
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Chapter 71 – Tsuru’s End of the Year Party


    December 22nd, one day before the winter break started.


    Though the weather was clear, the air felt dry and cold.


    The long awaited winter break will start tomorrow. Everything would be perfect if this shitty thing called homework didn’t exist.


    The closing ceremony this afternoon would serve as my mark for independence, my freedom from this prison life the society called ‘school’. But alas, time moved slowly when I needed it not to. Even though it felt like a hundred years had passed, I was unfortunately still stuck in the second period. Let alone the closing ceremony, even lunchtime was still far away from my grasp.


    This year will end in a little more than a week and next year, I will be a third-year. After that, the hellish college entrance period awaited me.


    I was a scholarly person by nature, so I chose to take on the science course, in other words, engineering, biology, geology and so on. Based on my capabilities and grades, I decided to focus on engineering.


    Meanwhile Makoto, Tsuru, Shirona and Arina, they all took the liberal arts course.


    Well, that wasn’t something unthinkable or anything, after all, the majority of the students in my school year took the liberal arts course, my friends just happened to be part of this majority. Nevertheless, even though all of us had chosen to take each of our career choices, that didn’t mean that there would be a big change in our school lives. The classes wouldn’t be divided between those who took the liberal arts course and science course. The time slots for both courses were the same, only the location of the classes would differ and we would still take the common courses together.


    Anyway, I didn’t know which class I would enter in my third-year, but since this school was big and there were hundreds of students here, it was pretty much a given that my classmates would be people that I’d meet for the first time. Well, even I would feel sad to be apart from my friends but at the same time, I was excited to meet new people.


    After a while, recess came and I was playing around with a can of tomato juice when Tsuru approached me while hopping around like a rabbit.


    “Someone’s in a good mood.”


    “I ranked first for the exam~”
 “Congrats and thanks for the info. I don’t need to look up your name in the rank list then.”


    “I got to keep my rank, I’m happy~”


    “Ah, right, you are running for the student council secretary again next year? I thought that a freshman would do it.”


    “I don’t want to be the president or the vice-president. It’s a pain.”


    “You’ll make a good president though.”


    “But I’ll have to wear the uniform all the time if I become the president. I don’t want to torture myself.”


    “You’re in the student council, you’ll still have to wear your uniform all the time.”


    “No one cares about the secretary, I can break that rule, nobody will find out.”


    “…Well, you can do that because of your grade… Now, if only you’d be a bit dumber, the story would have been different.”


    “Kyapi~”


    “Waaa… Burikko-ppoi… So cute-ppoi… Waa… Waa… Deadly cute… I wish I could be as cute as you…” (T/N: I don’t know how to translate this)


    “Thanks for the humiliating chant. That aside, I AM deadly cute though~ There’s a reason why I’m popular, you know?~”


    That was the truth. She was definitely one of the most popular girls among the boys. She even made it to the boys’ unofficial ‘Who’s the cutest girl at school?’ ranking.


    At first glance, she seemed like an immature, dumb gyaru, but she was actually more brilliant and talented than anyone else in the school year. This was the gap that won the boys’ over and made her even more attractive than she already was. She reminded me of an idol. (T/N: Gap as in gap moe, if you don’t know, it’s basically that irresistible feeling you get when there is a difference in the way someone/something acts and/or looks.)


    Anyway, since she went out of her way to come to me, she must have had business with me.


    “So, what’s up? Need something?”


    “Can’t I approach you without any reason in particular?”


    “Of course you can. Now, come, sink into my embrace!”


    “No thanks.”


    “Sorry, I got carried away.”


    “Hehe… Anyway, what do you think about an end of the year party?”


    “End of the year party?”


    “You don’t know about the end of the year party? So it’s a party–”


    “Look, I’m dumb but I’m not THAT dumb okay?”


    “I’m sorry, so you do have a brain, huh?”


    “Why is everyone around me like this?”


    She covered her opened mouth with her opened palm while making a surprised face. This girl really loved to make fun of me, huh? Arina was right about her.


    “So, who’ll attend the party? Our classmates?”


    “I’m planning to invite my friends over, you should call yours too! Call Makoto and Arina over! Especially Arina! You have to force her to attend, okay?”


    “So that’s why you come to me…”


    “I mean, if you come, Arina will definitely come, that’s why I invited you in the first place, so don’t think that I did this because I like you or anything, okay?”


    “Argh!! My heart!! It hurts!!”


    “I was kidding! Hehe… I do like you, Sui~”


    “Sure sure. Anyway, I just need to invite her, right?”


    “…Why did it feel like you were rejecting my affection? …Well whatever, invite her, please!”


    Before I realized it, she changed the way she referred to Arina from ‘Arina-san’ to ‘Arina’, proof that they had become good friends.


    Since this was the case, even if I didn’t say anything to her, Arina would definitely come if Tsuru were to invite her. This should be something that she knew about but why did she bother going out her way to come to me?


    Anyway, this thing sounded like fun. I imagined the scene where everyone gathered in their casual clothes while having a good time. Since I wanted to see Arina in her casual clothes again, I shouldn’t let this chance pass by.


    For now, I’ll invite Makoto first.


    “Oi, Takane Makoto.”


    “What’s with you so suddenly?”


    “Don’t tell this to anyone… Tsuru has been gathering manpower for her rebellion…”


    “…Eh? Is she going to topple the school’s regime over?”


    “Oi, I heard that! I’m going to tell Arina that you’re bullying me, Sui… Let’s see how you’ll like that outcome…”


    Ugh. Not only her head, her ears were also sharp, huh?


    “Actually, Tsuru wants to hold an end-of-the-year party and she’s trying to invite a few people. Are you in? Oh yeah, ask Ruka about this too.”


    “Of course I’m in! When?”


    “Wait a second… Tsuru! Baby, honey, come here!”


    “Stop calling me that! What is it?”


    “When’s the party?”


    “Haven’t decided on a date. Depends on when you guys are free, I guess.”


    “So she said.”


    “Got it, I’ll ask Ruka.”


    “‘Kay.”


    I wondered how Makoto would spend his winter break? Would he spend it by going on a lot of dates with Ruka? What a busy person.


    Personally, I would spend mine by letting myself rot inside my house. What was that? Touch grass? To hell with that. Staying inside doing nothing was the best!


    Anyway, where was I? Right, invitations. I wondered who I should invite next, then I remembered the people who helped me out on the Arina Rehabilitation Project.


    So I invited Miyazaki Shinji, the art club president, the guy who made Arina his model last time.


    “It feels like everything happened a long time ago…”


    “Well, it was months ago.”


    “When you suddenly brought Arina-san in, I was afraid of what was about to happen but, in the end, everyone just focused on doing their sketches.”


    “Watching that was amazing. You guys are really talented.”


    “…Can we turn her into our model again? The art club members had been asking about it. If it isn’t much of a bother, can you ask Arina-san about it?”


    “Well, she’ll be attending the party, you can just ask her later. Don’t worry, she’s much more amicable now, she won’t bite you anymore if you ask her.”


    “Is that so? That’s all thanks to you, isn’t it?”


    “Nah, she’s just matured, that’s all.”


    “I wonder what’s the trigger for that to happen?”


    After that, I invited the journalism club’s president, the tea ceremony club’s members, the tennis club’s members and so on. Surprisingly, Tsuru also happened to invite the same group of people, so there were awkward moments here and there.


    After everything was done, I reported it to Tsuru and when she heard the names of the people I invited, she frowned at me.


    “That’s a scary face you’re making… What is it?”


    “You didn’t invite Arina?”


    “I’ll do it after school.”


    When she heard me saying that, she let out a sigh of relief and showed me a bright smile.


    “Alright! You go, Sui, invite her!”


    “Can’t you just invite her by yourself?”


    “Dumb tomato addict… Try to read the atmosphere!”


    “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


    “Insults don’t work on you, huh? …Right, you hate Traditional Japanese, no? Okay, I’ll recite The Tale of Genji for you.”


    “Stop! I’ll die!”


    *   *   *


    Lunch time.


    Thanks to my advice, Makoto had started eating with Ruka lately. Seeing Ruka happy made me feel happy too. I could see that her cheeks were flushed in a tinge of red as she was eating together with her lover and I could see the same thing happened with Makoto. I opened a can of tomato juice and sipped it as I saw this heartwarming scene.


    About ten minutes before the lunch break ended, everyone walked toward the gym, the place where the closing ceremony was to be held.


    By the time we got there, the gym was already filled with a lot of students.


    I found the line for my class and went to the very back of the line. The back of the line was a spot reserved for me, not because I was a loner but because of my height. This had always been the case since I was in grade school.


    Diagonally to my left was Arina. She was wearing a scarf even during this time. She really hated the cold, huh?


    “Heya, Lady Poisonous Rose.”


    “The mosquito is noisy today.”


    “What mosquito? I can’t even do soprano, I can’t be a mosquito.”


    “You can’t even do that much, incompetent.”


    “Yes, this Sakaki Sui is incompetent. Anyway, there’s an end-of-the-year party during this winter break. You want to go with me?”


    “Just the two of us?”


    “Of course not. Tsuru’s organizing it, there’ll be plenty of people. So, will you come or not?”


    “Sure.”


    “Alright, Tsuru’ll announce the date and time later, so just wait. Also, take off that scarf already.”


    “If I take this scarf off, I’m going to die.”


    “You won’t. Just take it off.”


    “Sure, but lick my feet first, then die, then I’ll take it off.”


    “What a weakling, it’s just cold.”


    “…Shut up, go to hell.”


    “Sorry, this great me can’t relate to your fear of cold. My body temperature is naturally warm like my heart. But still, I pity you, Madam. Do you want me to share my body temperature with you? Come here~”


    “I swear to God, one day I’ll rip that face of yours off your head…”


    Woah scary~ She’s out for my blood now, LOL.


    Anyway, I asked her out, that should be enough to make Tsuru happy. Only Shirona left, but things were still awkward between us.


    I guess I’ll ask Arina to invite her after the closing ceremony ends.

  


  
    Chapter 72 – JK-JC Lingo


    (T/N: JK is Joshi Kousei, a high school girl. JC is Joshi Chuugakusei, a middle school girl.)


    After the teachers’ representative lectured us on how to spend our winter break wisely and final words from the principal, the closing ceremony finally ended.


    The students walked out of the gym as soon as they were told to disperse. I found Arina walking among the crowd, so I approached her.


    “Can you help me with something?”


    “What is it?”


    “Can you invite Shirona to the party for me? …It’s hard for me to invite her after all that, you see…”


    “…Sigh… You… How long are you going to act like this? Man up already.”


    “…Sorry… It’s just… I haven’t talked to her ever since then…”


    Ever since Shirona’s confession back at the Rose Garden, I hadn’t exchanged a single word with her except for some greetings whenever we bumped into each other.


    It was partly because of the whole thing with Kazawaguchi-senpai… No, that was just an excuse, in truth, I had been avoiding her. Whenever I saw her, I couldn’t mutter a single word to her. My throat would tighten and I ended up swallowing my words back along with my spit. Then, I would just bail out because I couldn’t stand the awkwardness.


    “…Sigh…”


    “…So, can you help me?”


    “Fine.”


    “Thank you, I’m counting on you!”


    “With one condition.”


    “What is it?”


    “Stop pitying her.”


    Said Arina curtly.


    “Think about her for a second. Don’t make her regret her decision to confess to you.”


    “…I understand, but–”


    “No you don’t. You don’t understand even a little bit of how much courage it took for Shirona to confess to you. Seriously, are you even a human?”


    “…Well, the country recognized me as its citizen, so I guess I am a human…”


    Hearing my answer, Arina sighed. Thrice.


    “I’ll invite her for you, but make sure to hold your words. I’m not in a better position than you either, try to understand.”


