai knew that Arina was here, but she didn’t talk to her. In other words, she wasn’t aware of Arina’s dual personality.


  The timing was pretty good.


  I was able to avoid the contact between the venomous tongued Arina and Aki-senpai that I was scared of.


  “Arina was so beautiful! I’m a woman, but I fell in love! Guhehe.”


  “Senpai, please stop it… It’s embarrassing.”


  “Sorry, sorry! Sui-kun was looking too, y’know! Sui-kun, come here!”


  I was reluctant because I didn’t know her. I know what she looked like, physically, but now she’s an unknown mass.


  It was like dealing with someone who has amnesia, and I feel helpless. I knew her, but she didn’t know me. She was now just a beautiful stranger. Like the past had never even happened. It was the saddest thing in the world. My memories were alone.


  I didn’t know what kind of face I should be making.


  I could try to talk to her intimately, but it would definitely come off as unnatural.


  But it’d also be weird to act like a stranger. Aki-senpai would get suspicious, and, more than anything, it would be awkward for me and Arina right now.


  Aki-senpai nodded her head when she saw me standing there.


  I couldn’t take a step.


  I was afraid.


  In the corner of my head, I was desperately screaming for the tsun Arina to return.


  I even wished it was all an act.


  But the reality was that Arina is like a gentle angel now. It’s too cruel.


  “Hurry and come here, Sui.”


  I doubted my very own ears.


  It wasn’t Aki-senpai’s voice. Instead, it was Hiwa Arina’s voice.


  It was the first time Arina had called me by my name.


  You, you, mealworm, pig food, gutter oil, were the things she called me. She didn’t utter my name, not even a tiny bit of it, yet she just said it so easily.[2]


  I was genuinely happy. Never in my life had I been so happy to just hear someone say my name.


  The only thing that made my heart hurt was the fact that it wasn’t coming from the venomous tongued Arina.


  


  [1] For my American homies, this is 911, but Japanese.


  [2] Unfortunately, this slightly ruins the moment, but the first ‘you’ is anata whereas the second ‘you’ is anta. Anta is basically a hyper-rude form of anata if you aren’t super close with the person you’re using it with.


  Chapter 43 – Beyond Boundaries


  “H-how was it? M-my moment in the spotlight.”


  While stuttering, Arina brushed her hair and tried her best to show off her elegance.


  I could see that she was dripping with cold sweat while trying her best to act like the venomous tongued Arina. She awkwardly placed her hands on her hips and adopted an arrogant demeanor, glancing at me before quickly looking away.


  “It was beautiful.”


  I offered her a compliment, trying to hold in my laughter. The gap was massive. The once thorny Arina was blushing and looking embarrassed. She was a completely different person.


  As soon as Aki-senpai looked at me, she threw in a tsukkomi.


  “Sui-kun. Say something with a bit more depth.”


  “If someone’s overly impressed, they’ll reach the ultimate emotion. It’s simple. It’s a unadorned heart of pure gold. Although you might get criticized for being a bit too simple. I’m very impressed.”


  “Alright, zero points.”


  “Understood…”


  Arina, who stood beside me, was glancing between Aki-senpai and I, observing us. One was a senior who was close to her and the other was a stranger. She tried to figure out the relationship between us.


  Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore.


  “Arina, let’s get back to work.”


  “Oh, uh, sure.”


  “Sorry, Aki-senpai. I have student council work.”


  “Oh? Got it. See ya later!”


  It was a little forced, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking questions. Aki-senpai left us, as if she had guessed something.


  I put my armband back on.


  Arina was fidgety and restless. Not like I could blame her. She doesn’t know me. I’m just someone close to her other self. That was probably all she knew.


  “Sakaki, Sui-kun is fine, right?” Arina muttered.


  “Yep.”


  “I’m glad. That’s what I thought.”


  “Why me?”


  “This.”


  Arina took out a small notebook.


  It was a run-of-the-mill notebook with the name “Hiwa Arina” written on the cover. It looked like a study notebook.


  “The other me has been writing down important things for me. I don’t want to show too much, but I can show you your page.”


  “That’s kinda embarrassing.”


  When I tried taking it in my hand, she pulled it back. “You can’t,” she refused, her cheeks puffing up. Apparently, I wasn’t allowed to touch it. Arina opened her notebook and held it up to my face. The page was about me.


  It had detailed information about me, including my name, personality, and relationships. Apparently, in Arina’s eyes, I’m [not a bad guy, but crazy.] She’s not swearing anymore.


  But I was also happy.


  [This person can be trusted.]


  That was written in one of the page’s corners.


  Indescribable emotions washed over me. To be honest, my tear glands were about to loosen up. I didn’t even think she thought of me like that.


  If you looked closer, you could see other details written on the page.


  [An idiot who won’t leave me alone.]


  [Was confessed to and got confused.]


  [The only one who’s interesting to talk to.]


  [Someone who doesn’t make fun of people.]


  [Someone who will never abandon or reject you.]


  The last sentence stuck with me.


  Before I could dwell too much on it, Arina closed the notebook.


  “Alright, time’s up.”


  “That was pretty interesting. Didn’t know you thought that.”


  “I was kinda surprised too. I wasn’t expecting you to be the guy I met in the infirmary. I thought we were dating, but I was relieved to find out that we weren’t.”


  She rubbed her nose in a dignified manner.


  I then asked her what I always wanted to.


  “How do you feel about your other self?”


  As I walked, I casually threw it out there. I didn’t want her to think I was serious. I did it in a kinda roundabout way so I didn’t overstep my boundaries.


  “The real me.”


  “Eh?”


  “She’s the real me. The poisonous rose is the real me.”


  I didn’t exactly understand her.


  Was she referring to her unconscious self? Are you trying to say you’re like a deep sea wish, lonely wandering around in the deep sea, where no light could reach?


  “Sorry, I don’t really…”


  “I’m the fake. Hiwa Arina’s name is hers.”


  “Uhh… so basically, you aren’t the base personality?”


  “Right. So you know it too! The word base personality.”


  Does this mean that what Akakusa-sensei said was a bit off?


  I always assumed that the Arina in front of me was the original one.


  “I don’t have any memories before sixth grade. Nothing. It was Arina who taught me about my past. She wrote it down in a notebook for me.”


  “Wait a sec. The Arina I know doesn’t seem to have any memories either. It’s like she can’t remember anything before the third grade.”


  “I know. But I won’t say.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I don’t think Arina would want me to.”


  The mystery grew deeper yet again.


  We all harbor something black and painful. Even those who claim to be good people, there was always a sore spot. And sometimes it clouds the minds of others. It’s when hidden secrets and facts are conveyed verbally.


  So, intruding into people’s secrets comes with responsibility. You get the power to influence someone’s destiny and even control them. You can’t go in with some kind of half-assed attitude, regardless of the merits or demerits regardless of whether that part of your mind is out of the spotlight. Still, those who reach out are ‘serious’.


  Did I fall into that category?


  “Sui-kun. Are you ready to step into my shoes?”


  Chapter 44 – A Jumbled Mind


  Thinking about it calmly, I realized that a strange point had been exposed.


  First of all, there were two people. The gentle Arina and the venomous-tongued Arina.


  It was impossible to determine which of them were the base personality only based on their opinions. Both of them described the other as the base personality. There was also the memory gap. There’s no certainty about any of this.


  All I know is that the gentle Arina has a better understanding of Hiwa Arina’s physical history. She’s been observing the world since sixth grade. She’s also stated that she was taught by the venomous Arina before sixth grade, but that one has no recollection of anything before the third grade.


  I considered the possibility of another personality. So not just a double personality, but multiple personalities. Neither of them seemed to be aware of its existence, however. But it was still a possibility that shouldn’t be dismissed.


  Arina had a smile as full as a sunflower as she was walking with me. The students we passed had looked at her three times over.


  Of course, we’re still fulfilling our duties as student council members.


  “Ah, that looks fun!”


  She pointed towards my classroom, year 2 class 2.


  “By the way, that’s not a cosplay venue. It’s a cafe.”


  “Ohh. Class 2, year 2. So that’s Sui’s class, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you not cosplaying?”


  “I’m not. I got exempt from it because of this job.”


  “Fu~un. What a shame, it looks so fun.”


  “Oh, shit, I’m outta here.”


  “Eh?”


  With a blank stare, a horse with a hatchet approached me.


  “Wha- wai- Sui, who’s that?”


  “That’s Takane Makoto.”


  Arina started flipping through her notes.


  “Ah, was he the one who confessed to me? And it says that he and Sui are best friends. You must like strange people.”


  “There’s plenty of people who’ve confessed to you.”


  “That’s right. It says there’s a total of 72 people.”


  “Sheeeeeeeesh, that’s crazy.”


  “It says here I turned down everyone.”


  “That’s scary.”


  “Look in front of you. He’s here.”


  I turned my head forward and saw the horse’s nose in front of me.


  “Makoto, you’re too close.”


  “Come with me.”


  “What?”


  “Follow me.”[1]


  He forcefully yanked my arm, creating distance between me and Arina. His grip was so strong that it was shredding my arm. Oi, stop it, that really hurts. I hate you now.


  My back was forced against the wall.


  The horse stuck its snout at me. With its nose quivering, it spoke.


  “That’s just a beauty ain’t it….!”


  “Are you talking about Ruka-san?”


  “Ruka is definitely cute, but…! What happened to Hiwa…?! Ain’t she just a beautiful girl character now…!”


  “Well, it’s definitely not the usual Arina.”


  “She’s not the same person anymore…! And that dress…! It’s too beautiful…!”


  “You can tell that to Arina, not me. I’m not giving you anything. I’ll drop the tomato juice.”


  “Defeat a slime instead, you rotten human.”


  Looks like wearing the horse mask makes his personality a helluva lot stronger.


  Deciding that it was useless and futile, I tried to communicate with Mimori Ruka with my eyes. I’ll let the ladylike Ruka, who looked great in a kimono by the way, deal with this ferocious horse.


  『Take care of this guy for me.』


  I wonder if she got my message.


  Ruka then took some disposable chopsticks and put them in her mouth. Then she tilted her head.


  (How did you interpret that…?)


  Apparently, she’s an airhead. She’s a ladylike airhead. I’m sure she’s popular.


  Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to get my message at all, so I had to make one final move. I deliberately raised my voice.


  “Help! Peel him off me! Get this horse monster off of me!”


  Ruka shook her finger. She stepped closer and hugged Makoto’s arm, forcing him with her.


  With her back turned, Ruka signed ‘good’. I also gave her a thumbs-up as a sign of good luck. Bye Makoto. I wish you happiness.


  After being released from the psycho horse, I returned to Arina, who waited patiently with a notebook covering half of her face.


  “I didn’t know any of them.”


  “No wonder. You’re actually pretty popular though.”


  “I guess so. I’ve heard about you from Akakusa-sensei and read your notes, so I kind of understand the relationship. Poisonous Rose-chan really stands out.”


  “Is Poisonous Rose from the notebook?”


  “Yes. She wrote down what she’s called: Hiwa-san, Arina-san, Arina-chan, and Poisonous Rose. By the way, she doesn’t like being called ‘you’[2] by Sui. That’s interesting. I like it.”