    “Huh? How come?”


    “Y-You piece of… Try to remember the reason why you rejected her in the first place!”


    The reason why I rejected Shirona…


    It was because I didn’t see her that way. Instead, the one who I loved was…


    “AAAAAHHH!!”


    “S-Shut up!”


    She beat the hell out of me.


    I needed to seal this emotion forever. This made me go crazy and made Arina act out of character.


    After that, we went back to our respective classrooms. Back then, I told Arina that I liked her on the spur of the moment, but I managed to brush it off by saying that I liked her other self instead.


    If I had said that I liked this Arina, our relationship might have been destroyed right there, that was why I decided to bottle these feelings up.


    I was curious about what Arina was thinking about, but based on our interactions so far, it was obvious that she was satisfied with our current relationship.


    There was no reason for her to get closer to me any more than this.


    “…Jeez…”


    I never thought that I was capable of having such complex feelings.


    Since the closing ceremony was over, everyone started to sort through their belongings before rushing out the building, ignoring the harsh cold of the winter.


    As a going-home expert, I had already brought everything back yesterday. I just looked over at the peasants, who were busy sorting through their stuff while downing the tomato juice I had in my hand. My thoughts drifted to the endless possibility of next year. I wonder how it would go?


    *   *   *


    After school was over, I immediately went back home.


    “I’M BAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAACK!!”


    “Shut up!! Also, welcome back.”


    The break will last for two weeks today, even though I wanted it to last for two years. I mean, think about it, two years lazing around at home? Awesome. But it would probably make me feel lonely and make Ugin worried sick about my well-being…


    I didn’t feel like going to my room, so I collapsed onto the couch. I let my body merge into the couch. I am one with the couch, I am the couch, the couch is me… And right before I achieved the zenith state of nothingness, Ugin sat on my back and brought me back to reality.


    “Don’t monopolize the couch!”


    “Dear sister, can’t you hear that? The sound of my bones breaking…”


    “Don’t worry, Bro, they’ll grow back.”


    “They won’t! They aren’t lizard tails!!”


    After a bit more tussle, we sat down on the couch side by side.


    “I can’t wait for summer vacation to start…”


    “So you’re that excited to study for your entrance exam, Bro?”


    “No, stop! Don’t remind me of that! The winter break barely started, damn it…”


    “Sorry~ Anyway, do you have any plans for the winter break?”


    “Yes, me and a few other friends are going to hold a party later.”


    “An end-of-the-year party?”


    “Yes, smart girl!”
 “I feel like you’re mocking me somehow…”


    “Anyway, what about you, Ugin?”


    “All my friends are busy studying for the exam, so I have no plans… Well, I guess I have one if I count hatsumode…” (T/N: Hatsumode is the first shrine visit, a Japanese tradition on new year)


    “I’m glad to hear that… If you were to tell me that you have a date or two planned, I was ready to go ballistic…”


    “I told you. Multiple times. That I don’t have a boyfriend. I got confessed to a few times though.”


    “What?!… Who? Who are the fools who dared to try and get closer to you?!… Tell me their names and faces, I’ll rip their livers out and feed them to the fish!!”


    “What’s the point? I rejected them all. Besides, it’s too late for me to go out with anyone at this point. Well, I guess I’m your sister after all… My way of thinking is starting to become similar to yours…”


    “Here’s an advice, don’t follow your instinct too much, dear sister. That’s what made us, humans, differ from the beasts. We can suppress our instincts with the sheer power of our will!!”


    “Yeah yeah sure, look at the TV, there are a bunch of crops there.”


    “Crops?! Where?! Where are the tomatoes?! Stop showing me cucumbers! No one gives a shit about cucumbers!!”


    *   *   *


    10 pm.


    After telling Ugin that thing about summer vacation, I got the sudden urge to read ‘The Door into Summer’, so I was currently lying on my bed while reading it. Just as I reached the good part, my phone rang. Arina messaged me. (T/N: The Door into Summer is a novel by Robert A. Heinlein)


    [I’ve invited her. She said she’s going.]


    Short, concise and to the point, it was an Arina-like message.


    I decided to make fun of her in response, so I left my room and knocked on the door to Ugin’s room.


    “Can I come in?”


    “Sure.”


    Ugin was still awake it seemed.


    I briefly explained to her about the party and the message that Arina sent. After I was done, she raised her eyebrows and stared at me with a suspicion in her gaze.


    “Anyway, with your JC power, can you write me a message? I need a message that’s written by those random JC whose brains are made of tofu, filled with emojis. I want to see how Arina would react.”


    “Are you implying that my brain is made of tofu? Wow, Bro…”


    “Of course not! You know you’re my Goddess! Anyway, can you?”


    “Sure, give me that.”


    Ugin took my phone and started typing on it at high speed. If there was a typing on phone competition, I’m sure that she would snatch the first place easily. 


    “Here you go.”


    “‘Kay, lemme see…”


    [💓💓 Arinan~ 💓💓 Thank wuu~ (*≧∀≦*)❗️ I’ll contact Tsuwu 🐔 later uwu~ ❣️❣️I’m looking forward to the parteh~❗️❗️ I still have to do my homeworks though 😭😭 But I’ll do my besties ヾ(´∇｀)ノ I’ll  miss wuu  💓💓💓💓]


    “…What the hell is this? Is this even a real language?”


    “It is a proper language! What are you on about?!”


    “I-I’m just… speechless…”


    “So, will you send it or not?”


    “Of course I will! Here I go! Radio waves! Fly through the air and reach Arina’s phone!”


    “Why do you feel the need to say that out loud?”


    I sent it, now I just need to wait for her reaction.


    I was about to leave Ugin’s room when Arina called me. Ugin grinned at this and put her face close to my ear. I turned the speaker on to make it easier for her to hear.


    “Hello, this is Sakaki.”


    {Are you okay? I’m calling you because you just sent me a strange message… Are you okay? If someone’s threatening you, try to blink twice.}


    “Eh? No, I’m okay?”


    {Are you sure? You have no problem whatsoever? Are you sure that you’re alright?}


    “Wait, wait, that message was a joke! I told Ugin to write it to see how you would react…”


    {…}


    “Um.. Hello?..”


    {…I’m going to kill you…}


    “Eh?”


    She hung up the call.


    Out of all things, she showed her genuine concern, I didn’t expect that. She was actually worried about me, now I felt bad. Sorry, Arinan…


    “Dear brother, have you prepared yourself? She’s going to kill you for real now. At least, delete your browser history before you die.”


    “Dear sister, how did you know about my browser history?”


    “I saw those popping out when you were using the search engine, you know?”


    “Oh fuck.”


    “Language!”


    …I want to die. Arina, please end my misery.


    Ugin hummed the song of victory as she smirked at me, chased me out of her room and closed the door on me.


    I should never let my guard down around her…

  


  
    Chapter 73 – Clown and Clownette


    December 23rd, first day of winter break.


    I woke up at eleven. I purposely woke up during this time to avoid the cold morning. Waking at this hour had its own benefit, not only that the temperature would get warmer during this time, it would also help the Sakaki family reduce their food expenses by skipping breakfast.


    People said that going to bed early and waking up early was a healthy lifestyle but it just stressed me out more than anything and even dogs knew that being stressed wasn’t healthy.


    Not that I cared about what they said though. After I ate my lunch, I went back to my room, filled with the warmth that came from my jolly mood and began to spread the warmth into my bed. This was the best feeling. Eternal sleep, here I come…


    Bang!


    


    Or not… It seemed like the poltergeist was hell-bent on disturbing me today. I closed my eyes and wished for it to pass safely to the netherworld.


    “Bro! Help me out for a second! The snow is thick outside!”


    Did the door?… Speak?… How? Why? Did it gain sentience, vocal cord and lungs? No way it did, right? Yeah, my mind had to be playing tricks on me. I heard of this phenomenon before, apparently when you fall asleep hearing music, it will stay rent-free in your brain and create auditory hallucinations like this. Since that was the case, I decided to ignore it.


    “Bro! Help me out!”


    I mean, why did humans need to shovel the snow? Their stamina was limited and the snowfall was endless, it was a pointless struggle and a huge waste of energy.


    “It’s getting warmer outside, perfect time to shovel!”


    It was cold outside, that was the reason why the snow fell in the first place.


    Yeah, no, I won’t go.


    “Sniff… I’ll cry…”


    I jumped off my bed.


    “Alright, let’s go, dear brother~”
 “You’re such a pain in the ass…”


    Seriously.


    You knew I was weak to your tears.


    I opened the door and found Ugin standing there while wearing her winter outfit. There was snow on her waist, they fell little by little to the floor before quickly melting and disappearing.


    “Is it that thick?”


    “Mm. I can’t do it by myself, so help me?~”


    She winked at me.


    It was a wink filled with love, but I could feel nothing but dread from that wink.


    How could this happen? It was supposed to be my time to relax, why did the world decide to place this burden on me? What did I do in my past life that fate decided to take my bliss away from me? Wasn’t winter break supposed to be a time when you would be able to enjoy your freedom? Was that a lie?


    Nevertheless, that feeling of dread couldn’t beat my concern toward my sister. I simply couldn’t bring myself to see her tears.


    I was concerned that this sister of mine might be approached by a douche later in her life. She was one of the cutest girls I’ve ever seen and I always thought that she would stay single until her 30s because all the boys were simply out of her league, but apparently she was popular with the girls too.


    By the way, when I mentioned my concern, she went ballistic one time. Now I understand the feelings of a father seeing his daughter in her rebellious phase.


    Anyway, I needed to tell her to stop winking at other people. Bugs will come swarming her if she keeps doing it.


    I geared myself like an eskimo and started shoveling with Ugin.


    The sun was hiding behind the gray cloud and the snow showed no sign of melting anytime soon. I dug my way through the thick snow, like a soldier digging through a deep trench. I shoved away the pure white carpet on the road and peeled off the hardened snow as I walked. Fuck this snow… Who made me do this? Sakaki Ugin, was it you? No, of course not, she wasn’t the one to blame, it was the snow!


    “Bro, your killing intent is leaking.”


    “I’m going to eradicate all snow!”


    “Why don’t you move to Kenya? I can help you with that! First, let me tell mom about this–”


    “No! Just send me to Okinawa please…”


    *   *   *


    I finished shoveling the snow (I ran away) and was currently lazing around in the living room while sipping my tomato juice.


    Ah… This is life…


    If I were an adult, I would be sipping wine instead of tomato… Or not, of course I would still sip my tomatoes.


    While doing that, I was watching some kind of rewind program on the TV.


    Ugin was still outside. We had done shoveling a while ago and she was currently building a snowman for some reason. Seriously, she would be in high school next year, why was she still acting like a child?


    I casually opened my social media and saw Makoto’s post at the top page. It was a photo of him and Ruka being lovey dovey. 


    At that moment, he messaged me. Seriously, did he find out that I was looking at his post? How? Did he awaken his clairvoyance when I wasn’t looking?


    [Need advice. Where should I go with Ruka for Christmas?]


    I ignored the message and sipped my tomato juice. I saw nothing.


    A few minutes later, he called me.


    {Why are you ignoring me?!}


    “Ignoring what? (The hell? Do you expect that people would read your messages as soon as it arrived? This generation is fucked)”


    {I asked you, where’s the best place to go for Christmas?}


    I hung up the call. Seriously, think about it on your own. Me and romance was like oil and water, we didn’t match. He should have known about this already back when he asked for my help on the aquarium date.


    Was he making fun of me? Just because he already got a girlfriend he was trying to look down on me? I should bring him to the gallows.


    My phone rang once again.


    {Why did you hang up on me?!}


    “My bad, my hand slipped.”
 {Seriously, c’mon… Help a bro out…}


    “Um… Saudi Arabia maybe?”