  “Yes, yes, honor, honor.”


  “You really are what the notes say you are, huh?”


  Hiwa Arina hugged my left arm and rubbed it against her own body. In the spur of the moment, my brain froze and my voice leaked out like my soul was being drained.


  “Fuwaaaaaaaaaaaan—”


  “Eh~!? What’s is it!? Is it beating!? Is your heart racing!?”


  This is— service.


  Tertiary industry, service industry. The service industry accounts for 75% of Japan.


  I’ve never been to a nightclub, I don’t have any interest in them, and I’m out of the age group, but if they offer this kind of hospitality, it might be worth the money. It makes me think that I should go there at least once when I grow up.


  This body— it feels like it’s going to relax and melt. What a delicate body.


  “You know, there was a note that said, ‘Be careful around Sakaki Sui because there are rumors about dating.'”


  “I-I didn’t know about that.”


  “Liar. Fu~un. I’ve gone too far.”


  My left arm was freed and felt very light. How strange. I wonder if a poison had been removed. Apparently, this Arina didn’t spit poison, but sucks it up instead.


  Anyways, I’m feeling good. I could throw a cannonball to the moon.


  “Let’s get back to work, Arina-san.”


  “Kay!”


  I started walking again. I couldn’t keep up with this gentle Arina anymore. The tension’s all wrong. Our wavelengths are too different.


  『Conflicting Personalities』


  One retreats and excludes others.


  One spreads outwards and engulfs.


  I wonder what they would say to each other if they existed at the same time. It’d be a pretty interesting scene.


  “Hey. What do you want to do with me, Sui?”


  I was confused by the sudden question.


  Arina was plainly smiling as if she was talking to herself, but I knew it was a serious question.


  “I honestly don’t know anymore. I started out by trying to cure you of your venomous tongue. But then I found out that you actually had a double personality, and my original goal changed, even though I had doubts about getting you back to the way you are now. Next thing I know, you’re claiming it was the venomous tongued Arina who was given the name ‘Hiwa Arina’. Truth is, I just don’t know what to do anymore.”


  Arina let out a “fu~un.”


  And the gentle Arina said,


  “Mou, isn’t it fine to not worry about us anymore?”


  


  Notes:


  [1] Makoto says the bolded lines in English


  [2] She uses the word ‘omae’ here, which is considered rude unless they’re a close friend


  Chapter 45 – Reason to Exist


  “You don’t need to bother with me anymore, Sui.”


  When I first met Hiwa Arina, I regretted the fact that I got myself into an annoying situation. I would complain to my sister, and, since I didn’t know what to do, I was confused. Although the days were filled with one-sided abuse, her occasional smile would make me think that it wasn’t so bad. The corners of my mouth would tug upwards every day.


  I enjoyed talking with Arina. And I laughed at how I was being pushed around. That feeling was real. And that’s why her words pierced so deep.


  “I can’t bother Sui any more than I already have. You’ve been taking care of us all this time, haven’t you?”


  “I’ve done my best.”


  “It’s okay now. I’ll take care of everything.”


  “…What kind of ending are you looking for?”


  “The opposite of Sui and Akakusa-sensei.”


  “Huh? Which is?”


  “I’ll completely disappear.”


  Arina stated a terrible thing quite plainly. In a certain sense, it was like death. It’s synonymous with death. The problem was that they both wanted to disappear. It was something that could be seen as the opposite of suicide. And if that’s what they’re planning to do, I’ll do everything I can to stop it.


  Life is a precious thing. Unfortunately, its value can differ based on murder and status, but it was still a very precious metaphysical concept that should be cherished and not allowed to be thrown away.


  I went around the school with Arina without talking.


  Every now and then, she would tell me, “Let’s go over here”, and I would go along with her, but I felt like I was in a daze. It was as if I was wandering around in a fog, my mind nowhere to be found. I was terrified of the possibility that I wouldn’t be able to be with Arina. I was aware that her presence in my mind was growing every day, but when I finally opened that box, I found that it was more than I imagined. Then, suddenly, I was struck in the back. I violently coughed as the shock hit me with so much force that my heart came out through my skin and muscles.


  “Sorry, there was a tarantula on your back.”


  The violent person was Hiwa Arina. I’ve only known one person who would do something like that.


  “Looks like you’re awake.”


  “Indeed. I was surprised when my memory suddenly went blank. One minute, I was on that stage and could see your face, and the next, you and I were walking together in the hallway. So I hit you with enough power to crush your spine.”


  “Switch.”


  “What?”


  “Switch your personality.”


  “If that were that easy, all conflict on Earth would have been extinguished by now.”


  “Are you a god or something?”


  She seemed to have returned to the original poisonous rose personality. Woah, why does it feel like home? I was filled with a strange sense of relief. How ironic.


  “So, what did we talk about?”


  “A bunch of things…”


  “Next time your words are muddy they’ll sink in the Indian Ocean.”


  “…A bit about you two, your relationship, and your past. Also the notebook.”


  As her personality changed, her voice tone, expressions, and behavior all became different. I think I was looking at her as if I were looking at something slightly strange amid a stunning transformation. It must have been reflected in Arina.


  I don’t know if she noticed or not, but Arina’s eyes darted around and she had a dumbfounded look on her face. Her mouth curled into a pout and her gaze was infinitely distant.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  She immediately swapped to a crisp expression. What the hell, some kind of 3D character texture? Arina hurriedly took her notebook out and scribbled something in it. As soon as she finished writing, she put it away. Only God knows where she keeps that thing.


  “If you read it again, you’ll go to prison for 800 years.”


  “Am I a foreign prisoner?”


  “Come on, what are you doing, idiot.”


  “I can’t help it.”


  “You’re noisy, I’ll kill you. You have no idea what it tastes like to roll an eyeball around on your tongue.”


  “You’d be great friends with Hannibal Lecter.”[1]


  “Shut up, degenerate.”


  “I’m a gentleman.”


  Arina turned away and started sulking. She’s becoming a tsundere. With more training, I’m convinced she’ll surpass Unit-02’s pilot.[2]


  However, did Arina have a dere side? To be honest, I’m not sure if Arina has all of the elements of a tsundere. The first time she tried to enter while I was changing, she blushed. The next time, I accidentally walked in on Arina changing, and she looked at me with eyes as cold as absolute zero.


  Now then, is Arina dere?


  —Yes. She is dere.


  What I’ve learned from my time with her is that Arina is quite ｢HENTAI｣. She has a strong sense of HENTAI, which is becoming a universal language.[3]


  “Arina. Do you know what a tsundere is?”


  “I know.”


  “You’re a tsundere.”


  “Huh? Don’t change the subject. Okay? If you look at the notes, I’ll boil you for real.”


  “What should I call you? Come on, tell me.”


  “I’ll burn your gums.”


  “So cute! You’re so cute! Arina-cha—”


  My brain shook violently.


  My vision was momentarily cut off. The view turned white, and darkness slowly covered the world. All that remained was the sensation that the brain of Sakaki Sui was shaking violently and heavily.


  The world shook much more than an earthquake, and before I had time to be surprised, I collapsed. I saw Arina’s face, her cheeks tinted slightly pink, as time passed on. If you can make that kind of face, you should keep doing it. What a waste.


  Arina hit me and gave me a concussion, and I fainted for real. It wasn’t a joke this time. The world really went dark.


  I slowly opened my eyes. As I became more aware, the pain in the back of my head became sharper and clearer.


  There was a ceiling I didn’t know.


  No, I knew it. It was the ceiling of the Rose Garden.


  Lying on my said, I turned my head to the right to see Arina resting her cheek on the long desk, watching me with fixed eyes. And I was lying on the desk. It was like my body was being used in a ritual. I wonder if the pillow was a show of mercy.


  “Cannibal, are you going to eat me?”


  That was the first thing I said.


  “You look fine. Good then.”


  “I really thought I was dead.”


  “I was a little worried.”


  “Your tone is like a machine’s.”


  I got off the long desk and sat down in the chair for now. Arina was still wearing her dress. It was too glamourous, I wish she’d go back to her uniform. I get nervous every time I look at her and I can’t find a spot to look.


  It’s been a while since I’ve been to the Rose Garden. I thought it would’ve been dusty since I’ve been attending the student council meetings for the past few weeks, but it was surprisingly clean.


  “Have you been here recently, by any chance?”


  “I’ve been here almost every day.”


  “Seriously?”


  “This is my space.”


  Did she come here for lunch? She seems to really like it here.


  “It doesn’t seem like you have any friends.”


  “Shut up. I just like it here.”


  “If you’re lonely, go to Tsuru. She’ll be happy to see you.”


  “I’m a wolf.”


  “You’re more like a rose.”


  “Ahhh, shut up. It’s about time for a break, so I’ll let you go.”


  “Be my guest.”


  I decided to sleep here since I was tired of walking. However, Arina spoke to me, “Hold on.”


  “Let me sleep.”


  “No way. Get out of here.”


  “Oh, come on. I don’t care how much you like it here, you can’t kick me out. There’s nowhere else to sleep comfortably.”


  “I want to change my clothes, though?”


  She held a mechanical pencil in her hand. I ran away quickly. My sixth sense sent a danger signal to my entire body.


  If I didn’t run away, I would be killed.


  I was made aware of how difficult the natural world is.


  


  Notes:


  [1] Cannibal serial killer dude


  [2] Reference to a certain long red-haired twintailed pilot from Evangelion


  [3] Both instances of hentai are in romaji. Also, no, it’s not talking about porn. In Japanese, the word hentai means pervert


  Chapter 46 – Fellow Masochists


  In the end, I didn’t run into my sister until the festival was over.


  It seems like God twisted the world a bit. I didn’t go to the after-festival party and went home like I normally would. I was really tired and wanted to crash as soon as possible.


  Tomorrow is a Sunday as well, so sleeping in will be awesome. And what’s even better, Monday is a public holiday.[1] Absolutely no blind spots.


  I guess I couldn’t complain since the festival and my job ended without any problems. Everyone in the student council gave us their thanks, and Arina and I went back to being your run-of-the-mill dissociated high schoolers. It’s called being a part of the Going-Home club.


  “Ugh, I’m pooped.”


  “Good work.”


  As per usual, I asked my sister to take care of me as I blankly stared at the television.


  “How was our festival?”


  “It was fun. Although it was sad I couldn’t see Nii-chan.”


  “That’s good. I had a bunch of fun too.”


  “Are you not going out with Arina-san?”


  “Why would I be? You got about 20 screws loose inside your head. Go pick them up.”


  “Well, out of curiosity, I asked some of the students ‘Do you know Hiwa Arina?’ while at the festival, and, surprisingly, I got a ton of responses that were like, “Oh, lately she’s been hanging out with this Sakaki guy.'”


  “Wha?”


  “So, are you guys not dating?”


  “Listen up, Ugin-kun. It’s true that the rumors have been going around for a while, but we aren’t dating, seriously. I’m only involved with her to correct her bad mouth.”


  “Ah, just now, you said ‘she’.”


  “I said she, Ugin-kun. I didn’t say girlfriend.”[2]


  “But Arina-san’s such a beauty you want to date her, don’tcha? Be honest.”