    {…Are you watching the rewind too, Sui?}


    The TV screen was showing the report on Saudi Arabia’s oil business.


    “Stop asking me, I won’t help you. I have sworn an oath that I won’t leave my room.”


    {…C’mon, aren’t we friends?}


    “Why don’t you ask Tsuru? She’ll know a lot more than me.”


    {I don’t have her contact info!}


    “Then go to her house. Your feet are still intact, no?”


    {…Can’t you just give me her email or something?}


    Since I had no choice, I gave him her contact.


    Christmas, the day for couples to be lovey dovey all over the town. They would enjoy a meal at a fancy restaurant and scream over the beautiful night view. Meanwhile me and the rest of the Sakaki family would have our little cake party.


    I wonder what kind of cake Ugin will make this year?


    A few minutes later, Tsuru LINE’d me.


    [You gave my LINE to Makoto? o(｀ω´ )o]


    My, Makoto sure moved quickly.


    I replied, [You know the best about things like this, after all.]


    [I just sent him a crying sticker. I was kinda creeped out.]


    I could feel my gastric juice coming out of my nose.


    [Just answer him randomly, he’ll believe everything that you said], I replied to her.


    [I’ll tell him to go to the love hotel ♡]


    I spewed my tomato juice out of my mouth. Ugin who just entered the living room screamed ‘Mom! Bro is dying! He’s vomiting blood!’


    That aside, what was that gyaru on about? Love hotel? She told him to go to the love hotel? …No way that was the case right? Surely not. She was just playing with me.


    I regained my calm and started to type a poetic, beautiful sentence.


    [He will be pleased hearing that suggestion.]


    And sent that. Okay, this matter was done, bye bye, Makoto.


    *   *   *


    Afternoon. Ugin knocked at my door again.


    “Mom told you to go shopping.”


    “Wow! What an awful thing to say deshu” (T/N he’s imitating gaijin doing japanese)


    “Nice impersonation, but you still have to go outside.”


    “But why?! Why is this family hell-bent on making me leave my room?!”


    “The tomato juice supply is running out, mom told you to go buy more while you’re at it.”


    “I’ll go.”


    “…I’m worried, should I go instead?”


    “No. I’ll go.”


    “…I’ll go with you then, carry my things, Bro.”


    “Got it. My body is ready!”


    I wore my trench coat before walking outside for the second time today.


    To the convenience store we go,


    “Here’s the shopping list.”
 “Got it.”


    Rewinding time. I wish I had that power. Whenever I had to do something together with Ugin like this, I always felt a heavy pressure. The pressure that I would mess up and be unable to fix my mistake. I wish I could turn back time.


    We arrived at the convenience store.


    I shoved the basket into the cart and prepared myself for battle.


    “Thanks, Bro. You’re so reliable~ Helping out your fragile sister like this, way to go~”


    “A small price for a glass of tomato juice.”


    “Sure~”


    Ugin was walking ahead of me while looking at the list while I was following her slowly from behind.


    She tossed mayonnaise, meat and various other things one after another into the cart without hesitation. This place was like her backyard, she knew the internal structure of it. I was certain that even a blindfold wouldn’t hinder her path to conquest. She would occasionally glance at the list before throwing more stuff into the cart flawlessly. Even the eggs she threw didn’t break.


    After a while, my turn came. I got to buy my tomato juice in bulk. Mom would use it occasionally for cooking, so after buying her share, I snatched as many bottles as I could without hesitating.


    “Finally!”


    “Don’t drink them all, okay? Leave some for mom.”


    “Don’t worry about that, you can trust me, I can control myself…”


    “…If your share isn’t enough, drink your own blood.”


    “Ugin-chwan, that’s terrible~”


    I left my cart with Ugin and waited on the other side of the cash register.


    Ugin will make a great wife…


    Well, if she got married, that’s it.


    If someone proposed to her, Dad and I would take our time to evaluate that person. If they failed to meet our standards, we would make sure to beat the living shit out of them.


    “Oh, Sui.”


    “Eh?”


    Shirona was there.


    I was dumbfounded by her sudden appearance.


    “You don’t need to look so surprised. We live near each other, it wouldn’t be surprising to bump into each other like this.”


    That was a fair argument, but that wasn’t the reason why I acted like this. Was it okay for us to act normally after all that? 


    “Will you go to Tsuru’s party, Sui?”


    “Y-Yes, of course… I was the one who gathered the participants, it would be strange if I didn’t go…”


    “Ah, I see. I thought it was Arina and Tsuru who did that…”


    “No way that those two could cooperate with each other so smoothly like that…”


    Well, they were getting closer each day, though.


    “…Sui, you don’t need to be considerate of me, okay? I’m fine.”


    “Huh?”


    “Well, I’m a bit mad though…”


    Shirona showed me a threatening smile.


    “S-Sorry…”


    “Jeez! I told you that it’s okay! Stop apologizing already!”


    “…My bad…”


    “Jeez!”


    She then put her forehead on my chest. She wasn’t hugging me, she was just leaning on me.


    After that she looked up.


    “Tell me your lovey-dovey story later, okay? Make me feel jealous while you’re at it!”


    After saying that, she left.


    Damn, I was so nervous!! Calm down, me! Let’s focus on that clock and calm down!


    After she was done, Ugin approached me with a smirk. I would step onto a landmine if I were to say something here, so I listlessly stuff more food into the plastic bag.


    Damn it! Her smirk looked nasty! If I were a clown, then Ugin would be a clownette. Seriously, this clownette needed to stop smirking!


    “Dear brother~”


    “Wait a second, my lovely sister. Your brother is trying to pack this meat. If I tear the plastic by accident, the freshness would go away, so please stop talking to me.”


    “That was Shirona-san, right? Right?”


    “Yes, so?”


    “Why are you guys flirting in broad daylight like this?”
 “We weren’t! Are you doubting your brother’s morals, dear sister?!”
 “You have morals? Wow.”


    “Forget about it and let’s just go home!”


    With plastic bags in both hands, I left the place quickly.


    Ugin was clearly in a good mood. She skipped around the neighborhood while singing ‘Lalala, my brother is a two timer~’


    That night, I went to bed earlier than usual.

  


  
    Chapter 74 – Everything Just Works


    I ended up wasting Christmas away and treated it like any other day. Sad? No, this was simply fate and I accepted it.


    Meanwhile, Ugin was busy running about in the cold. She went to buy me sweets out of pity and I received that pity of hers with open arms. For the rest of the day, I turned my body into a machine, with the sole purpose of devouring all the sweets I got.


    On Christmas night, mom and Ugin baked a cake together while me and my father were watching TV in the living room with a glass of wine and tomato juice in our hands. The cake was tasty.


    This made me wonder, from where did Ugin and I inherited our personalities from? My dad was a quiet man and my mom was a calm woman, but both me and Ugin were as loud as clowns. Well, Ugin was a little bit calmer, but she had been unusually loud recently, so I was worried about her.


    In the end, I failed to figure out the answer, so it was probably safe to assume that we had mutated genes.


    By the way, I wonder how Arina was doing?


    We had been hanging out together since fall and I’ve known her a lot better than before, but I still didn’t know what she normally did on her days off. I was never this interested in knowing about what other people were doing on their days off but I was curious about her. Did she spend her time reading? Or did she spend her time on the phone like any other girl? Or maybe she was the kind of person who did her homeworks seriously?


    Arina’s existence started to grow on me. I just couldn’t stop thinking about her. If she were to know about this, she would definitely laugh at me.


    Anyway, tomorrow would be the day when the party started, I could just ask her about it then. We decided to hold the party at an all-you-can-eat restaurant, the cost was affordable for us.


    I got into the kotatsu and warmed my stomach with the zoni. 


    I want to be a NEET.


    I prayed in earnest. I wanted to have enough money so that I didn’t have to work. I hated working. People said I shone the brightest when I was working, but I knew that was bullshit. I didn’t care about what they thought, I hated working and I wanted to slack off as much as possible. YOLO!


    “Bro, that’s my feet, move away or I’ll hit you.”


    “Yo, sister, put that remote down please. Peace.”


    That marked the beginning of the annual battle inside the kotatsu.


    Since my legs were bigger than Ugin’s, it became a threat for her occupation of part of the kotatsu. Whenever I moved, I would bump into her. I had no malice toward her, but the same couldn’t be said for her as her hostility against me steadily grew by the seconds.


    “Don’t stretch your legs.”


    “Are you telling me to sit cross-legged?”


    “Yes.”


    “If I do that, my knees will be outside the kotatsu!”
 “At least your feet will be inside.”


    “But I want to put my whole legs in–”


    “I’m going to hit you.”


    “Peace! Peace! Put the remote down, please! By the way, on which body part will you hit me?”


    “That thick skull of yours.”


    “Can you say ‘thick’ one more time?”


    “Shut up or I’m going to hit you for real. Just stop moving around for a while, okay?”


    And so an agreement to a ceasefire was formed and I could continue eating my zoni. This was the only time of the year that I could enjoy a good zoni. I didn’t have the time to deal with my angry sister. (T/N: Zoni is a mochi soup. It’s a tradition to eat in the New Years in Japanese.)


    “You don’t have any plans to go out with your friends?”


    “No. Everyone’s busy studying for the entrance exam.”


    “Ah, right… It’s such a pity though. I mean, it’s the last year of middle school and you can’t even hang out peacefully… Well, I guess you can do it after the entrance exam is over.”


    “Mhm. Also, it’s quite a pain hanging out during this time. You have to watch out what you say to them. Who knows if you would put more pressure on them by mistake. That’s why not hanging out is a better option.”


    She threw a tangerine peel toward my face. Oh, was she trying to play with me?


    I quickly placed a hand in front of my face to guard her throw.


    “…Well, everything will be over soon, no?”


    I threw it back but she quickly grabbed a tray and used it as a shield.


    “Yeah… Well, enough about me, aren’t you breaking out soon, Bro?”


    “What breaking out? I’m not a prisoner.”


    “Sure~ So, are you finally going outside or not?”


    “Yes, I am.”


    “I see. You’ll go on a date with Arina-san, right? Will you put on some makeup?”


    “I’m not going on a date with her and no, if I put on some makeup, she’ll bitch about it.”


    “Guess so, huh?~ Fine, let’s just photoshop your face instead of using makeup.”


    “That won’t work in real life, dummy!”


    I finished my zoni quickly and went to the kitchen to wash the dishes. I did it partly to escape Ugin’s teasing. I couldn’t win against her, so the best course of action would be to escape.


    After that, I went back to my room and checked on my phone. Makoto texted me.


    [Tomorrow, let’s go together.]


    I told him to go with Ruka instead. What was wrong with this guy? He had a girlfriend, he should go with her instead of me.


    I remembered my little chat with Tsuru. She told him to go to the love hotel back then, I wondered if he really went there?… Wait, it was possible… He was dumb enough to actually do it and Ruka wouldn’t try to reject him even if she wanted to. Ah, I got the urge to kill him now…


    [She’s going with her friends.]


    I see, so I was his backup plan.


    Well whatever, that wasn’t important, I need to know the answer to my question.


    [Did you spend Christmas with her?], I sent him that message.


    Around ten seconds later, he replied back.


    [Yeah! The date was a huge success, thanks to Tsuru!]


    Huge success? What the hell, that wasn’t the answer I was looking for. I mean, good for him, but I wanted to know about the love hotel thing.


    [Huge success biologically?], I replied.


    A while later, another reply came.


    [Maybe?]


    Ah, I guess time to bring up the sekihan. (T/N: Sekihan is the kind of rice the Japanese eat on huge celebrations. It’s glutinous rice cooked with Azuki beans/sweet red beans.)


    I replied him with a ‘woah’ and stopped paying attention to him.


    Then, I sent Tsuru a text.