  “Somewhat.”


  “So modest. What are you gonna do if she starts dating someone else? Do you wanna continue your current relationship?”


  It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought about the possibility of Arina dating someone, but it was barely on my mind. She was a beauty, so people would gather round. In this world, it was just natural, and it was also a natural thing to date someone.


  The reason why I hadn’t really thought about it too deeply was because I knew that with her personality, Arina would never date anyone. She pretty much rejected everyone and I assumed that she was allergic to people.


  However, when my sister asked me what I would do if Arina started dating someone, surprisingly, I was at a loss for words when I confronted her question head-on.


  “I wonder. I hadn’t really thought of it.”


  “Bruh seriously?”


  “Well, if Arina goes out with someone, I guess I’ll stop being involved with her.”


  “Yeah, that’ll probably happen.”


  “I don’t like messing with other people’s relationships or have them fall apart cause of me.”


  “Nii-chan, you’re kind of a sad person.”


  “Guess so. In a previous life, I was probably a caveman who got squashed by a mammoth.”


  


  It was Tuesday after school, in the Rose garden.


  “—and then my sister told me if you started dating someone, the Rose Garden would disband and I’ll disappear, so you don’t have to worry.”


  “What are you talking about all of a sudden?”


  Arina looked at me skeptically, as if I were a suspicious person. Her eyes were telling me that if I didn’t shut up right now, I’m gonna be flayed alive.


  Thinking back at the conversation I had with my sister three days ago, I realized that Arina might think that I’m a pain in the ass. So I thought I should make things clear. It might not be any of my business, but…


  “Simply put, if you date anyone, I’ll disappear so that you can love each other in peace.”


  “I’m going to throw up.”


  “You good?”


  “Put yourself in the shoes of a person who was told to ‘love’ by a guy who looks like a minced bloody worm.”


  “That would be… hell.”


  I guess it was none of my business.


  “You’re popular. If you get into a relationship with a guy, he might try to attack me. With strange rumors. Even I don’t like that.”


  “I’m already suffering from rumors. It’s your fault.”


  “It’s not my fault. It’s some idiot’s delusions.”


  “Yeah yeah.”


  “Let’s stop talking about it. Now then, what’re we doing today?”


  I was running out of ideas and was trying to think of a plan.


  “If you were dating me, I’ll disappear as well, so it’s mutual.”


  Suddenly, Arina threw some words at me.


  “What? We’re dating?”


  “Huh? I’m going to toss you into a shredder. If you go out with someone, I’ll disappear just like you, so don’t worry. Same as what you’re thinking.”


  “Our relationship is pretty interesting. It’s like a contest to see who gets a boyfriend or girlfriend first.”


  “I don’t think it’s even a contest. Both you and I don’t seem to date anyone.”


  “True.”


  I couldn’t help but let out a chuckle. Hiding her face with her book, Arina also chuckled, with her shoulders shaking.


  There was a warmth spreading throughout my chest which made me forget about the cold.


  


  As winter approached, the students were wearing cardigans and other forms of heavy clothing. While I also wore a cardigan, the cold air came in through my legs and I felt cold. My breath turned white and the days of gray skies continued. There was still no sign of snow.


  As a 2nd year, this winter will be the final winter of my high school life that I can spend in peace. Next year, I’ll be taking entrance exams as well as studying for the center exam.[3] I’m sure Aki-senpai is working hard.


  At this time of year, my phone’s battery life gets worse. It seems that the cold weather affects the chemicals and voltage. I shoved it into my pocket and warmed it up with my body heat on the way to school. I tried to avoid using it as much as possible, but when I heard the vibration of an incoming mail, I had no choice but to take it back out.


  [Call me if you want to do anything after school.]


  It was from Arina. I had wondered to myself if it was a girlfriend, texting me in the morning. Of course, I knew it wasn’t, since it was so formal.


  At the same time, I realized how much I’ve grown and what I’ve accomplished, since I could finally say “I’m finally getting along with Arina well enough to get mails.”


  This email address was worth a lot of money. Mainly for men, of course. I wondered how many people in the school had Arina’s phone number and email address. Maybe a handful? It’s definitely worth money.


  Lately, there hasn’t been much activity.


  The cold weather made it hard for me and Arina to help out with the sports clubs. I admire the people who are doing club activities. All we did was meet at the Rose Garden after school for casual conversations, me getting verbally assaulted, and occasionally helping with the student council and cultural club activities. We’ve been interacting with the student council since the cultural festival. Since Tsuru invited me, I didn’t really have any reason to refuse, so it was becoming a regular occurrence.


  I sent a reply. [There’s not really anything much, so I’m free.] I’m free, but Arina will head to the Rose Garden. Whether anything happens or not, we’ll always go there.


  But today, I have plans. I’m going to talk to Akakusa-sensei again about Arina.


  I strongly felt that I had to change my perception of Arina once again.


  


  Notes:


  [1] Check this article here for info


  [2] The word for “she” in Japanese (kanojo) is the same word for “girlfriend”. In order to clarify, Sui says “she” and “girlfriend” in English


  [3] Center exams are a type of standardized test used by most universities in Japan


  Chapter 47 – Your True Feelings


  As soon as I entered the staff room, I told Akakusa-sensei that I needed to see her. She immediately understood that it had something to do with Arina, so we moved to a different place.


  We went to the student guidance room. As I had never done anything wrong, the place was unrelated to me, making me unnecessarily anxious.


  “I’m sorry this was so sudden.”


  “It’s fine. I got the rough gist of things.”


  “Have you noticed Arina’s change during the fashion show?”


  “Of course.”


  I told sensei about the conversation I had with the other Arina after the fashion show. They both insisted that they weren’t the base personalities, they both wanted to disappear for the other’s sake, and they both had lapses in memory. I talked about Arina in detail. Sensei listened intently all throughout.


  And finally, I said,


  “Shouldn’t Arina be taken to the hospital? I believe my involvement with her to obviously be a bad influence. I think it would be better for her to get proper treatment.”


  “I’ve also recommended that to her. But, you know, she doesn’t want it. When I told her that once, she said, ‘This is between myself and my other self’s. I don’t want to be strangely tampered with.'”


  “I wonder if I’m an exception.”


  Taking a deep breath, Akakusa-sensei took an unnatural pause.


  “…This is a secret, ‘kay?”


  “I’m curious.”


  “This is really confidential. Can you keep a secret?”


  “I will, I will.”


  “Well, actually, the other Arina asked me to ‘Please find a good person for me to talk to.'”


  “Wai– Akakusa-sensei, you didn’t decide this on your own?!”


  “Right. She asked me. I thought Sui-kun would be decent for the job, so I dragged you into the library that day.”


  So instead of being on Akakusa-sensei’s whim, Arina and I met as per her own request.


  But the gentle Arina told me, ‘That’s enough.’ And Arina, with her venomous tongue, is back at square one. Starting from scratch. Back to the girl reading a book in the library.


  And that might be euphoria for Arina. But, when I first met Arina, she seemed to be angry that I tried to dispel her loneliness.


  “What am I supposed to do?”


  “Look her straight in the eyes and talk to her. I’m sure Arina will tell you what she’s really thinking. There’s nothing I can do anymore. You and Arina are going to have to find the way yourselves. I realize I’m leaving you hanging, but Arina-san really needs you. For sure.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “A woman’s intuition.”


  “What great timing for that line…”


  “You know, feelings that aren’t able to be expressed with words are very important. I believe that to be true. You’re a special person to Arina. I can tell, with my senses, my intuition. I’m sure of it. Believe in yourself, and in Arina.”


  I didn’t want to argue, as I strangely felt persuaded. I guess that’s what sensei meant by “intuition”.


  I felt uneasy every time I interacted with Arina. I became vaguely anxious. Somewhere in the back of my mind, there was a concerning question.


  ｢What the hell are you doing?｣


  


  School passed by in a flash.


  I had originally planned to talk to Akakusa-sensei after school, but I remembered that she complained about working overtime before, so I decided to talk to her during the lunch break. I told Arina in advance that I had nothing for her today.


  Regardless, she would be there in the Rose Garden.


  “Sui-dono.”


  “What’s up, horsie?”


  “I’m not wearing that anymore. Recently, I’ve been feeling like Ruka-san’s been approaching me.”


  “Congrats.”


  “Is that what it is? Is it that?”


  “Yup, it’s that.”


  “She might— like me…?”


  “Yup, that’s it.”


  “WOOOOOOOHOOOOOOO!”


  I hope I was able to complete Ruka’s request.


  As Ruka was aware of her lady-like demeanor, she was unable to take the first step of “talking to Makoto”, so she asked for my help.


  I wonder how it turned out. I looked around the class to find Ruka. There she was. She gave me a thumbs up. In response, I did the same. I held it up in a way so that Makoto wouldn’t notice.


  I have no idea whether or not Makoto had any feelings for Ruka. If she had feelings for him, then this is the best setting for her. Do I wanna ask her about it? Nah, it’s none of my business. If I went any further, it felt like I was doing them a disservice.


  “Sui-dono. It’s fine if I count on this, right?”


  “It’s fine, isn’t it? Be happy.”


  “Thank you! Sui too!”


  “I’ll be single for the rest of my life.”


  As I left the classroom, I gave Ruka a double thumbs up.


  [Good luck. You can do it.]


  [Thank you.]


  We had a telepathic conversation.


  Ruka gave me a small bow. She really is lady-like.


  As I left the classroom, Tsuru caught me. Did this school organize a plan to keep me from going to the Rose Garden?


  “Sui, wait!”


  “Here’s the gal with the smartest brain in the school. What’s up?”


  “There’s a weird rumor going around!”


  “Don’t say anything, don’t say anything. I’m not dating anyone.”


  “Nah, I don’t really care about Sui’s love life. Have you heard of the ‘Phantom Hiwa Arina Theory’?”


  “Is that supposed to be a legendary Pokemon?”


  “An Arina-san that no one else saw before, appeared at the fashion show! Sui was there too!”


  “Ah…”


  That was when her personality swapped. For those who weren’t aware of what was going on, it must have been weird. Especially for the models who were up with her. Arina returned from the stage with a completely reversed personality.


  “Wasn’t that cause she was nervous?”


  “It was obviously a different person though.”


  “Umu. Must’ve been an illusion.”


  “Yeah, an illusion!”


  Tsuru was miffed and moody. She must have been skeptical of my vague answer.


  “Oh, I’ve heard about that too.”


  Shirona jumped in from the side. It feels like I haven’t talked to her in years. It had been awkward for both of us since the “past confession.” It seemed like she was fine now though.


  However, I was still shaken.


  “W-What are you two doing?”


  “Shirona’s heard about it too?”


  “Yeah. Arina-san became an entirely different person.”


  “Right, right! Hey, Sui. You know something, don’t you? Tell me. I saw it too!”


  “I’m not Arina’s kojien. Besides, it might just be our misunderstanding.”


  The unsatisfied on her expression grew deeper.


  For the first time in my life, I had realized that I was not very good at lying. I had no choice but to book it out of there.


  “Oh no. I have to save the planet—”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “This is bad. I have to save the planet. I need to slow down the expansion speed before the universe rips apart.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Say what you want. I need to go to save the planet. I don’t have much time to talk in the hallway. Now, ojou-san. You must make the most out of your after-school hours.”


  Before I could see their reactions, I ran away. It felt like the setting sun boosted my back.


  I shouldn’t have run in the hallway, but I had no choice. I needed to protect Arina’s situation. It’s a price I’m willing to pay, even if it does negatively affect my attitude towards life. Thank you, poisonous rose.


  Please spare me from your abuse.


  


  “Why did you come, filth?”


  That’s what she said to me as soon as I entered the Rose Garden.


  She told me directly that I was filth.


  “Go to the bathroom already. Use the big one. It will be easier to drain if you’re sitting.”


  “This is like a horror movie.”


  Sure enough, Arina was in the Rose Garden. Surrounded by flowers, she seemed to be reading a book. Although she didn’t say it, she seemed to like this place a lot.


  “You. I thought you did not have anything to do today.”


  “I had to do something urgent.”


  “For me?”


  “Yeah.”


  Arina furrowed her brow. I got my third frustrated face of the day.


  I sat down in front of Arina, across the desk. Arina looked uncomfortable, she crossed her legs and turned her body top an angle, but I faced forward and started talking.


  “I talked to the other you at the festival.”


  “I’ve heard, I know.”


  “And I don’t know if it’s a good idea for Arina to be involved with me.”


  “I see.”


  “You and the other Arina both think of yourselves as personalities that arose throughout the course of your lives. So I just don’t even know anymore. I don’t even know who I’m supposed to be saving. What is salvation, in the first place? I don’t know what Arina wants. What’s the right path for her?


  To be honest, I think my existence is a cancer to her. I don’t think I’m going in the right direction. No- I can’t explain it well. But I really don’t know.”


  Arina listened on in silence. She didn’t mock me, nor did she get angry. She just listened to me with a calm expression.


  “It doesn’t really matter, does it? There’s a meaning behind you being here.”


  That was a word that I hadn’t thought would come up. Startled, my brain ceased thinking.


  “I am… a lonely woman. A troublesome woman holding onto painful memories and emotions. The past locks me down and messes with me. There are so many things I don’t remember well. I look back at my albums, and they don’t ring a bell. My family seemed like strangers at first.”


  I didn’t understand the context. I couldn’t keep up with it.


  Arina was in tears. It felt like a wall had been broken down. Her tears struck my heart.


  “I… was bullied.”


  Chapter 48 – [Side] Hiwa Arina


  When a man named Sakaki Sui appeared in front of me, I was in the worst mood.


  I always carry a small notebook with me.


  It’s an ordinary notebook, but one that I would never show anyone. This notebook is my proof, an important notebook that guides me. If I lost it, I believe I would just cover my ears and crouch down.


  I became aware of another me inside of myself in the third year of junior high. No, it was the other way around. I was the other one.


  The colors exploded.


  I didn’t know the world before that explosion. For me, it was like I was just born.


  I didn’t know where I was nor who I was. There was just a high school girl[1], sweating in the midsummer sun, standing in the road. The girl seemed to be on her way to school.


  Fearfully, I opened the bag on my shoulder to check it’s contents, but none of the things seemed to be mine. It felt like I had been robbed.


  It wasn’t until the fingerprint authentication came through that I knew it was mine. I started getting to know myself.


  My name is Hiwa Arina. My address was listed under the account information of an online shopping site. When I looked through the contact information and saw the names, their faces didn’t come to mind. Even the face of an important person such as my mother didn’t come up. I couldn’t find any contact information for my father.


  An unbearable feeling of loneliness overwhelmed me and I rushed to the park in order to escape and sat on a bench. I couldn’t go to school.


  I am a third year junior high school student— Hiwa Arina.


  At home, there was a notebook.


  In beautiful handwriting, the words Hiwa Arina were written on the cover. And thinking it was just a study tool, I casually flipped it open.


  On the back of the cover, the first thing I saw was:


  [If you don’t remember writing in this notebook, it has been a long time. What begins on the next page is your history.]


  Hah…


  I thought I was down bad. I was disappointed in myself since I thought only boys would write such news. I stopped reading before I became embarrassed.


  Okaa-san hadn’t come home yet. She seemed to be at work.


  I could see her face from the pictures up on the wall. However, it was hard to guess what kind of person she was just based off of the pictures. Besides, I didn’t know what kind of voice I used to use to talk to my mother or what kind of attitude I had. Even if I met her, she would give me a questioning look.


  I wanted to keep this under wraps as much as possible. It felt like my qualia was screaming at me to not worry my mother.


  So, I tried to find “me” by looking at the recorded videos on my phone, but there was nothing. I numbly. opened that notebook again.


  I felt sick after only reading a couple of pages.


  There was a detailed description of Hiwa Arina.


  There was who she liked, who had confessed their love to her.


  Her height, weight, eyesight, blood type, voice tone, facial expressions, behaviors, personality, relationships, favorite cafe, hobbies.


  My status was completely recorded. What happened each day was also recorded. I hadn’t skipped a single day. There were nine notebooks total, covering about three years. All of the records from the latter half of sixth grade to now, the third year of junior high, was packed inside.


  I looked through the ninth notebook first, which contained information about my recent activities. In the ninth notebook, I found the record from the summer of my second year of junior high until the present. Forgetting about the time, I traced through my life. In the records, I put more emphasis on the emotions of the moment rather than on the events that transpired or what I did. For each event, there were ten real-time feelings and five impressions there. That’s how it was allocated.


  I seemed to be popular.


  And indeed, when I went to wash my face in the bathroom and saw my face for the first time, I said, “Wow. I’m so beautiful.” I just stared. It sounded like someone else’s problem, but it was definitely me.


  I was horrified at the page that listed the names of the people who had confessed to me. Their background, result, and impressions were all carefully written down. And they were all brilliantly refused. That firm stance was like that of someone else. It was as if I was looking down on myself, using myself to write the diary, even.


  Indeed, that’s what I felt like right now. It was written by Hiwa Arina, not me. I was reading these records from the perspective of a third party.


  Surprisingly, I felt a sense of intimacy.


  I thought I was the only one in the world, but there was a girl in this notebook who had a similar situation to myself. And it existed just for me.


  I found out that I was being bullied.


  The cause seemed to be jealously. Even here, Hiwa Arina wrote everything down objectively. Her handwriting wasn’t shaky due to her being upset, and the words ran smoothly.


  Hiwa Arina was a girl who treated everyone indiscriminately, but she doesn’t step beyond a certain line and doesn’t let anyone cross it either.


  Not that there was anything wrong with that kind of behavior. But some people were offended by her attitude. It was natural for them to think that way. You can’t control the discoloration of your mind. Of course, it was impossible not to think about it.


  Hiwa Arina seemed to have been the target of bullying due to her human passions. However, she didn’t seem to be in a pessimistic mindset. She may have just been pretending to be calm, but she looked at everything objectively. It was like the perspective of a God in novels. She was observing.


  After reading through the notebook, I came back to myself. Who was I in the first place? I didn’t know anything. I’m not like a baby, but I had no links.


  This notebook was addressed to me. This Hiwa Arina knows I existed. But I was born only a few hours ago, so how? Was she an esper or something? Did she know me even before I was born? Did she predict the future?


  I didn’t know her, but she knew me.


  I was like an amnesiac.


  


  I went to school the next day.


  I made sure to act and talk to my mom like it was written in the notebook and filled my head with some background info. She didn’t seem suspicious of me. I thought she was a very nice person. I blamed myself for saying that like it was someone else’s problem. I shouldn’t be saying something like that because she was my mother, my precious blood relative.


  It wasn’t like I dreaded the idea of going to school. Don’t be fooled by this. I only know how much I am hated and loathed in writing. After all, they’re just letters. There’s a limit to how much you can express with them.


  After a day, it turned out that the gossip was terrible.


  There were whispers near me that came at a delicate volume.


  “So fake.”


  I knew it wasn’t me they talked about, but Hiwa Arina. I decided to not worry about it, but surprisingly, I got angry. Being honest, my resentment burned like a volcanic flame. I couldn’t be apathetic towards someone who tried to undermine my only ally, Hiwa Arina. She had been trying to support me long before I knew her.


  That’s why I decided to fight for Hiwa Arina. Although our personalities may be complete opposites, I’m also Hiwa Arina. I’m strong-minded and outspoken. The Hiwa Arina in my notebook was a delicate girl, but I won’t act like one. So I can protect her. I’ll reject anyone who tries to undermine me, and write it down in the notebook so I won’t have any trouble when my personality switches.


  After I made that decision, the reputation I held at school changed drastically. I heard that I’d become a sadist and had changed. Indeed, I’ve become a different person.


  I thought it was a good sign. If she had continued being bullied, I thinks he would have committed suicide. It was crazy to be able to look at myself so objectively. Maybe it was a psychological sense of mental separation or something. If that was the case, she must have reached her limit. The fact that I’m here right now is proof of that.


  Still, the bullying continued here and there. The network and group of girls is a frightening thing and harassment of me quickly stepped up. It was simple things that could only be called sordid. Sand on my desk and in my shoes. Stolen shoes. I was treated like a nobody.


  But not everyone in the school was my enemy. The boys would give me enthusiastic “I love you’s” and some girls treated me without prejudice. I have a feeling it was a different community.


  After a few months of this, I had amnesia for three whole days.


  I thought it was like a time leap. I closed my eyes and the next moment I opened them, the scenery had changed. And three days had passed. Even though my rational mind tried to remain calm, my instincts were fluctuating. I quickly opened up my notebook. And as I expected, the other me had left behind a sentence.


  [I think I’m ready to die.]


  I was struck by a fear that felt like the world was about to collapse. I quickly investigated what had happened.


  It didn’t take long. My mother’s lunch was thrown. Nothing that extreme had ever happened before. In fact, the situation had recently calmed down. I thought it was because I was getting tougher and they were getting boring, but apparently, they had just reached the end of their patience. I wasn’t sure if they were trying to tell me to “get a grip” or what. If that’s what they wanted to say, then I’ll say this back.


  “I can’t stand looking at your heart.”


  The main offender was taken aback when I told her that. She got upset that I talked directly to her since I had ignored her for a long time. The other party got quite bullish.


  “I said I was sorry. I didn’t bump into you on purpose.”


  I hit her as hard as I could. Time inside the classroom stopped for a moment.


  My divorced mother wakes up early every day to make lunch for me. In order to support her only daughter, my feeble mother desperately works every day. Even when she’s tired, she smiles and says, “Have a good day,” thinking of me, her daughter.


  She treated my lunch box as if it were just an object, the kind lunch box from a kind mother who always took care not to make me anxious about my father’s absence. She has no idea how frustrating it is. She doesn’t know the mother who nods at the family accounting book or the mother who yawns while getting ready at five in the morning. For the first time, I thought ignorance was a sin.


  After graduating from junior high, my attitude remained the same. The people against me were gone, but I couldn’t trust people anymore. The only people in the world I could trust were my mother and Hiwa Arina.


  As soon as I entered high school, people started to whisper about me. It was not about the bullying in junior high, but rather a beautiful first year. I continued to turn down confessions, as Hiwa Arina had done, and sent them away with a harsh line. Isolation didn’t make me feel better, but I can’t fix my personality. This is who I am.