    [It seems like Makoto went there for real.]


    Same like with Makoto, I got a reply almost immediately. Was this the real Tsuru or a bot? Were high school girls nowadays living in a different plane of existence than the rest of humanity? They could read and respond to texts with but a single thought?


    [Good for him♡]


    What’s with that childish response? The Tsuru I knew was the greatest, the smartest, the most high-spec high school girl I had ever seen. Where did that Tsuru-san go?!


    [I hope that Ruka is okay], I replied.


    [Huh? Why wouldn’t she?], she replied.


    [I mean, they went to the love hotel, no?], I replied.


    [Woah, you’re the worst. I’m going to tell Arina.], she replied.


    [Wait, you were the one who suggested it!], I replied.


    [Dummy, of course I wouldn’t tell him that, I just told him a good place to buy some gifts. You’re the worst the worst the worst the worst the worst the worst the worst the worst the worst the worst], she replied.


    I quietly placed my phone on my desk.


    “Sigh…”


    My phone was still vibrating, but I decided to ignore it for now. She was probably still spamming ‘the worst’ to annoy me.


    Well, I was a dummy indeed. I shoulda thought more about it, no way that she would say something like that to Makoto, it was an obvious joke.


    That was embarrassing…


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!”


    I screamed. To wash away the pain.


    I screamed. To forget about my shameful conduct.


    I screamed. Like the French during the French Revolution.


    Oh, ça ira. (T/N: It’s the French revolution song if it isn’t obvious already)


    I screamed. Everything will be fine.


    “Shut up!”


    Ugin opened the door without knocking and hit me in the face with a tangerine. If it had been a tomato, I would look like a bloody mess, but I could lick them all away blissfully, but alas, I could only wish for that miracle to happen.


    “AAAAAAAHHHH!!!”


    I screamed as hard as I could.


    Then suddenly, Ugin opened my closet and began to remove the clothes from the hanger.


    The bottom of the closet quickly became a mess after she did that. After she was done, she approached my bookshelf and pulled every one of my books out of the shelf and dropped them all to the floor.


    Oh no, she was actually pissed off this time, look at that expressionless face. The last time she turned like this was back when I entered her room without her permission and she turned all her furniture upside down in retaliation.


    I got down on my knees to beg for her forgiveness, but it didn’t seem to move her. Instead, she pulled out even more books and she was about to remove the lamp.


    “I’ll buy you something! Please forgive me!”


    After hearing those words, she snapped her fingers.


    “Yay! Please do~”


    Sakaki Ugin, a middle school student in her third year, left the room with a smile on her face while humming a cheerful tune.


    Behind her wake was a mess of clothes and books.


    I was glad that she didn’t resort to violence but this was simply nasty, dear sister.


    Let’s clean up this mess…


    I decided to spend the rest of the day quietly.

  


  
    Chapter 75 – End-of-the-Year Party


    I was sitting on one of the benches in front of the station, freezing to death while waiting for Makoto. Thankfully, he came before I actually died. If he were five minutes late, the cold would freeze my body over like the mammoths of the Ice Age and the new intelligent life forms would look at my frozen body with curiosity, thousands of years later.


    I stood up.


    “Yo.”


    “Stop, let’s get the hell out of here first, the cold is killing me.”


    “Ah, right… I wonder if everyone’s there already.”


    “Tsuru should be there.”


    The party would be held at a restaurant near the station, a few minutes walk from where we were at. It was scheduled to start at 5pm but, since I was a punctual person by nature, I decided to be there 15 minutes earlier. 


    We walked to the restaurant while doing what boys did the best, shit talking, and because of that, we arrived quickly.


    I brushed the snow off the soles of my boots near the door and entered the restaurant.


    “Welcome! How may I help you?”


    “Um, we reserved a table under the name ‘Niwatari’.” 


    Hearing that, the employee took a glance at the reservation list, found the word ‘Niwatari’ there and showed us to our table.


    When we got there, Tsuru and Arina were already sitting there.


    “You guys are quick.”


    “Of course I am, I’m the host!”


    “Money.”


    I expected Tsuru would be there, but I didn’t expect Arina at all.


    Arina held her hand out, implying that she wouldn’t talk to us unless we gave her the money. What was she doing? Trying to be an AI who wouldn’t talk unless we insert a gold token or something? What a pain.


    “Fine, here it is, for both me and Makoto. Record our names properly.”


    Anyway, it seemed like she was the accountant. She gave a nod of confirmation and received our money.


    What Arina was wearing, as expected, was pretty normal. She wore a milky white sweater and a pair of jeans. I couldn’t help but remember her eccentric appearance back when we went to the aquarium. Compared to that, she looked more natural. The sweater she was wearing emphasized her body line… Wait, she noticed me staring, whoops…


    Tsuru, on the other hand, wore something that surprised me. Hoodie with blood-splattered pattern and messy alphabets. She looked like an American gangster, no cap. She looked like the kind of girl who would go to the toilet to sniff some crack. Let’s call the cops, just in case.


    Anyway, if I were to stare at those two any longer, Arina would definitely kill me. Makoto and I moved away a little from those two girls and sat down.


    “Look at Tsuru…”


    “I know, right? She looks like a gangster.”


    I decided to look at the menu until everyone else gathered. Sadly, there was no tomato juice in the drink section. I heard that there was an all-you-can-drink thing here, so I was hoping that I could drink as much tomato juice as I could, but we just couldn’t have nice things. 


    I hoped that the government would promote tomato juice more. It tasted better than coffee or black tea.


    At that moment, Makoto came shouting at me ‘They have all-you-can-drink Sprite here!’, he said. What was he trying to pull? Bragging on a peasant like me who couldn’t even drink his favorite drink? 


    I felt blood rushing to my brain, my mind went blank and I started seeing things. No, really, I started seeing a can of tomato juice coming in my direction while riding a skate. Wait, I wasn’t seeing things, it was real tomato juice!


    “You like those things, no?”


    Muttered Arina while counting the money in her hands.


    At that moment, my hatred toward Arina disappeared. She replaced the Greek Goddess Aphrodite as one of the Olympians in my eyes. Now she was Hiwa Arina, the Goddess of beauty. I clasped my hands together and thanked her.


    “O Goddess, I thanketh thee…”


    When he saw me, Makoto pretended that we were strangers while Arina and Tsuru completely ignored me and started talking with each other. This world was simply cruel. It just refused to let me say my thanks properly.


    *   *   *


    One after another, people gathered after us. When the clock reached exactly 5pm, everyone had already gathered.


    There were 14 people in total. Most of them were mine and Arina’s classmates. Everyone ordered the drinks that they fancied and when the drinks arrived, the party finally began. By the way, I ordered grape juice, they said it was good for fatigue.


    Tsuru stood up with a glass in her hand.


    “First, thank you for coming, everyone! How is your winter break? Fun?”


    Sleeping, watching TV, messing around with Ugin, an endless loop of repetitive activities. Yes, it was fun.


    “I’m sure that everyone is having fun, unlike that guy in the corner over there, he’s probably wasting his time sleeping and rotting away like a zombie.”


    “Incorrect! The day before yesterday, I was planting some trees in the Australian desert and danced with the Aboriginals! It was fun, you know?”


    Actually, I was playing chess with Ugin during that time. I remembered losing once against her.


    “Cheers!”


    The speech was short and everyone toasted.


    The clinking of the glasses became the sign of the start of the party.


    Not long after, our meat arrived and I immediately grabbed some tongs to place the meat on the net.


    “Oh, Sui, let me help you.”


    “Thank you, Makoto. Place the veggies over there.”


    Surrounding Makoto and I were Asakura Toma, the president of the journalism club, Miyazaki Shinji, the president of the art club and Meren Gento, a member of the tea ceremony club. Us five men were standing our grounds together.


    “Next year is the last year of our high school life, huh?…”


    Muttered Shinji as he looked at the sizzling meat.


    “It is! So, have you decided on your career path, everyone?”


    Asked Toma in an energetic voice.


    “I’m going to an art college, in other words, I’ll be busy with exams next year…”


    “Me too! I’ll enter a college so I could work for the media in the future!”


    “I think I’ll take the liberal arts course in college… I have no interest in tea ceremonies, by the way.”


    “I wanna be a chef, so I’ll probably go to a vocational school…”


    It seemed like everyone had decided on their goals in life. How envious, I didn’t even know what I was going to do with my life.


    “What about you, Sui?”


    “My parents want me to go to college, so I’ll do just that. I don’t know what I want to do there though…”


    “Well, no rush, maybe you’ll find your life goals in college.”


    “I hope so.”


    After a while, the meat was finally done, so everyone began to shove them into their mouths with their chopsticks. A wave of ‘So tasty!’ echoed through our table as they shoved more meat into their mouths. Of course, I was no exception, but I started craving tomato juice while devouring the meat. Then, I remembered the tomato juice that Arina gave me earlier.


    The faint smell of the tomato invaded my nostrils as I sipped it. The heavenly taste of the tomato made my whole body numb.


    “Tasty!”


    “I’m still amazed that you could drink that.”


    “I treasure this more than my own life!”


    I felt better after drinking the tomato juice. Following the momentum, I whispered something to Makoto.


    “Do you want to sit next to Ruka?”


    “Eh? H-How? You aren’t going to shove me into that group of girls, right?!”
 “Leave it to me, I’ll come up with something.”


    “…That sounds worrisome…”


    “Put your faith in me!”


    I didn’t wait for his reply and instead, I started racking my brain.


    The current situation was pretty tough. On our side, there were Makoto and I, then Shinji, Toma and Gento in front of us. Right next to Makoto were Hiiragi Yuri, Namiki Shirona, Miyanaka Ran and Ruka. Between Makoto and Ruka, there were three people. To make them sit next to each other, I had to remove those three obstacles. A quite challenging objective if I might say so.


    I had to look for a way where I could bring them together naturally. Think, Sakaki Sui, think! You are in your best condition right now! Right now, you could do seventy-digits multiplication and distinguish fifty different voices at once! You could win the high school quiz competition easily!


    Then, revelation came to me.


    I gripped the can in my hand and called out to Makoto.


    “I’m going to seduce someone.”


    “What?”


    I stood up, climbed over Makoto, walked around and sat down next to Ruka. Instantly, the girls gave me a disgusted look.


    “Howdy, Ruka-chan~ I see you’re as beautiful as usual~”


    “…Thank you?”


    Ruka seemed to understand my intention. Good job, Mimori Ruka, you sure were different from the other girls. Your intelligence was unparalleled, unlike that Arina girl who was looking at me like I was a gum in her shoes.


    I continued.


    “Anyway, Ruka-chan, what’s your favorite food? I’ll bring you to a nice restaurant sometime, what do you think?”


    “…Uh, food?”


    I think I asked the wrong question. I was just asking a random question, but it seemed like I confused her more than anything.


    “Wait, Sui, why are you even hitting on Ruka?”


    The gyaru, Tsuru asked me. All right, good, I need more commotion over here.


    “Wait, Tsuru-kun. I’m talking to Ruka-chan right now, so can you stay out of this? Go outside and touch some grass, maybe.”


    “You’re making the meat taste worse, so why don’t you go away, Sui? If possible, don’t ever show up in front of me again.”


    “Leave me alone, Arina-kun. I only have Ruka-chan in my sight right now.”


    Wow, it felt like I could do anything right now.


    “Jeez… Makoto, Sui is hitting on Ruka, come here!”


    Alright, nice, Tsuru! Now Makoto can come here and sit here instead of me.


    However, he seemed to be in a bad mood. Like the girls, his gaze was cold. I see, so this was how cancer cells felt when the antibiotics threatened their lives.


    “Sui, move.”


    Said Makoto coldly before shoving me away from Ruka.


    This is fine…


    This was for my bud after all.


    Everyone could treat me like a public enemy for all I care, it was worth it.


    When I returned to my seat, the other boys welcomed me and for some reason, my plate was filled with meat.


    “Good job, Sui…”


    Shinji patted me on the shoulder, while Toma shook my hand and Gento brought me a cup of oolong tea.


    “…Thank you, everyone…”


    At that time, I realized. The world wasn’t so bad after all. As long as there was still friendship in this world, it was still a wonderful place to live in.


    “Disgusting…”


    Spat Arina after looking at us.

  


  
    Chapter 76 – Things That Never Happened


    I was currently sandwiched between Shirona and Yuri as their autonomous meat-grilling machine. I would use the tongs to arrange the meat on the net, watch it closely so it wouldn’t be burned and flip it over when the time was right.


    I was forced to do this because someone gotta pay for my tomato juice. Since I would do anything for tomato juice, I immediately agreed to do it. The only problem with this arrangement was that I had to sit next to Yuri.


    Anyway, I always thought that girls would eat less meat. I always thought that Arina was the exception to the rule, but those girls had a surprisingly healthy appetite. Were all of them big eaters or was I wrong about girls’ true nature?


    “You guys ate a lot, huh?…”


    “Is that so? I didn’t eat much though?” said Yuri.


    “Your stomach is just small, Sui.” said Shirona.


    “No, no, my stomach is as big as the guy next door…”


    Everyone moved their seats and chatted among themselves. The barrier called gender had long been broken. I thought that I would spend the rest of the party surrounded by high density testosterone while sipping my tomato juice but I was proven wrong.


    “Ahh…”


    Ah ah ah, I love you very much! I thought Yuri started singing the Doraemon opening and I felt a bit sympathy for her.


    But sadly it wasn’t the case. This girl brought a piece of meat to my mouth and that ‘Ahh’ was said in a sweet voice. Yes, it was the legendary ‘feeding scene’ from anime, manga, or whatever fictions you’re usually jacking off to. It was a form of skinship between a man and a woman, normal people would see it as a reward. However, this kind of thing would only happen if there was a great amount of trust between the parties involved.


    Let’s take a step back and think. Yuri was holding a piece of meat in her chopstick and offered it to me. This was where trust would come to play.


    Should I lean over to take the meat from her?


    Or will she feed it directly to my mouth?


    If we didn’t trust each other and did both actions at the same time, the chopsticks would hit my front teeth and break them. The whole feeding scene would turn into an assault and we surely didn’t want that.


    Of course, this kind of consideration wouldn’t happen between lovers. After all, lovers would understand what was going on in their partners’ minds. Maybe.


    But Yuri and I weren’t lovers. In other words, there was a huge chance that things would go badly for me. Not only my teeth, there was a possibility that the chopsticks would pierce through my throat and kill me. I would also like to avoid that.


    “Why are you ignoring me?” said Yuri, confused.


    There was also another reason why this particular feeding scene was bad for me. Yuri previously ate with those chopsticks, which meant, the chopsticks were covered in her bodily fluids as they directly made contact with her mucous membrane. If I were to eat from those same chopsticks, this phenomenon called ‘indirect kiss’ would occur, a dangerous phenomenon that would only be allowed between lovers. 


    Of course Yuri didn’t see me that way, she was only trying to bait a reaction from me. After all, she didn’t have a speck of interest in me, I could tell because she didn’t act like a maiden-in-love, unlike the other two who were seated near me, Shirona and Ruka. Both of them had their hands clamped over their mouths while furiously blushing seeing her acts.


    Wait, could it be…


    Was Yuri testing me to see whether I liked her or not? If I got embarrassed, then it meant that I was conscious of her, but if I took it like a man, that meant I didn’t have any interest in her. Was it something like that?


    If that was the case, there was only one answer to get out of this situation. Took it like a man. I snatched the meat from the chopsticks and indirectly kissed her. It was my first indirect kiss and it tasted like meat. Was this taste normal?


    Ruka blushed at my action while Shirona yelped lightly. Tsuru laughed her ass off and Arina just stared at me dumbfoundedly while licking her ice cream.


    Then, Yuri smirked and picked up another piece of meat.


    I felt a shiver run down my spine.


    You’re still going?!…


    I thought my action was clear, I wasn’t interested in her! What was the point of this one? I give up, judge, please take me away from this place!


    Was she really just making fun of me or was she just going through the motions? …Ah, right, she was Hiiragi Yuri, she was just messing with me.


    While I was racking my brain, Ran poked my cheek with a spoonful of ice cream, trying to feed me. Wait a second, didn’t she use the same spoon to eat the ice cream? Did that mean I would kiss two girls indirectly at the same time if I take both? 


    Dear God, please forgive me.


    I had a sinful pair of lips.


    I had a sinful pair of eyeballs.


    I was a bad person.


    “…No, thank you. You guys should eat them on your own…”


    I refused both of them.


    I shoulda done this from the start. I mean, no matter what Yuri thought of me, my life would go on.


    I guess I lost this psychological warfare.


    “You looked like me when I was solving math problems.”


    “Is that so? I’m calm though. I won’t be swayed by such simple acts.”


    “Hmm~”


    Yuri ate the meat that she had been holding.


    W-Wait, that meat… Those chopsticks…


    “Hm?”


    “No, it’s nothing…”


    “So you lied~ You were swayed after all~ Haha!”


    “Hahaha! The giant is embarrassed! Look at your face, it’s so funny!!”


    “Be quiet, peasant! At least try to not look like a fool!”


    Tsuru was laughing hysterically to the point that everyone seemed troubled by it. Even Arina who sat next to her seemed troubled,


    *   *   *


    “By the way, it seems like everyone will take the liberal arts course, huh?”


    Said Shirona.


    “Well, I won’t.”


    “I see. All the girls here will take liberal arts, you see…”


    “I’ll take science, me and Gento both.”


    “Honestly, that’s surprising. Isn’t the science course hard?”


    “Not really, Shirona-san. Physics and chemistry are just many times better than anything the liberal arts course has to offer, at least for me.”


    Who the hell invented classics and Chinese literature?


    “The thing that annoys me the most is those two.”


    I pointed at Arina and Tsuru.


    “I was planning to ask those two if I got confused by something, who would have known that both of them would betray me like this. I’m hurt.”


    “Stop acting like you have feelings.”


    “Arina-kun, even a meat grinder like me has feelings, you know?”


    Tsuru then raised her hand while yelling ‘Here, here!’. I replied, ‘Yes, Niwatori-kun!’


    “Please stop flirting!”


    “No one’s flirting!”


    “Don’t rub it on our faces then!”


    “What are you on about? Can’t you see that she’s bullying me?”


    “In any case, I won’t give Arina to you that easily! I’ll curse your whole family if you lay your hands on her, Sui!”


    “Over my dead body! I won’t let any harm come to my sister! I’ll fight to my last breath!”


    “Woah, that actually sounds cool…”


    “I told you that I’m aiming to be single for my whole life. I won’t let anyone enter my life and I won’t be close to anyone!”


    “Lame.”


    “So mean, I’m going to cry, you know?”


    Arina stopped Tsuru from saying anything anymore and said, ‘He promised to donate his organs as fertilizers for the sake of all the farmers in this land, so go ahead and finish him off.’ Wait, when did I say that? I’ve never signed up for that. Did she fake my signature? I should sue her for that.


    In the middle of that chaos, Shirona suddenly poked me and whispered, ‘Psst, Sui, can you tell me what’s going on between you and Arina-san?’


    “W-What are you on about?”


    I immediately rejected that. Yuri, who was sitting next to me, saw me panicking and took advantage of that situation.


    “What is it, what is it? What are you guys whispering about?”


    “Nothing! Don’t mind us and eat your meat! Meat is good for your growth, you know?”


    “Don’t change the topic!”


    “It’s really nothing! We’re just talking about an experiment! Have you ever wondered what would happen if two people with the same memory, body and experience wake up in separate buildings that have the exact same environment down to the molecular level? We’re talking about how to create a clone of ourselves that is identical to our real self in every single way possible to perform that experiment.”


    “Okay, so why would Shirona even talk about that kind of thing with you?”


    “Tsk tsk tsk. You said you’re a friend of hers, but you don’t know about this habit of Shirona? She tends to talk about nonsense like this, you know? I know about it because we’ve been friends since middle school!”


    “I don’t have a habit like that!”


    Shirona brutally cut me off.


    “Anyway, don’t talk about such things here, okay, Shirona? There is a perfect place to have this kind of conversation, after all.”


    “Eh, there is?”


    “No.”


    “Jeez, I just want to know about your love life…”


    “I have no love life!”


    Yikes, she said the word. Tsuru and Yuri immediately hounded me after hearing it.


    “Love life? Your love life with Arina? C’mon tell me about it!”


    “No, no! Why are you even mentioning Arina?!”


    I desperately tried to defend myself. Arina’s eyes were as sharp as an apex predator. She seemed annoyed that Tsuru dragged her into this.


    Tsuru then called out to Arina.


    “Arina~ C’mon, tell me, tell me~”


    “I can’t tell you anything even if I want to. I have nothing to do with that man whatsoever, nor do I want to have something to do with him. I mean, look at him, he looks like a giant praying mantis.”


    So cruel.


    “So she said, Sui. If you want to go out with her you have to beat me first, okay?”


    “Ah, that sounds easy enough.”


    “In test scores.”


    “The hurdle became too high!”


    Even Arina couldn’t beat her in that regard, let alone a lowly tomato addict like me.


    I moved my seat again after that, now I shared a seat with three unfamiliar girls. It was the first time I’ve ever seen their face and I didn’t even know what class they came from. Maybe we saw each other at school once or twice but, even if we did, I simply couldn’t remember them. I felt like I went to a mixer.


    “You are… Sakaki-kun, right? I’ve heard a lot about you.”


    Said the girl with a ponytail. 


    “Huh? You know me?”


    “Well, yeah. Aren’t you Arina’s boyfriend? The rumor went around for a while, so I heard a lot of things about you.”


    “We are not dating! That’s a hoax! Seriously, everyone needs to do a fact check once in a while! I should report this to the student council…”


    “Huh, you guys aren’t dating?”


    “Yes, of course. I mean, think about it, no sane person would be able to get along with that girl. Yes, she looks pretty, but her insides are rotten.”


    Arina held up her two middle fingers to me from a distance away.


    “You get what I’m saying now? We aren’t together. Besides, I have a few screws loose, no reason to fall in love with someone like me.”


    “Is that so? You’re tall and cool though, that’s enough of a reason, no?”


    Those words struck me like lightning.


    Cool? Me? No way… Ugin kept telling me that the only good thing about me was my height and her words were actually true?


    This ponytailed girl was prettier than the other girls sitting around her. It was possible that she was only pretending to be nice and secretly mocking me in her mind, but that didn’t matter, I’ll play along with her for now.


    “…By the way, what’s your name again?”


    “Mugiyama Kaya from class 1.” (T/N: 麦山華彩, not sure about her name, may change later if the author gave a proper spelling for it)


    Mugiyama Kaya from class 2-1. Distinguishable trait: ponytail. I’ll keep that in mind.


    “I was Tsuru’s classmate back when we were freshmen, that’s why she invited me.”


    “Good job, Tsuru-san… So you aren’t just a gluttonous bird, after all…” (T/N: The kanji to Tsuru’s name meant ‘crane’, that’s why he called her ‘bird’)


    I’ve been surrounded by a lot of homo sapiens who loved to toy with me. Kaya-chan looked so radiant compared to them. Why couldn’t I meet her earlier? Before this, the only females who wouldn’t toy with me were my mom and Ugin but now, the Gods above had bestowed me with her presence. O Gods, your blessings came too late, but I thanketh thee.