  The day had come where whispers of bullying started happening in high school. I was impressed that there were such people everywhere. And then I realized that I had been thinking about this whole past as if it was someone else’s problem. In junior high, I had an attitude because I thought the bullying was aimed at Hiwa Arina, not me. I had realized too late and there was nothing I could do about it.


  At the same time, I wondered if Hiwa Arina was using me as a replacement. I thought that she had created me out of a desire to push the unpleasantness onto her other-self. But, strangely enough, I didn’t resent that. I believed that I was here because of what happened.


  I was aware that I would need to become whole at some point. I was aware that I needed to become an unwanted existence, so I had to at least create that environment around me. But there was no way to do so. I was trapped in the confines of high school.


  When Akakusa-sensei appeared, I became worried.


  “Arina-san, how long have you been here?”


  I told her about my true feelings.


  I told her that I needed to change in order for the other me to come out and that I needed her help. I asked about what I should do to make that happen. I believe I was saying a lot of crazy things. At any rate, Akakusa-sensei was the first person I told my secret to. I let it all out.


  A male student named Sakaki Sui showed up.


  That day, I was feeling awful. My skirt had been torn. Obviously, it wasn’t a natural tear. The cloth had been cut in a straight line. I didn’t know who it was, but it seemed that my enemy was still desperate for my attention.


  I got fed up with this guy Sui who was approaching me. I was thinking, “I’m gonna have to look up your real name to put in the list of confessions inside the notebook,” but then he said something unexpected.


  “I’m going to rehabilitate you. Come on, sit down.”


  Rehabilitation.


  I believed a turning point had arrived.


  Something was going to change. I was sure of it.


  Just like me, Sakaki Sui was a strange person.


  However, he was also a fresh and inspiring person that could show me things.


  Surely he would be able to put Hiwa Arina at ease.


  I analyzed things objectively.


  


  ‘I wonder if it’s okay for me to have a good time with him until I’m gone.


  What do you think? Arina.’


  I wrote that down and closed the notebook.


  Today was finally the day of the festival. I borrowed a dress my mom used to use when she was a model, and I had to win because I’m participating in a fashion show. I wanted to show it to my mom, but she would have to be satisfied with the pictures.


  I told him not to come, but I had to wonder if he really wouldn’t come.


  I put my shoes on and checked to see if I left anything behind. Okay, they’re fine. I raised my toes, checked that they were comfortable, and thumped them on the ground, casually signaling to my mom I was leaving the house. The sound of my mother rubbing her slippers always made me feel at peace. It was my favorite sound.


  Mom came out of the kitchen. Wiping her hands on her apron, she gave her usual gentle smile.


  “Have a good day, Arina.”


  “Yeah, I’m heading off!”


  


  Notes:


  [1]　Not sure why the author used high school girl (joshikousei) instead of (joshichuugakusei) but whatever


  
    Chapter 49 – The One and Only You


    When she finished telling me about her past, she sat back down on her chair with her eyes down.


    Her eyelashes were still wet and she looked like she was about to start crying again. If I was one of those popular guys, I would probably say some gentle words to comfort her in this situation. But sadly, I wasn’t eloquent enough with my words to do that, so I decided to keep quiet and listened to her words. 


    She let out a sniffle, followed by a deep sigh. She looked mentally exhausted.


    “What can I do to help you, Arina?”


    There were ten seconds of silence before she answered my question.


    “…I don’t know.”


    “Then, do you want to stay like this? Don’t you have something you want to do?”


    Arina kept her gaze down, she seemed to be pondering about something. Most likely, she already had something in mind, but she hesitated to say it out loud.


    I don’t know what she is hesitating about, but whatever things she’s going to ask of me, I’ll try my best to help her with it. We might have met each other by chance, one could say that it was a miracle that we met, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t go all out to lend her a hand. After all, she was like me, a fellow weirdo.


    I wonder what would have happened to her if Akakusa-sensei didn’t tell me to help her? We would never have met each other and she would forever be ‘the girl with venomous tongue’ to me. I shuddered when I thought of that possibility. That would be a sad future for both of us…


    Human relationships were akin to a mixture of colors. Whenever we made a connection with someone, that someone would influence us in some way or another, and gradually we would change, just like colors when they were mixed with other colors. That was exactly what happened to both of me and Arina. Her presence left a big impression on me, and before I knew it, I was influenced by her.


    “…I want you to help me… To tell my mom… About the real me…”


    “Alright. I got your back.”


    “…Thank you, Sui…”


    For the first time, this toxic girl referred to me by my name.


    I’ll creep you out for a second. Don’t you think my name sounds cool? Yes, of course it does, it’s the coolest sounding name in the world.


    Arina then grabbed my hand and slumped her face down on the desk. Her hand was trembling and she looked so fragile at that moment. As our hands touched each others’, I felt our body temperature melded together. It was like we were connected by something… Yeah, I know this sounds perverted, leave me alone.


    But, I’m sure that God will let me get away with this. After all, isn’t it a heart-warming scene? I’m a going-home club member, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have the right to enjoy a moment like this.


    Today was the day when I touched Arina for the first time.


    *  *  *


    The next day. Well this didn’t really matter, but Makoto went out with Ruuka.


    Apparently, she confessed her feelings to him and he accepted it. I knew this would happen sooner or later, but I didn’t expect it to happen this quickly.


    “Sorry, Sui. I’m leaving you behind.”


    “What the hell are you on about? Do whatever you like, I don’t care.”


    He spoke to me with a high spirit before the homeroom started.


    He seemed really happy, so I just congratulated him with all my heart.


    “I’m glad for you… Finally you can find your happiness…”


    “Oh crap, that made me tear up…”
 “What are you, my daughter?”


    Ruuka was probably in a similar mental state as him. After all, she was finally able to be together with him.


    “Anyway, what about you, Sui?”


    “What? You have more business with a single man like me?”


    “When will you go out with Hiwa?”


    “Never. Tomato juice is all I need to attain my happiness.”


    “You need to get rid of your tomato juice obsession…”


    “It’s too late, I’m far too deep with my obsession, blame my sister for this.”


    “Anyway, you’re the only person who’s close to Hiwa right now, so make sure to get along with her.”


    “If she wants me to, sure.”


    What did he mean by getting along with her, I wonder?


    The one I got along with… Was him… So, should I treat Arina like how I’d normally treat him?


    Well, whatever, I shouldn’t think too much about it. Everything should be fine as long as both Arina and me enjoy our time together.


    *  *  *


    Something unexpected happened during the lunch break.


    Arina walked into my classroom. I was in the middle of lunch with Makoto and her, coming in so suddenly, made me drop my sausage. It had been a while since she came here. The last time she came here was back when I met up with Shirona after school, I believe.


    Makoto was also surprised and dropped his chopsticks. Oh, right, why am I having my lunch with him again? Is it okay for him to not eat together with Ruuka?


    Anyway, Arina came to the classroom looking for me.


    “Come to the library.”


    “Got it, wait for me there.”


    She said in her normal tone.


    Why is she asking me to go to the library and not Rose Garden?


    I quickly finished my lunch.


    “Sui, are you going to die?”


    “What? No.”


    “Thanks for everything, man… It was fun… Being with you…”


    “You ass, are you mocking me right now?”


    *  *  *


    Right before I entered the library, I felt a sense of deja vu.


    This was the place where I first met Arina. I remembered Akakusa-sensei dragging me by the neck back then. It felt so nostalgic.


    This was the place where everything started. I wonder if she invited me here with this in mind? I mean, if she wanted to talk normally, going to the Rose Garden would be better, no? I puzzled over it for a long time before eventually stopped thinking about it and entered the library.


    Inside, I found Arina sitting in the same seat she sat on back when she first met me.


    I sat down across from her. Then, she opened her mouth to speak.


    “Do you wanna know why I read books?”


    “Because they’re interesting?”


    “Correct. Books allow you to read through the soul of the author. Thinking it this way, they seem interesting, no?”


    “Are you calling me out just to tell me this?”


    “Yes and no. You see, because of my condition, I grew an interest in people. What lies beneath the exterior they put on upfront? And something like that. I found myself wondering about my relationship with the other me. Are we supposed to be separate entities, like oil and water? Or are we just an extension of each other? Of course, I failed to reach an answer, though, not like there’s an answer to this kind of question… But, you know… Whenever I’m reading a book, it feels like I’m communicating with the soul of the author… I couldn’t feel the existence of the other me… I feel free… That’s the reason why I’m reading books…”


    She talked in a really soft voice, I almost thought that this was the other Arina.


    “And that’s the same feeling I get whenever I’m talking to you. I’m not saying that you’re special or anything… After all, I feel the same way toward both Tsuru and Shirona. But that would never happen without you, Sakaki Sui. Among everyone, I trust you the most…”


    “I’m happy to hear that…”


    “Today… Will you accompany me to my house?”


    “Eh?”


    That sudden invitation caught me off guard.


    “If you’re thinking of doing something strange, I’m going to kill you for real.”


    I couldn’t even think, my mind went completely blank.


    Will the police capture me if I were to enter a girl’s room?


    “My mother… I want to tell her everything… So, please… Help me…”


    “…Got it. I’ll give you my full support!”


    At my words, she showed me a gentle smile.


    She looks so cute… Not cuter than my little sister, but she’s right below her.

  


  
    Chapter 50 – Troubles


    Is it okay for a high school boy to enter a high school girl’s house or room?


    Legally speaking, yes of course it’s okay.


    As long as said boy stays out of trouble, it won’t be a problem.


    But…


    Common sense said otherwise.


    If a group of friends were to hang out together, then people would treat it lightly, but it would be a different matter when a single high school boy entered the house of a high schol girl. They would assume that both the boy and the girl had a relationship deeper than just friends. To quote Nostradamus, ‘it’s fucked up’.


    If someone from the same school were to witness you going to a girl’s house, chances were your social life would be finished right there. Since high school students were naturally filled with vigor, they would spin the story to fit in their agendas to make it sound more interesting. Not to mention that, you would need to explain yourself to them over and over, to stop any unpleasant rumors from circulating. 


    In my case, things would be worse than normal since Arina’s mother was a single mother. I doubt that she would be amused by my presence there, after all, I’m a weirdo. And there’s also the matter of their past. There should be a deep story behind their family’s background and I don’t want to accidentally bring that topic up in the middle of our conversation.


    With that reason in mind, I was reluctant to accept Arina’s invitation, but I’ve promised to help her so I shouldn’t back down from this. In the end, I decided to accept it and moved on.


    So, I left the school with Arina by my side.


    I was feeling antsy. Sure, we did a lot of things together after school, but walking home side by side together like this was a first. This felt like a scene that only came out in romcoms and it felt strangely burdensome.


    We walked in complete silence.


    The sound of the cars and rustling wind in the background sounded unnaturally loud to me, but that was probably caused by my nervousness.


    “What are you grinning about?”


    “I’m not grinning! It’s my panicked face… I’m going to go inside a girl’s room after all, it’s only a natural reaction!”


    “You’ve never entered a girl’s room before?”


    “No, I have. A lot of times.”


    “Eh?”


    She opened her eyes wide before her expression turned into a pout. Her expressions have become more varied lately.


    “I-It can’t be… S-Shirona’s room?”


    “Are you an idiot? Of course I’m talking about my sister’s.”


    Yes. My sister is a girl. If anyone were to say otherwise, I’ll burn him at a stake. I’m not kidding, I’d do it for real.


    I’ve lost count on how many times I went there, since she called me often. That was why, I just told her ‘a lot of times’ without specifying a numerical value.


    And Shirona’s room… Of course I’ve never been there, why would I even go there in the first place? I shook my head in dismay. Right after that, a rather strong force hit me dead in the face. Arina used a hammer throw on me using her hand bag. Though, the force was weaker than I expected. ‘I don’t want you to fall, so I held back a little’, she said after I regained my balance. What a tsundere.


    On a related note, there was a story when I entered my sister’s room without her permission. All of a sudden, everything inside her room became upside down. Her bookcase, her desk, her bed and even the things on the carpet were upside down. Well, I didn’t get injured, but recovering from that state felt terrible. Ever since that day, I swore to never enter her room without her permission ever again.


    After that, Arina and I messed around while walking before we took a train to her house. After getting off the train and a short walk, we finally arrived at the Hiwa’s residence.


    Her house looked ordinary, but the fact that this was her house made my stomach churn.


    “Hurry up and enter. Or else, I’ll call the police.”


    “I could see that happening in the near future… I’m scared…”


    “Just shut up and enter.”


    I hesitantly entered the Hiwa’s Residence.


    The smell of a stranger’s house felt so alien, yet refreshing. After saying ‘Excuse me’, I took off my shoes. I noticed that there was another pair of shoes besides Arina’s. I assumed it was her mother’s.


    “Arina, wait.”


    I called out to her in a quiet voice.


    “What?”


    “…Is your mother at home right now?”


    “Yes. She isn’t working today.”


    I wasn’t prepared for this.


    I thought we would be waiting for her mother to come home before we start talking to her, but apparently that wasn’t the case. Because of that, my nervousness went up another level.


    “Are we going to meet her right now?”


    “Yes, but…”


    Dear Arina-san. To you, she is your mother, someone you could talk with casually, but to me, she’s nothing but a stranger. Just think about it, if an unidentified male were to barge into a room where the tenants consist of two women, wouldn’t they feel uneasy? Arina-san, you might trust me, but will your mother also trust me too?


    “Arina, please introduce me to your mother first. Just tell her that I’m your friend. I don’t want to scare her.”


    “Scare her? What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t mind that part, please, I’m in your care!”


    She gave me a nod, despite seeming unconvinced, even though I showed her my sincerity by talking politely.


    Arina took me into the living room. Her mother was there, sitting while reading a newspaper.


    At first glance, I immediately noticed that she was Arina’s mother. She looked similar to Arina. Her beauty mesmerized me. How could a human look this beautiful?


    “I’m home, mom.”


    “Welcome back… And, this is?…”


    Arina! Tell her that I’m your friend.


    I reminded her via the radio waves I emanated. I’ve never sent out radio waves before, so, to someone who didn’t know what I was doing, they would only see me frowning.


    “This is my friend, Sakaki Sui. He’s a weirdo.”


    “Wait, Arina-san, that’s just mean!”


    “Am I wrong, though?”


    “No, but… There should be a better way to introduce me, right?”


    I didn’t have any expectations and I’m glad I didn’t, because now, everything is ruined.


    But her mother seemed to be laughing, so it was probably a good thing that she introduced me that way?


    “Hello, Sui. I’m Arina’s mother.”


    “Sorry for the late introduction. I am Sakaki Sui, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry to intrude on such a short notice, but I came empty-handed.”


    “It’s fine. You don’t need to be so tense, relax.”


    Arina’s mother was very beautiful. She was elegant and the way she sat looked exactly like Arina. Her nose was sharp and her eyes were beautiful, like a pair of jewels. I guess it was true that beautiful women would give birth to beautiful girls.


    I heard that Arina’s mother used to work as a model. That made sense. She could appear in a magazine or TV and she wouldn’t look out of place. She had that kind of air.


    “Are you perhaps, Arina’s boyfriend?”


    “No no no, I’m not! I’m just a friend, that’s all there is to it!”


    I did nothing, yet I could feel a killing intent emanating from a certain someone’s direction. She wouldn’t do anything in front of her mother, but she would definitely stab me when I left the house. I wanted to live for another twenty years, but it seemed like that wish wouldn’t come true.


    “Mom, I need to talk to you.”


    Arina said in a serious tone. The atmosphere turned from a light-hearted one to a serious one in a matter of seconds. Her mother read the atmosphere accordingly and put the newspaper down.


    Arina put her bag down and took a seat across from her mother. She beckoned me to sit next to her, thus, I obeyed her and sat down. It felt uncomfortable. This gave me the same vibe as a TV drama scene where the guy was asking the girl’s parents for the girl’s hand in marriage. I wanted to go home.


    Her mother probably thought that we were going to talk about our relationship and I didn’t like that possibility. Her impression of me would turn into ‘That one guy who came to snatch away my daughter’ and she would be wary of me. I didn’t want that to happen.


    “Please don’t be surprised, mom…”


    “Is something wrong, Arina?”


    Arina’s words just sounded so wrong in this kind of situation. 


    “Actually, I’m–”


    She was at a loss for words.


    I knew what she was going to say. Something along the lines of ‘I’m not the Arina that you know, mom’, or ‘I have a double personality’.


    I wanted to encourage her, but at the same time it felt hard for me to speak up. Her mother’s face looked gloomy. She was probably thinking about the possibility of things happening between me and her own daughter. The fact that she didn’t know why I was here in the first place also didn’t help.


    ‘Actually, I’m pregnant.’


    Maybe her mother expected those words to come out of her mouth, but I was completely innocent, dear mother, please, don’t get the wrong idea! Arina, please, do your best to prove my innocence. 


    “Arina, it’s okay.”


    ‘It’s okay. Say it. I understand your pain.’ Her mother wore a worried look, it pained my heart to see it.


    Arina then placed a hand on her chest before letting out a deep sigh. Please say it quickly, Arina.


    I whispered to her in a quiet voice, ‘It’s fine, you won’t lose anything.’


    She then looked up and stared directly at her mother’s eyes. She made up her mind it seemed.


    “The current me, is not the me that you know, Mom. It’s a different me… I have a double personality…”

  


  
    Chapter 51 – Tears


    Arina’s mother turned her gaze down.


    Her lack of reaction took me aback since I expected her to be surprised after hearing her daughter’s confession.


    Arina frowned at me. She was probably wondering if she misspoke somewhere. Her action was understandable. After all, if I were in her mother’s shoes, I would probably laugh her confession off and say something like, ‘You’re too old to act like a middle schooler.’


    “So that’s what this is all about…”


    “Have you already figured it out…?”


    “No. But you’re my daughter, even if you tried to hide it, I’d notice everything, you know?”


    Arina’s mother was smiling when she said that, but I could see grief in her eyes. It wasn’t an expression one would love to see.


    On the other hand, Arina was puzzled. Her eyes were unfocused. She was probably trying to think of a response. I poked her leg, trying to tell her to get her act together.


    “…Do you remember back when it first started?”


    “Yes…”


    Her mother, once again, turned her gaze down and went silent for a few seconds.


    “Back when you were in the sixth grade throughout the eighth grade… I realized that you weren’t the Arina that I knew, but I knew that you were still you.”


    “W-Wait, are you trying to say that except for those three years, I was the Arina that you knew?”


    “Am I wrong?”


    “I don’t know. I have no memories of my life before the ninth grade… By extension, I also don’t know what happened to me before my sixth grade.”


    Arina’s mother was sharp, she found out about the truth just by observing her. It was probably her love toward her daughter that made her able to do it.


    But, Arina’s story about her lack of memory was too much for her to bear. After all, those were the precious memories that she made with her daughter and now, she found out that they were lost…


    Her mother then, bursted into tears.


    “Forgive me, Arina…”


    “Wait, mom? Why are you crying? There’s no need for you to cry… Huh?…”


    Seeing her mom like that, even Arina began to shed tears. Seeing both of them, I felt out of place. Did someone throw me into a chaotic realm by mistake? What was going on here anyway? Could anyone explain to me what was happening?


    It hurts to see them cry like this, so I decided to speak up.


    “Arina, you should go to your room and calm yourself down first. After that, you can come back here.”


    “…Mm…”


    Arina slung her bag over her shoulder and stood up.


    “Sorry…”


    As she walked past me, she put her lips to my ear and whispered that to me.


    I made sure that she was out of the living room before I started a conversation with her mother.


    “Let me set this straight first. We’re not in a relationship or anything like that, so please don’t worry. I’m just here to help her fix her attitude at school.”


    “Firstly, sorry for crying all of a sudden… Is something wrong with Arina at school?”


    “If I may be honest, she is a problem child. She kept hurling insults toward everyone and refused to communicate with anyone. How should I describe her? …Anti-social, maybe?”


    “Is that the truth?…”


    “Yes. In fact, I’m here because a teacher requested me to help her out… Also, I know that I might seem impolite, but, may I ask what happened to her in the past? If it’s hard to say, Ma’am, you don’t need to talk about it. I don’t want to create unnecessary discord between your relationship with Arina-san after all.”


    “Arina’s past, huh? …So, she forgot all about her past… It’s probably for the best…”


    “…So far, I’ve talked to two Arina-sans, the one we just talked to and the other Arina-san who was around back when she was in the sixth grade. The two of them had something in common, the lack of memories. From what I’ve seen, is it safe to assume that the first one is the original Arina-san that you’ve known since birth, Ma’am? I couldn’t get the answer out from her since she convinced herself that she is a newborn personality”


    Hearing my question, she had a troubled look on her face. ‘Should I tell him everything or keep my mouth shut?’ I could see from her face that she was struggling with that question.


    I really didn’t want to pry into this, but I had a feeling that things wouldn’t change unless I did.


    I pushed the feeling of guilt out of my heart and asked her once again.


    “If you don’t feel comfortable saying it out loud, then, you can write it down in a letter, Ma’am. Also, I swear that I’ll never tell anyone about this. You can trust me on this, after all, I’ve never told anyone about Arina-san’s mental state. When you’ve decided to write it down, you could send the letter to me at a later date, I could pay for the shipping fee.”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll give the letter to Arina later. I’ll put it inside an envelope so she can’t take a peek.”


    “Alright… But if you’re reluctant to do it, please, don’t force yourself to write it, Ma’am. After all, your and Arina-san’s feelings are my priority.”


    “Thank you, Sui-kun. Please, take care of Arina for me.”


    “Yes. I’ll do my best.”


    “But, Sui-kun, why do you care about her so much?”


    I wondered why. I liked Arina, but not as a girl. She was an interesting person and I enjoyed talking with her, but I wasn’t that attached to her.


    Maybe I just wanted to help her? I’ve been living a rather lethargic school life for so long that I enjoyed the moments I had with her.


    I didn’t mind lazing around like a corpse while being mocked by my sister, but, I’ve come to realize that messing around with someone after school felt more meaningful.