    “Kaya-san, are you in any club?”


    “Yes, the cheerleaders.”


    Dear Lord.


    Cheerleader club? I heard about them, they were the top of the school caste in America. The Queen Bees. I should’ve joined the baseball club, that way she could’ve cheered on me and we could probably have a good relationship.


    I always thought that the going-home club was the top among the school caste but her presence shook that belief a little. 


    I wonder how she looked like in her cheerleader outfit?


    “Is that so? Too bad I’m in the going-home club. I can’t see you cheering on me…”


    “I can do it for you if you want me to~”


    Dear Lord.


    Arina needed to learn from her.


    Seriously, was I dreaming? How could someone as amiable as her exist in this world? I should tell Ugin about this.

  


  
    Chapter 77 – The Fickle Rose


    After spending some quality time with the nice pony-tailed JK, I returned to the boys’ seat.


    They gave me a dish called ‘meat rice’, a huge pile of meat with some rice. It wasn’t originally on the menu, they just invented the thing for me.


    “What’s with this barbarous dish?” 


    The bowl was filled with so much meat to the point that I couldn’t even get a glimpse of the rice. They also put a lot of sauce in there for some reason.


    “This is the proof of my feelings for you. Take it.”


    Said Gento.


    Your feelings? I see, you wanted me dead.


    “…I-I’ll dig in…”


    I started eating slowly. It was painful. I felt my tongue slowly going numb.


    “Can I ask you something?”


    Said Gento, ignoring my pained state.


    “What kind of person is Hiwa?”


    Ahh~


    So he was the same kind of guy as Makoto and the others. The part of the crowd who were attracted and curious about our dear poisonous rose.


    He shoulda known that Arina was a mutated human. She had this power to make a soundproof barrier near both of her eardrums. How did she do it? Who knows.


    “She hates people. She enjoys humiliating people in public and is a devout believer of might makes right.”


    There was a painful story behind the former, but the latter involved me heavily because I was her primary victim. I couldn’t even count on how many times she had stabbed and punched me. One time, I tried to hug her jokingly and she slapped me out of nowhere.


    “If that’s the case, how did you?…”


    “I had to go through all that for months. Nowadays, she’s beginning to open up a little. She can interact with the other girls normally now. Just look at her.”


    I pointed my chin toward Arina’s direction. She was wiping Tsuru’s mouth with a napkin. If I were in Tsuru’s position, she woulda rip my lips off my mouth with a cutter before roasting it.


    “See?”


    “Yeah…”


    “I’ll give you an advice, Gento. Don’t go after her, you’ll just end up hurting yourself.”


    “I won’t. I’m just curious about your relationship with her. How did you get along with her?”


    “I don’t think ‘get along’ is how you could describe our relationship…”


    “She’s much more amicable now after she got involved with you. I’m sure of this because we used to be classmates.”


    “That’s rough, buddy…”


    “Back then, she would reject anyone, regardless of gender. She was a beautiful girl, but she was pretty much unapproachable, her existence was like Pandora’s box.”


    “I understand what you’re talking about…”


    I couldn’t finish the meat, so I gave my leftovers to Shinji. This wasn’t something that someone could finish by themselves. I was thinking of giving it to Makoto, but he was still flirting with Ruka, so I refrained myself. Seriously, he should be thankful to me.


    “Sui, do you like her?”


    “Huh? Of course not. Yeah, sure, she is pretty but I’m not going to hit on her or anything.”


    “Then, why did you approach her?”


    That would be a long story.


    It all started because Akakusa-sensei told me to rehabilitate her. 


    Then it was discovered that she had Dual Personality Disorder and the one who asked for Akakusa-sensei was her alter ego. Things didn’t end at that, I found out that she was a victim of abuse and she lost her memories.


    Only Arina’s mom, Akakusa-sensei, Kazawaguchi-senpai and I were the ones who knew about her condition. Tsuru noticed something about her when her personality switched, but she didn’t pay it much attention and probably had forgotten about it already.


    Anyway, I had to find a way to avoid this topic.


    At that moment, Ugin suddenly came to mind somehow. I racked my brain to find a way to get out of this conversation.


    After a while, I found it.


    “My sister is indebted to her. To repay her, I became her servant temporarily.”


    “Servant?”


    “Yes. Rather, I’m pretty much her slave.”


    Yikes, Arina heard me. She glared at me.


    “Living as her slave is hard… She’s abusing me every single day, I can’t even complain…”


    “That sounds rough…”


    After that, Arina called me over. Your average boys would wag their tails and come to her side, hoping that she would give them a passionate kiss on their cheeks. But sadly, I wasn’t your average boy. I immediately ran away to the bathroom.


    I won’t fall for that pretty face. Going there would be the equivalent of jumping into the dragon’s lair.


    *   *   *


    After a while, the party was finally over.


    Tsuru ended everything with her new year’s greetings and a cheer with everyone.


    I had a good time. Yes, I was treated like a slave by a certain young lady midway through the party, but she looked like she was enjoying herself, so I didn’t mind it.


    Everyone was free to go home after the party ended, except for me. Yesterday, Ugin was mad at me and to calm her down, I made a promise that I would buy her a souvenir. I brought it to myself, so I had no choice but to fulfill that promise.


    After I said my goodbyes, I went to the commercial district alone.


    Ugin loved food, so I decided to buy her some. I’ll probably buy her some cream puffs, that thing always could make her smile.


    I went to a dessert shop and bought two cream puffs and a cafe au lait. But, just when I thought that everything was finally over, I bumped into Arina.


    “Y-Yo.”


    “What a coincidence. Are you following me?”


    “Of course not! I’m here for my sister!”


    “Is that so?”


    Then, she suddenly burst out laughing. I thought she lost her mind but I noticed that the way she laughed was different than usual. I realized that something was up with her.


    “So it’s you.”


    “You noticed?”


    She was the other Arina, the lovely one.


    “Did you bump into Aki-senpai?”


    “Nope. I asked Arina that I wanted to go out for a moment, that’s why I’m here.”


    “Huh… I thought the trigger for your personality change is meeting old acquaintances… So you could just do it if you asked?”


    “I don’t know. I just had a feeling that I could come out if I asked, so I did. Ah, of course I’m not asking her directly, I just conveyed my feelings to her, something like that.”


    “…This is confusing…”


    “To be fair, I don’t understand it myself either~”


    I wonder how it feels to have another personality residing inside of you? I felt like it would be awkward. I mean, you couldn’t exactly hide things that you wanted to hide from your alter ego, no? Well, I didn’t have one, I was just assuming things so, who knows?


    “Speaking of which, Arina, you are so pretty right now.”


    “W-What?! What are you on about?”


    “The gap between you two is amazing. Anyway, why are you out? Something on your mind?”


    “Mm. I was looking for you, actually.”


    “Me?”


    “Mhm. I want to thank you for everything.”


    She bent her waist and bowed.


    “W-What are you doing? C’mon, raise your head, don’t bow to me like that! Only arthropods should bow to me.”


    “Thank you for listening to my selfish request… Thank you for always supporting Arina. Back at the festival, I told you that I’ll be fine and you could stop but you still take care of me earnestly… Thank you very much, Sui-kun… I hope you can take care of me next year too!”


    She smiled before bowing again.


    “…You’re so kind… It’s the first time in a while that someone treated me like a human being.”


    “Is that so? Arina told me to be more stern, but I can’t do that…”


    “That sounds like something she would say, yeah.”


    “I can’t change myself that easily, you know?”


    “I figured.”


    “Mhm!”


    She took a few steps back, her hands were hidden behind her back.


    “I hope that we’ll be in the same class next year!”


    She went away after saying that.


    I wished the same. Deep inside my heart, I wanted to be in the same class as her but, unlike her, I was unable to say it out loud.


    “Both of us are such simpletons…”


    *   *   *


    When I got back home, the first thing I did was give Ugin her souvenir.


    “Thanks~ What is this?”


    “Some cream puffs and a drink.”


    “Yay~”


    “Enjoy.”


    She seemed happy. She immediately went to the kotatsu and did her things there.


    I went to my room, wore my pajamas and went back to the living room to warm my body in the kotatsu. When I got there, Ugin was still eating her cream puffs, all smiles.


    At that moment, my phone rang. Arina messaged me.


    [Forget everything.]


    She sent me those two words. This should be from our lovely poisonous rose. She probably became embarrassed recalling what the other Arina had said and done.


    “What are you grinning at? Disgusting.”


    “Look at my face closely once again before saying that. We look similar, so your grinning face is probably similar to mine, you know?”


    “Can I vomit now?”


    [I won’t forget it], I replied to Arina.


    Not long after, a reply came from her. [I see. Happy new year]


    Seriously, I failed to understand what was going on in her head.

  


  
    Chapter 78 – New Year


    New year.


    I slept until noon, ignoring the Japanese’s tradition (?) of worshiping the hatsuhinode. The sun had already turned into the usual bright sun by the time I woke up. Happy new year, Sun-kun, please don’t explode while I’m still alive. (T/N: Hatsuhinode is the first sunrise of the new year. There’s a tradition in Japan where people gather together to look at it.)


    For me, this year was the last year of high school, the year when I had to focus on my entrance exam.


    To get into the mood, I decided to go to Hatsumode. I lied, actually, Ugin forced me to go with her.


    There was no way that me, the one who was on the lower end of the Sakaki family’s power structure, could win against Ugin, the Queen of the family. It was like an ant trying to challenge an elephant. If I resisted her, she would turn me into her plaything and I would be reduced to a husk that could only produce CO2. Well, at least I would be less harmful than AC, I wouldn’t produce Freon gas just by existing.


    Currently, I was inside the train while looking at the other passengers around me. Everyone was in the mood for the new year. I saw women dressing in kimonos everywhere. One of the best things about this country was that people wouldn’t look at you strangely if they saw you wearing traditional clothes like this.


    “What are you looking at, Bro?”


    “The Cassiopeia Constellation.”
 “In the subway??”


    Looking at those women shouldn’t be considered sexual harassment, right? I should Google it later.


    We went off the train and almost got lost in the middle of the crowd. Luckily, Ugin grabbed my hand and pulled me over to her side. But she pulled me without even trying to be considerate to me, I almost fell over on the sidewalk multiple times.


    I glanced around to look at the women again. I didn’t know why, but they remind me of spring rolls. At that moment, Tsuru texted me.


    [Here’s me and Arina–☆]


    There was a picture attached to that text, a selfie of Arina and Tsuru in kimono. They looked so beautiful, like the best piece of art that this land called Japan could ever produce. Looking at them made my heart beat faster than normal. If they were to compete in Miss Universe or something similar, I wouldn’t hesitate to throw all my money at them. I had to squint my eyes to look at their radiance.


    I immediately saved the picture.


    Ugin looked at me suspiciously when I put my phone back in my pocket. Why was she like this? A pure and innocent soul like me couldn’t possibly do something suspicious. Hell, even stepping on grass hurt my conscience.


    But Ugin didn’t care about it. She smiled at me and that smile grew wider by the seconds. 


    “What did you save on your phone?”
 “How could you tell that I was saving something? Did the mutation on your body accelerate? Or maybe the middle schoolers nowadays could know what everyone is doing on their phones by reading their finger movements? What the hell is wrong with this country?”


    “What are you even rambling about, dear failure of a human being?”


    “Okay, that actually hurts. You’re starting to resemble a certain girl, I’m worried about your future.”


    “Forget about that, what did you save?”


    “…I don’t think it’s appropriate to show this picture out in the open like this.”


    That wasn’t an excuse.


    If I were to show the picture to her, I would be breaching Arina’s and Tsuru’s privacy and only antisocials would do that.


    “What are you saying, I’m your little sister! Are you implying that I’ll do something inappropriate with it?”
 “Sorry, little sister, I wasn’t trying to imply anything.”


    “Doubt, I know what’s going on inside your mind, Bro. Anyway, c’mon, show me~”


    Why are you treating your brother like this, dear sister? I have always been proud of you, yet you’re treating me like this. I remembered back when you were in your second grade of elementary school, you told me that you would marry me and only an oil king would be comparable to me. I was touched by that, you know?


    Sadly, my cute little sister was gone, replaced by this cheeky girl. I was deeply saddened by this fact. I wish I could be Anpanman so I could heal this emotional damage by replacing my head. (T/N: Anpanman is a really old anime, not the BTS song. It’s about a dude that has anpan as his head. He could replace his head with a new one every time it gets damaged.)


    “I’m going to drink your tomato juice.”


    “Okay, here you go.”


    Jeez.


    My sister had learned how to blackmail someone. I hoped that she wouldn’t rob a bank in the future.


    I showed her the selfie Tsuru sent me. I had no choice, Ugin coerced me into this. I hope that Arina and Tsuru will forgive me for doing this.


    “Eh?! Is that Arina-san?! Oh my god, she’s so cute! Kya!!”


    After seeing the picture, she immediately entered her simp mode. I felt bad for the other people, so I decided to treat her like a stranger. This pure and innocent Sakaki Sui had nothing to do with this girl, please move on, strangers.


    “What about the other girl?! Who is she?!”


    “I can’t disclose her information, that’s a breach of privacy. You should formally ask her lawyer first–”


    “Who. Is. She?”


    “Her name is Niwatari Tsuru…”


    “Kyuut!! What the hell, why are there so many cute girls at your school?!”


    The picture seemed to stimulate her to the point that she started making up words. No good, the picture was a bad influence for her. I took my phone away. I should seal it away until she was at least eighteen.


    “Eh~ I want to look at them a bit longer! I want to look at cute girls too, you know?”


    “No, you’re too young for this! Also, you’re cute enough, just look at yourself.”


    “You know, if you could act this smooth to girls your age, you would probably be popular, Bro.”


    “I don’t need to be smooth to be popular, I just need to be rich.”


    “That’s true, but, is that something that a high school student like you should say?”


    I mean, it sounded cool, so why not? Besides, I wasn’t wrong.


    After that, we lined up to offer our money to the shrine.


    I saw people throwing their money into the donation box like soldiers throwing grenades into the enemies’ bunker. This made me think that if I were God, I would refuse their money and tell them to save it instead.


    Honestly, I hated the act of offering money, though that was probably because I had a twisted view of it. I knew that it wasn’t meaningless though. Sometimes, people just needed something to motivate them to start doing something good in their lives and offering their money like this was one of them.


    Me drinking tomato juice every day was my way of motivating myself.


    When my turn came, I offered the one yen coin that I didn’t need into the box.


    “Uwah…”


    Ugin, who offered a five yen coin, let out a strange sound. I ignored her and rang the bell.


    [May I become rich in the future, I want to build a personal tomato juice server.]


    I prayed to the aluminum in front of me.


    *   *   *


    After giving our prayers, we went through the torii and entered modern civilization once again. Let’s go! Viva la electricity! Machine POG!


    By the way, my omikuji reading said that my luck was normal luck. It said that I should treat girls better to avoid bad relationships with them, but that didn’t matter since I already had bad relationships with multiple girls. Besides, they were the one who started abusing me, why should I treat them better? This omikuji was a scam! (T/N: Omikuji means ‘sacred lot’, it’s a kind of fortune telling they did in Shinto temples. The way it works is that they would place a bunch fortune telling readings on a box or stand for people to draw them. It’s like drawing a lot.)


    On the other hand, Ugin’s reading said that she got a big fortune. She had been jumping up and down in delight. Suddenly, she stopped. It seemed like she had something in her mind.


    “Did you really throw a one yen coin just now?…”


    “Yeah, I got some one yen coin inside my pocket, so might as well.”


    “Of course you’ll say that… As your sister, I’m sad to see you grow up like this, Bro…”


    “And I’m sad to see you sad, dear sister…”


    “Then again, if by throwing coins like that your wish could come true, what’s the point of working? Honestly, I didn’t bring you here so you could make a wish for the new year, Bro. I just want you to find some motivation somehow…”


    “Your sudden serious act makes your brother feel bewildered, dear sister. I don’t know how to react to that…”


    “That was a lie, I brought you here because mom forced me to.”


    “So everything was a lie…”


    So her sincere look was a lie. I was deeply disappointed by this. I didn’t remember raising my little sister to be a liar like this.


    “You didn’t raise me.”


    “Stop reading my mind.”


    We were about to go home, but it felt a shame to go back home like this. As I was thinking about where to go next, my phone vibrated ominously.


    “Is that your phone?”


    “No, it’s the sound of the earth breathing.”


    “Bro, you should treat your friends better. They’re still trying to contact you even though they know that you have a few screws loose.”


    “Fine, fine.”


    The one who called me was Tsuru.


    “Hello, this is Sierra Leone’s Japanese Embassy.”


    {Hello, Sui~ Tsuru’s here~ Happy new year~}


    She completely ignored my joke. Even Arina would respond to my joke but this gyaru just completely ignored it. She completely ignored the thing that defined me as a person, so cruel…


    “Happy new year. Thanks for the selfie, I’m going to keep it as a family heirloom.”


    {Haha~ Arina refused me when I asked her to take that selfie! So, I just clung to her and took it without waiting her answer~}


    I could hear Arina’s voice telling Tsuru to stop. It seemed like they were still together.


    Despite seeing me in the middle of a private conversation with my dear friends, Ugin was tiptoeing beside me, trying to eavesdrop. I tried to shake her off by turning my head in the opposite direction but she grabbed me by my chin and pulled it down. I was forced to walk in a strange pose, like the ape dude on Darwin’s evolution theory.


    The other people looked at both of us with curious gazes. I wanted to go home…


    {Hey, who do you think is prettier, me or Arina?}


    “That’s not an appropriate question to ask a gentleman like me.”


    {Of course the answer is Arina for you, no?~}


    “Akakusa-sensei is the prettiest.”


    {So it is Arina! She likes Akakusa-sensei, after all~}


    I heard an auditory hallucination that sounded really unpleasant.


    My brain judged that someone, somewhere, insulted Akakusa-sensei. Instantly, my brain conjured more than seven hundred methods of assassinations. But the rational side of my brain stopped it, my instincts screamed at me of the danger that would happen if I were to execute one of those assassination methods. In the end, I forgave Arina for insulting Akakusa-sensei. I generously let her off from her death sentence.


    “Anyway, what’s up?”


    {Ah, right, where are you right now?}


    “In front of the station.”


    {Huh? We’re here too.}


    “Is that so? Time to go, Ugin.”


    {Wait, wait! Don’t you want to look at Arina? Come here! She’s here! In the flesh! I can’t believe you…}


    “Why would I do that—”


    I really wanted to see her…


    But at the same time I didn’t want Ugin to see them. They were bad influences on her, I didn’t want Ugin to grow up like them.


    {This is a one in a lifetime chance, you know?}


    “I… I won’t go…”


    {Too bad~ It seems like you’re hated, Arina~}


    {Is that so? Well, the feeling’s mutual.}


    {He’s so cruel~ He’s probably cheating on you~ What a jerk, playing with a maiden’s heart like that~}


    {He deserves death. I should melt his body in concentrated sulfuric acid…}


    The conversation between those two started to turn into a horrifying psycho horror movie, so I mustered up my courage to stop it.


    “I-I want to see her… I’m begging you, let me see her…”


    {You should just say so at the start! Why did you even try to be a tsundere? Anyway, meet us near the bookstore.}


    I was frustrated by this outcome, so I decided to take revenge. I’ll make them blush when I meet them and I’ll take their pictures as blackmail materials, especially Arina’s. If I could manage to do that, then I was pretty much a winner in this lifetime. My body shook in excitement. This plan was perfect!


    “I kinda want to punch you, fake tsundere.”


    “I’m not a tsundere, dear sister. This big brother of yours is a very serious and gentle person, don’t you know?”


    “Look in the mirror! Your face looks like a criminal!”


    For some reason, Ugin stayed with me. What was this? Did she want to come with me? I’ll be surrounded by three girls?


    “You aren’t going home?”


    “I don’t want to go home alone, it’s scary~”


    “Fine. Come with me, then.”


    “Hehe, you’re so easy to deal with. So, you’re going to meet up with Arina-san and Tsuru-san, right? Can I really go with you?~”


    She begged me.


    With my status, I couldn’t simply reject the Queen’s request, the only option here was to give her the okay.


    I should try to be a member of the UN Security Council.


    That would surely give me enough status to reject her.

  


  
    Chapter 79 – Unfamiliar Place


    I was waiting with Ugin near the bookstore where we promised to meet up with the two girls.


    One was Niwatari Tsuru, a gyaru who looked like she couldn’t remember the multiplication table to save her life but was actually the smartest person in her grade (A genius).


    The other one was Hiwa Arina, an unbelievably fashionable and pretty girl who looked like an actress, yet she was a problematic beauty who had poison as a tongue and always tried to keep people away from her (A problem child). 


    Those two peculiar characters finally appeared and I couldn’t help but shiver after I thought about the bad influences they would bring to Ugin. 


    “Amazing! Bro, they look amazing!”


    Said Ugin while grabbing my sleeve and swinging it around. I hoped that she didn’t do it so roughly like this, I am not a doll, my arm couldn’t handle too much force. Seriously, if she kept doing it, it would break!


    Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes scanned through the two girls in front of her. It seemed like her excitement wouldn’t subside anytime soon.


    “U-Um! My name is Sakaki Ugin! Nice to meet you!”


    “Ugin, calm down, you look unsightly. They’re still considered as normal organic life forms, similar to the broccoli you love so you don’t need to be so nervous around them. For now, let go of my sleeves, you’re breaking my fingers!”


    “B-But but but but! They’re so cute! H-How could someone as cute as them exist? It’s a sin, bro, a sin!!”


    “Ugin-kun, try not to speak until you can speak properly again.”


    Tsuru seemed pleased to see Ugin’s reaction and chuckled while Arina felt the same way, but she only let out a slight smile. They really treated her well, didn’t they? Wow, so unfair… We had the same genes, you know? Why was I the only one who got abused?


    “Nice to meet you, Ugin-chan. I’m Niwatari Tsuru. How do you do?”


    “Niwatori… Tsuru-san?…”


    “It’s Niwatari, Niwatari as in ‘crossing over’.”


    “Ah! I-I’m sorry! I won’t make the same mistake again!”


    I burst out laughing when she said ‘Niwatori’. How could she be both chicken and crane at the same time? That wasn’t how it worked, Ugin. (T/N: Niwatori means chicken)


    Suddenly I could feel a sharp pain in my stomach.


    “Ow ow ow!!”


    Arina pinched my side while smiling. The force she put in was so strong, I could imagine her crushing walnuts with her fingers. As expected, this girl’s strength was no joke!


    Arina ignored my pained scream and turned to Ugin.


    “Long time no see.”


    “Yes! Arina-san, you’re so pretty! You shouldn’t get too close to him, he’s dirty!”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I always disinfect my whole body with alcohol after making contact with him.”


    Now that was just straight bullying! I was no bacteria and even if I were, I wouldn’t be that weak. I would persist on your body even if you used alcohol on me.


    “You’re safe, then! By the way, are you two on your way back from hatsumode?”


    “Yes, just a while ago. What about you, Ugin?”


    “Me too, together with him.”


    “My, is that so?”


    Arina looked at me strangely.


    “What is it? You can stare at me as long as you like, I won’t give you my money.”


    “I didn’t expect someone like you would do hatsumode.”


    “Well, Ugin forced me to go with her, I was planning to rot inside my home all day long.”