    Ever since my encounter with the girl named Hiwa Arina, I could feel that changes were happening to me.


    I liked Arina. Maybe that was the reason why I wanted to help her. I didn’t care about what would happen between us next, I just wanted to help her with all I got. That was my honest feeling.


    “I help her because I want to… Is that not a good enough reason?”


    “Hehe… That’s amazing… I’m glad that Arina befriended a wonderful person like you.”


    *   *   *


    I left the Hiwa household without saying goodbye to Arina.


    It felt so refreshing. After all, I finally realized what kind of person I truly was.


    Later on, I received an envelope from Arina.


    Inside of it, was her mother’s letter.


    After reading through the content, I felt a pang of regret. The content of the letter was, simply put, horrible.

  


  
    Chapter 52 – The Girl Who Waited Within Her Shell


    The following day, after I visited the Hiwa’s household.


    It was during the lunch break. I asked Makoto about the thing I was wondering about yesterday.


    “Dear Makoto, why aren’t you eating your lunch with your esteemed girlfriend instead of doing it with me?”


    “I want to do it, but I don’t have the courage to ask her… Besides, Ruuka normally eats with her friends…”


    “I’m sure she’ll be ecstatic to eat her lunch with you. You just need to man up and ask her directly. ”


    “How do I do that…”


    “Say, ‘eat lunch with me or I’ll break up with you’.”


    “Sui, what the hell?”


    “Just kidding. Anyway, just ask her. You want to eat your lunch with her, don’t you? It’s her we’re talking about, she won’t refuse you.”


    “But, Sui, I’m scared… What if I have a strange eating habit and she notices it? Wouldn’t the atmosphere turn awkward?”


    “Jeez, what are you, a maiden in love?”


    Ruuka was a proper lady, she won’t ask you out, Makoto, you have to take the lead here.


    Well, it wasn’t like he needed to rush or anything. Since he decided to play the long game, I could just wish him good luck.


    At that moment, Arina entered the classroom.


    My classmates who saw her, pointed in my direction and said, ‘Sui is over there!’ to her.


    This girl, coming here two days in a row, I could sense a natural disaster coming soon.


    After she saw me, she immediately walked up to me.


    “Here. Mom told me to give you this.”


    She gave me a brown envelope. The thing was glued shut and there was no sign that someone had previously opened it.


    “What is this about? Well, thank you for bringing it here.”


    I said while playing dumb. If Arina came to know that I knew what this was all about, she wouldn’t stop pestering me.


    “Anyway, why did you leave by yourself yesterday?”


    “I just wanted to give you and your mother some space. Wouldn’t it be awkward if I were to stay there?”


    “I-I don’t need your consideration!”


    “Now now, tune down your tsundere act, our dear friend Makoto over here is speechless by your performance.”


    Makoto stared at her in awe, this side of her was alien to him… He was actually trembling in fear at her unusual behavior.


    “Was Hiwa… This kind of person…?”


    “Who are you again? Ah, right, the horse-man.”


    “Ugh… Don’t remind me of that…”


    He seemed to experience a war flashback as he plopped down on his desk. It seemed like he died.


    “By the way, Arina, I have nothing to do today.”


    “Is that so? Thank you.”


    “Why are you thanking me?”


    “Yesterday.”


    She averted her gaze and immediately left the classroom, leaving in her wake, a brown envelope and the corpse of Makoto. I took the envelope and left the classroom. I’d attend Makoto’s funeral later, this one was a more pressing matter.


    I went to a bench in the courtyard and opened the envelope there.


    Inside was a piece of paper. At its very top, ‘Dear Sui-kun’ in katakana was written. Come to think of it, I’ve never told Arina’s mother how to write my name in kanji.


    ‘Dear Sui-kun.


    I still don’t know if writing to you is a good idea or not.


    After all, we just met yesterday and we barely even know each other. But at the same time, I want to do something and I’m not sure that I could tell you everything face-to-face. That’s why I decided to write. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.


    But please, keep everything you read here a secret, don’t tell anyone about it.


    Arina was abused by her father.


    Back when I was still working as a model, I rarely came home. Because of that, I was completely unaware of her situation.


    The abuse started back when she was in the fourth grade. The teacher at school noticed the signs of the abuse and reported it. But that only happened at the end of her fifth grade. I really was a failure of a mom, I didn’t notice it before it was too late. I hugged and apologized to her while crying, but her eyes looked empty.


    After that, I desperately tried to take custody of her. I divorced my husband and changed my name back to my maiden’s name, Hiwa.


    But, even though her father was gone, her eyes were still empty. Then, shortly after she entered the sixth grade, she began to act strangely. Sometimes she acted cheerfully, like a totally different person, while other times she became the strong headed Arina that you knew.


    At first, the cheerful Arina only appeared occasionally, most of the time, it was the strong headed Arina that was here, the Arina that I’ve always known since her birth. It was around this time that I noticed the discrepancies in the cheerful Arina’s memories..


    But things changed halfway through the sixth grade. The strong willed Arina stopped appearing, replaced by the cheerful Arina who didn’t have the memory of being abused by her father. I was worried about her, but I was too scared to do anything. I didn’t want her to remember that feeling again, so I decided to let her be.


    Really, I’m a failure as a mother…


    And finally, one day, during her ninth grade, the strong headed Arina made her come back. I didn’t know what happened to her because, when I got back from my work, her personality had already changed. The way she looked, acted and talked were the same as the Arina that I’ve always known.


    When Arina told me about her condition, I could finally understand what was going on. We had a long talk about everything after you left, Sui-kun, and she told me that she didn’t even know that I was her mother at first. Maybe this is my punishment for having neglected her.


    She also told me that she had to rely on the notes her other personality wrote to make up for her lack of memory.


    I advised to go to the hospital, but she rejected it strongly.


    That was everything.


    My daughter had to suffer because of my ignorance.


    I’m a foolish woman, I only know how to cry.


    I’m sorry for being so selfish, but… Sui-kun, please get along well with Arina.’


    When I finished reading the letter, I felt like crying. I tried to hold it in, but an intense emotion welled up within me and a single tear rolled down my cheek.


    The cause of her condition was abuse. I felt an intense anger growing inside me as I imagined Arina trying to endure the violence she received from her father. What did she do wrong? Why did she have to go through this? Enduring the beatings she received from a grown up man…


    Forgetting her memories was probably a form of self-defense. She unconsciously tried to forget the pain she received. This happened because her mind couldn’t take it anymore and if she were to remember everything, her mind would eventually collapse and break down.


    If I had a time machine, I would go back in time and save her. Even if that meant we would never meet ever again, I didn’t care.


    But what should I do now?


    I know about her past, but what can I even do?


    How can I help her?


    The first thing that came to my mind was to eliminate her traumas. She might have forgotten it, but it still affected her somehow and it was probably connected to why she had a venomous tongue.


    But first, I needed to consult with the other Arina.


    I decided to make my move.

  


  
    Chapter 53 – The Need for Thorns


    After school, I decided to go to the Rose Garden despite telling Arina that I had no plans for today.


    “Hello~”


    I opened the door and said my greeting cheerfully.


    “Didn’t you say you have no plans for today?”


    “I made some just now… C’mon, don’t give me that look.”


    The trigger for her personality switch was probably her past.


    For example, meeting someone she knew back in the day, like Aki-senpai. Aki-senpai must have been someone important to her since her personality switched for two whole days after looking at her picture.


    Nothing happened when she met up with Nakatani Taku, who harbored feelings for Arina. This meant that he wasn’t an important person for her, even though they had known each other since middle school. What a tragedy, I felt bad for him.


    I could try to experiment on this more, but I decided not to. Her condition was classified as a mental disorder and playing around with it was pretty much a scummy move. Besides, it might burden her mentally if I were to carelessly trigger her personality switch.


    “Arina, what do you think of your other self? Give me your honest opinion.”


    “Why are you asking this out of the blue? Did you fall in love with her or something?”


    “Yes. Deeply so.”


    “You creep…”


    Arina hugged herself with both hands and shuddered.


    “Honestly, she’s like a little sister to me.”


    “So she is underaged? In other words, I’m a lolicon now? Should I turn myself in to the police?”


    “She is not underaged. She introduced herself as seventeen years old, the same age as me. I just think of her as my little sister.”


    “I see.”
 “You have a little sister, Ugin-chan, right? Yeah, my feelings for the other me should be the same as Ugin’s feelings toward you.”


    “Ugin’s feeling?”


    “I adore her as family. There, I said it. Why am I telling this to you again? I feel like I made a fool of myself…”


    Ugin? Adore me? I doubt she does, but, maybe? I should ask her about it when I get back home. She’ll probably kill me if I do, but hey, worth a shot.


    “Then, what will you do if your other self disappears?”


    “What will I do if she disappears?”


    “Yes.”


    “…”


    She went silent.


    “…I’m fine with that…”


    She said that with a voice so small that you had to listen to her very carefully to catch on what she said.


    “Are you fine with that?”


    “Yes. I know that my other self appeared because of my grief. I’ve seen her pictures on my phone. Her smile looked heavy… She might look like a cheerful girl, but I know that she’s really fragile… That’s why, I want to put her to rest. I want to tell her that everything is okay…”


    “That’s a surprising answer, coming from you.”


    “You really have a knack to piss me off, don’t you?”


    “I mean, think about it, what would happen to you if I didn’t meddle in your life?”


    “Well, people will still be hating me, I guess.”


    “Nah, they don’t really hate you. The girls are just jealous of you because the boys are all fawning over you.”


    “The boys are only after my body, aren’t they? They should kill themselves.”


    “I’m an exception though. I’m anti-social after all.”


    “Shut it. Anyway, sooner or later, the boys would start to hate me too. I guess meeting you was a turning point in my life.”


    Akakusa-sensei told me that Arina’s other self was begging for help.


    The other Arina asked for a conversation partner for her real self. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I was the right person for that, after all, there should be a better person than me to fulfill that role.


    But hearing Arina say that our encounter  was a turning point in her life made me feel slightly happy. Everything that I did was meaningful for her, after all.


    And that was enough for me to decide on what to do next.


    To make Arina feel like she belongs here.


    It was my speculation, but to make her real personality stay permanently, she had to feel that she belonged here. I had no proof for this and I had no way of confirming it, yet all I could do was to try.


    “Arina, I’ve decided what we are going to do for tomorrow.”
 “Which club will we be helping next?”


    “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.”


    This was a tough decision.


    *   *   *


    Next day.


    “Yooo.”


    I went to the Rose Garden during lunch break and, as expected, Arina was there. I guess it was pretty much the law of physics that she would be there.


    “So, are you going to tell me what you’re up to?”


    She closed the book she was reading. This was supposed to be a perfectly normal action, but it was the first time that she did it. Normally, she would just ignore me and continue reading her book.


    “We’re going to make you some friends.”


    “Huh?”


    “We’re going to make you some friends, Arina-san.”


    “I don’t need friends.”


    “Umu, I expected that reaction from you, so I’ll back off for now. Then, what we are going to do next is, to live a normal school life.”
 “I assume that you got ridiculed a lot by other people, didn’t you?”


    “I guess, yeah. People had been ridiculing me ever since I was born and recently those ridicules had increased in frequency ever since I met you. But that’s that and this is this. I said that we’re going to live a normal school life. Since you’re smart, do you know what that means, Arina-kun?”


    “…No…”


    “You really don’t know?”


    “I have a vague idea, but I don’t know…”


    “Well, I’ll tell you then. The Rose Garden will be dissolved.”


    The Rose Garden had served its purpose.


    Dual personality disorder, abuse, bullying. I didn’t know about any of those when I first met her. I did everything I could to interact with her in the Rose Garden, a space made for me and her. But it had served its purpose. We wouldn’t solve anything by staying here. 


    That was why, dissolving it, would be for the best.


    Even if this place was gone, we would still be able to meet up and talk. It was just this place that shackled her, which would be gone. I didn’t want to take it away from her, but she had been overly dependent on this space for a while now.


    At first, I didn’t think it was a good idea to force her to make friends. After all, if you were to force someone to have a relationship with another person, that relationship normally wouldn’t last long.


    But after meeting her, I was proven to be wrong. Meeting up and getting to know someone could still have a certain amount of impact on you. After all, people had their own experiences, thoughts and interests. Little by little, those things would leave their marks on your heart and influence you in one way or another.


    My meeting with Arina was pretty much forced on me, but she left such a huge impact on me that I started to change how I lived my school life. I started to think that spending time with someone after school wasn’t so bad. This made me aware that if you wanted to change yourself, then the best way was to meet with more people.


    “This place is no good, Arina.”


    “Why?”


    “It is nothing but a place for you to run away from people, Arina. I want you to find out what you really want to do, so I have to do this. You have to be more friendly toward other people, not everyone is out for your blood. You know there are people like me, Tsuru, Shirona, Makoto, the student council members and Akakusa-sensei, there might be more people like us somewhere. You don’t need to worry about bothering other people, that’s a normal thing to do. Just don’t reject others, stop being a poisonous rose. Humans are social creatures, no matter how much they try to reject others, they’ll still feel lonely deep inside their heart. If you keep your thorns around, you’ll only make it harder on yourself. Be true to yourself, Arina. That’s how you’ll find the answer that you seek.”


    That somehow, turned into a sermon. Arina stared at me with her face void of any expressions. Then, she let out a series of giggles.


    “Did you come up with that on the spot?”


    “Of course. Even if I write it down I won’t be able to remember it.”


    “Haha… That’s just like you.”


    Arina stood up and patted her skirt.


    She let out a deep breath before she looked up at me.


    “Got it. I’ll believe in you.”


    “Sorry.”


    “Why are you apologizing, you cockroach?”


    “At least compare me to a mammal, please.”
 “That’ll be an insult toward mammals.”


    She spoke with her usual tone. For the first time in a while, I felt excited.


    “The Rose Garden will be dissolved, but our relationship will stay the same, I assume?”


    “Ah…”


    Arina smiled and showed me her middle finger.


    “Alright, I’ll be in your care, Sakaki Sui.”
 “Likewise, Hiwa Arina.”


    I raised my middle finger in response.


    We really are a pair of idiots.


    But I think we’re a great match.

  


  
    Chapter 54 – Date Plan


    “What word do you normally associate with ‘date’?”


    “Uh… Amusement park? Aquarium?”


    Makoto called me out during recess.


    He had a girlfriend named Mimori Ruka.


    I had no idea how far their relationship progressed, but the fact that he came up to me with that question meant that they haven’t gone on a date yet.


    Anyway, when speaking about dates, those two things were the only ones that came to my mind. I’ve never gone on a date before, so of course my answer would be lackluster like this. He asked the wrong person.


    “As expected, that’s your answer huh, Sui? What did I expect from you anyway?”


    “Oi, don’t look down on me. I’ll let you know, I’m not completely clueless when it comes to dating… Maybe…”


    “Sorry, sorry. Well, where do you think I should go for a date?”
 “Why are you even asking me this? Ask Ruka.”


    “That’s a tall order.”


    “…Is her taste too high-class for you?”


    “No, that’s not what I was talking about! Asking her about it is a tall order! I mean, what should I say to her anyway? ‘Wanna go on a date? I haven’t decided where to go yet, though’, that sounds lame! I want to decide on a place before I ask, at least…”


    “But won’t it be better if you two were to decide on it by yourselves? Ruka will probably be pleased if you were to discuss everything with her.”


    “You’re making it sound like it isn’t your problem.”
 “It is, in fact, not my problem.”


    “Sui, I beg you! Please help me!”


    The reserved and ladylike Ruka with the cowardly Makoto. I guess the latter was suffering from the lack of progress in their relationship.


    It wasn’t like I didn’t want to help them, but the problem was, this guy was too much of a coward to make a move. But since he asked me for help, I guess I’ll lend him a hand. We were best friends after all.


    “Got it, I’ll consult a specialist for you.”


    “What specialist? I don’t remember you knowing someone like that… I have a bad feeling about this…”


    “It’s just your imagination. Don’t worry, just leave it to me!”


    I left the classroom and went to the toilet. I didn’t really have a business here, but this was a perfect place to make a call, so I pulled out my phone and called a certain someone.


    You guessed it, it was her.


    {Yes, this is Hiwa. Who am I speaking with?}


    “It’s Sui. What’s with that question? Didn’t you see my name on the screen?”


    {The screen just said ‘dead person’, how would I know?}


    “I’m still alive, thank you.”


    {So, what’s wrong? Last time I called you, you whined by saying that I should come directly to your class. Now, you called me instead of coming to my class, what is this double standard, hm?}


    “I have my reasons! I don’t want people to hear about this conversation!”


    {I see. I’ll turn the speaker on then.}
 “Are you a demon?! You’ll make a certain boy cry!!”


    According to Shirona, Arina had been in the classroom often ever since Rose Garden was dissolved. She was also more talkative than before. She started to talk with people other than Shirona, like Hiiragi Yuri and Miyanaka Ran.


    “I have a question for you, dear romance specialist. Do you remember the Horse-Man?”


    {The guy that’s always with you?}


    “Yeah. So, he wanted to ask his girlfriend on a date, but he couldn’t decide on the place. Do you have any ideas?”


    {Huh? He got a girlfriend? I thought he liked me.}


    “He liked you, yes. Didn’t you traumatize him because of it?”


    {Is that so? Well, whatever. Anyway, why are you asking me about this? You know my personality well, I don’t know about any good dating spots.}


    “Right… You’ve never even gone on a date, huh?”


    {You’re trying to piss me off, aren’t you? I swear one of these days, I’ll blow your house up… Anyway, Tsuru should know about this better than me, go ask her instead}


    “Ah, right, I forgot that she exists. She’s quite a looker, she should know about it. Alright, I’ll kidnap and interrogate her later.”
 {I shoulda recorded this conversation and turned you in to the police.}


    So I ended the call. The next plan was decided, I’m going to kidnap Tsuru and drag her to Arina’s class.


    I returned to the classroom and texted ‘Leave it to me’ to Makoto. He replied by saying ‘Crap, I asked the wrong person’. Jeez, Makoto, you shouldn’t worry too much about this. I have both the smartest girl and the most beautiful girl in our year backing me up. Everything will be fine.


    During the lunch break, when I was having my lunch with Makoto, I quietly observed Tsuru’s movements. Noticing my gaze, she would occasionally turn her head to look at me, but I ignored her and continued to observe her instead. I felt like a pervert.


    Anyway, thanks to that, I didn’t miss the moment when Tsuru finished eating her lunch.


    “Tsuru, can I talk with you for a second?”
 “H-Hii! W-What is it?”


    “I want to kidnap you.”


    “Eh?”


    “I want to kidnap you and bring you over to the neighboring class, do you mind?”


    “Is that all? Jeez, I was scared because you were staring at me without saying anything. If you wanna take me to Arina-san’s class just say so.”


    “That’s my unique way of making you notice me. Then, let’s go.”


    “Yes yes.”


    I went to the neighboring class with Tsuru and approached Arina, who was sitting while reading a book like usual.


    “Kidnapping successful. Now we can proceed to our strategy meeting.”


    “You really brought her here…”


    “Arina, just to make sure, this is counted as a crime, right?”


    “Yes, of course. This guy is guilty just by existing, we can turn him up to the police, no problem.”


    “I am the embodiment of sin itself.”


    We borrowed the seats in front of and next to Arina and started our discussion in a triangle formation.


    “Alright, ladies, thank you for coming here. The subject of today’s strategy meeting is ‘Makoto and Ruka’s Dating Spot’. I would like you two specialists to give out your ideas about this topic.”


    “Annoying.”


    “I didn’t come here, you kidnapped me.”


    “Now, now, lower your hostility down, please.”


    The two girls looked at each other and sighed.


    “I told you to ask Tsuru about this. I know jack about this kind of thing.”


    “Alright, Tsuru-san, do you have any ideas?”


    “Arina-san, I thought you were on my side! …Hm… I don’t know… What kind of person is Makoto-kun anyway? Well, we should think of a place based on Ruka’s taste though.”


    “Makoto is a serious and pure-hearted guy. Everything changes whenever he puts on his mask though.”


    “The exact opposite of you.”


    “You, toxic lady over there, shut your mouth for a second. Actually, don’t talk for another seven hundred years. Anyway, what do you think, Tsuru? Any suggestions?”


    “Mmm~ Ruka isn’t really an active person, so maybe a flower garden or an aquarium?”


    “…The same answer as me, I see.”


    “Oh my.”


    “As expected, aquarium is the correct answer! I was right, Makoto!!”


    “Is that all?”


    “It seems so.”


    “Thank you, both of you! I’ll tell him about it as soon as I can!”


    Both of them let out another sigh. Seriously, happiness will run away from you if you keep doing that, you know? (T/N: A proverb in japanese, ため息をつくと幸せが逃げる – sighing will drive away happiness/good fortune)


    “Such an idiot…”


    “I’m amazed you can deal with him every day, Arina-san.”


    Oi, I can hear you both.


    *   *   *


    “Makoto. Answer. Aquarium.”


    “What’s with that bot-like act?”


    “The answer we came up with was the aquarium.”


    “Hiwa agreed with that? …But it’s such a generic answer that even Sui could come up with…”


    “Yes. Well, if you need more help, tell me. I’ll lend you a hand.”


    “Why are you helping me this much?…”


    “Because we’re friends, obviously!”
 “Kuh! Zukyun!”


    “Don’t say that SFX out loud, that’s cringe bro.”


    “Anyway, since you offered your help and all, I wanna ask something. What do you do on a date anyway?”


    “Figure that out on your own, young man. It wouldn’t be appropriate if I were to tell you everything about it.”


    “Then, how about you follow me secretly so you can lend me a hand whenever I get into trouble?”


    This guy is telling me to be a stalker. I was called a stalker, criminal and pervert so many times and he told me to act on it?


    Arina will have a field day insulting me if she were to find out about this.


    But sure, I’ll take her on. Everything for my friend!


    “Got it. Tell me when you come up with a concrete plan.”


    Time to be a stalker.


    But I won’t be alone. Dear Arina, we shall fall to the dark side together.
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