    “Wow, what a good lifestyle you got there. They should turn you into a model for a book of lifestyle-related diseases.”


    “Hahaha. Funny.”


    What was the point of that? Those kinds of books wouldn’t have models in it. Know that we, boys, had been reading health books ever since we were in middle school. There were simply no such things as health book models, you couldn’t fool me, young lady.


    “Anyway, where should we go after this? Since it’s new year, everywhere will be crowded…”


    “Right… I wish we could hang out at a cafe or something…”


    “If you have no plan whatsoever, why did you even call us, Tsuru-kun?”


    “Because Arina told me that she wanted to see her beloved Sui-sama!”


    “What are you on about?”


    Hearing that, Arina glared at me– no, the gyaru next to me. Oi Ugin, stop grinning! Tsuru lied to you! Why are you blushing? No, stop acting like a shy maiden!


    “Come again, Tsuru. When did I say that?”


    “I don’t remember when~”


    “My, that’s a pity. You over there, cut off your ears, take responsibility.”


    “Why are you dragging me into this?!”


    It was the very first day of the year and I felt threatened already.


    After that, we discussed where we should go. We walked around for a while to look for a good place but, as expected, everywhere was crowded. Both Tsuru and Arina were wearing geta, walking around for this long should be hard on their feet. I tried to look for a place to rest but all the benches were full.


    At that moment, I heard an ominous sentence.


    “Hmm… Why don’t you two come to our home?”


    Said the natural airhead, Ugin-chan. At that moment, time slowed down for me. Everyone around me was moving in slow motion.


    “Eh? Is that okay?”


    No, absolutely not.


    “Yes, of course! Our house is close by, too! It’s just a station away from here! Guests are always welcome in our Sakaki house!”


    That was a lie, our house didn’t welcome outsiders. We were a family that had cut off any kind of relation with outsiders. Besides, if those girls came to our house, our parents would definitely faint.


    Arina’s beauty was out of this world. If I were to bring her home, they would think that I kidnapped her from somewhere and they would treat me like a criminal. That was how low I was on the power structure of our house, they would immediately suspect me if something were to happen.


    “If it isn’t a bother, sure… What do you think, Arina?”


    “Same, as long as it won’t bother your parents, I’m fine with it.”


    But I wasn’t fine with it! I could already imagine the questioning I would receive from my parents after those two left the house. 


    And most importantly, there was a huge chance that those two would break into my room. Did I leave anything dangerous in my room? Remember, Sakaki Sui, remember! Remember the state of your room when you left it this morning! Remember any suspicious things that you left in your room!


    Fuck, I can’t remember anything! I could only remember the state of my cheap bed after Ugin dragged me off of it.


    There were too many dangers on bringing those two home, I had to stop them! As long as I could stop them from coming over, all the possible dangers could be avoided.


    “Wait, our house is dangerous.”


    “Why?”


    “It’s haunted. You see, before we started living there, there was an accident with the previous owner.”


    “E-Eh? R-Really?!”


    Just like that, Tsuru was frightened. So easy.


    “I’ve never heard about all this.”


    “You never asked, also, shut up.”


    Ugin interrupted me. I knew that she would be the biggest obstacle to my plan. I couldn’t expect her to help me out here, so I wished that she would just shut up.


    “Also, our house is small. Everyone sleeps in the closet like Doraemon.”


    “He’s lying, everyone has their own rooms and beds.”


    Oh, crap, I’m out of ideas.


    I could mention about minefields, cluster bomb targets and every way of fear mongering that I could think about, but with Ugin here those two would never be fooled.


    “Let’s just go! I’ll show you the way to our house!”


    Ugin rushed out with skipped steps and headed for the ticket gate while Tsuru followed her behind with her clattering geta.


    I was simply no match for Ugin, the fact was probably engraved in my genes. I followed those two with slumped shoulders.


    Arina walked beside me, matching my pace. Her walking posture was as graceful as ever.


    “If it bothers you that much, I won’t go.”


    “Don’t worry about it, it’s too late.”


    “I’m not joking.”


    “Huh?”


    Arina stopped and leaned her face closer to mine. Her eyes looked as beautiful as always.


    “If it really bothers you, I’d rather not go.”


    “What happened? Why are you acting so serious?”


    “Nothing, I just don’t want to be a bother to you and your parents.”


    “Did you eat something strange for breakfast? Why do you sound so reasonable?”


    “I have always been a reasonable person.”


    “Wow, not only are you beautiful, you’re reasonable too. Amazing.”


    “Heh…”


    Her steps looked firm but at the same time, they looked heavy.


    “C’mon, hurry up, they’re waiting for you.”


    “…I really won’t be a bother?…”


    “Like I said, it’s too late to say that. They’ve crossed the ticket gate already.”


    I told her that, but her reaction was weaker than usual. There must be something wrong with her. Did something happen?


    To make her become reserved like this, something big must have happened.


    “…What about… The two of us go somewhere else together?…”


    I didn’t know what those words meant.


    Sometimes, people would hide something behind their words and they would leave a small sign that they were indeed hiding something. And that was exactly what she was doing, her voice was telling me that she was hiding something.


    “And you’ll turn me in to the police for kidnapping you? Is that what the punchline is?”


    I blurted that out.


    I was scared. If I were to use an analogy to describe this feeling I got from her, it would be a ‘sign of confession’.


    It was the feeling when someone of the opposite gender asked you to come to a certain place after school.


    It was the feeling when someone handed you a letter.


    It was the feeling when you got unusually close to someone.


    It was the feeling when someone looked at you with a loving gaze.


    It was the feeling when someone averted their gazes from yours.


    It was the feeling of hoping for unattainable happiness. Even though you knew that things wouldn’t work out, you yearned for that happiness anyway and you’d end up hurting yourself in the end.


    “I’ll never do that.”


    “See, you’ll never… Huh?”


    After hearing that, I could feel my body felt heavy and my feet were rooted in the spot.


    It was the clacking sound of Arina’s geta that woke me up from my daze. She started to run ahead, leaving me behind on my own.


    “Just. Kidding. I just wanted to see your reaction, you’re so predictable. I recommend seppuku.” (T/N: Seppuku is a suicide ritual. Samurai who wanted to protect their honor would do this.)


    She said with a nasty grin.


    After that, she turned her back on me and went through the ticket gate. She said that it was a joke, but I would be the last person who would be fooled by that. It was obvious that she was trying to act tough.


    I could see for a moment that she made a weak smile. A fake smile that was painful to look at. I could tell from that smile that she was asking for my help.


    I didn’t understand what was going on in her head. We were supposed to be no longer reserved with each other, why was she acting like this?

  


  
    Chapter 80 – Excuse Me


    The change in Arina’s expression only lasted for a moment, she was back to her normal expression now but I was completely sure that it happened. That was how impactful it was to me.


    I gave up the seat on the train to the three girls. Sitting beside them made me feel embarrassed, so I decided to stand while holding on to the strap.


    It only took five minutes to walk from the station to our house. It was great that our house was close to the station but, at the moment, this short distance just gave me anxiety. I didn’t have enough time to prepare myself for what was to come.


    It wasn’t like I was averse to the idea of welcoming strangers to my house, Ugin often brought her friends over after all but, this time, it wasn’t Ugin who brought her friends over, but me. Moreover, I was bringing two girls over.


    I sincerely prayed that my parents would be away from home when we got there.


    “I’m home~”


    Ugin entered the house.


    “Welcome back. You’ve done your hatsumode already?… Oh my?…”


    My mother’s existence confirmed my death. (T/N: My mother is in English)


    I wanted to go back in time. I wished I took a longer time to do my offering back then.


    “They’re Bro’s classmates! This one is Arina-san and this is Tsuru-san! The stores are crowded, so we invited them here!”


    “You’re both so cute! Meanwhile our Sui over here…”


    Mom, stop! At least finish your sentence properly! That one girl was glaring at me!


    “Sorry to be a bother, my name is Niwatari Tsuru! I’m Sui-kun’s classmate. Sorry for coming over so suddenly.”


    Said Tsuru as she bowed. Seeing this, mommy hurriedly returned her bow. She was probably surprised that the friends her son made had a graceful manner like this.


    “M-My name is Hiwa Arina! Um… I-I’m Sakaki-kun’s… Um…”


    Why were you nervous?! What happened to your usual character? Wouldn’t you normally say something like, ‘He is my slave and I’m his master’ in this situation? Also, ‘Sakaki-kun’?? Where did my usual nicknames go? ‘You’, ‘garbage’, ‘worm’, ‘waste’, ‘pig fodder’, ‘stalker’, ‘cicada shells’ and the likes, where did they go? Why were you using my real name at times like this?? You made my heart beat faster for a second there! That was unfair!!


    “We’re both part of the same committee.”


    I couldn’t stand seeing her like this, so I gave her a lifeline. Of course, that was a lie, but it was a good stopgap measure.


    “Is that so? Thank you for always taking care of Sui. He’s such a troublesome boy, isn’t he? I hope you can stay as a good friend for him despite this…”


    “Y-Yes! I understand!”


    Ugin, please say something!


    “I’m tired of standing, so let’s go to the living room! Can we, mom?”


    “Yes, go ahead. I’ll prepare some tea and snacks.”


    No good.


    *   *   *


    Ugin led those two to the living room but I didn’t follow them there. Instead, I went to my dad’s room.


    “I’m coming in.”


    “Yes.”


    My dad was a quiet man and he often stayed inside his room by himself, so I came here to warn him.


    “Dad, the living room is dangerous right now.”


    “Why?”


    “The living room became something that is out of our world… In any case, just don’t go there, please.”


    “…I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.”


    “I can’t give you the details, it’s just the living room is very dangerous right now and you shouldn’t go there.”


    “…Understood. I’ll keep that in mind.”


    Alright, I’ve warned him. Even my dad would freeze if he were to see Arina and Tsuru. I didn’t dare to imagine his reaction if he were to find out that they were my friends and not Ugin’s.


    I went back to my room, took off my coat and wore my casual clothes. Before I left the room, I took a quick look around to check if there was anything I didn’t want them to look at if they were to force their way here. I found nothing, so I was good to go.


    The living room had turned into something out of this world. Mom, Ugin, Arina and Tsuru were chatting around the kotatsu. Entering the living room made me feel like I accidentally stepped into the women’s bath in a public bathhouse, I could feel my blood run cold. Not like I’ve ever gone into the women’s bath though.


    In any case, I didn’t want to go there. I turned around and pretended not to see them.


    “Ah, finally you’re here, Bro!”


    “Don’t mind me ladies, just take your time!”


    “Don’t run away!”


    “There are times when a man has to run away and this is one of them.


    “Mom, let’s stop buying him tomato juice.”


    “Okay okay okay! I won’t run away!”


    She could drop such cruel remarks carelessly, I really had to put my guard up when handling her. I was lucky that I listened to what she was saying properly, who knows what would happen if I didn’t. I still couldn’t believe that she would make life-threatening threats like that. Banning me from drinking tomato juice was like banning me from inhaling oxygen.


    Since I couldn’t get into the kotatsu, I sat on the couch instead. Rather, the couch was the only place I could sit on.


    “Bro, you’re too relaxed!”


    “This is my house, why can’t I?”


    “It’s embarrassing!”


    “Don’t worry, they know what kind of person I am.”


    “I’m not talking about you, but mom and I! I’m sorry Tsuru-san, Arina-san, please don’t mind him…”


    “Haha, it’s fine~ I understand~”, said Tsuru while laughing.


    No one was on my side… I felt so lonely…


    “How’s my son doing at school? He didn’t do anything strange, did he?”


    What did you mean by that, mom? Trust your son a little!


    “Sui-kun, hm… Do you have anything to say, Arina?”


    Tsuru passed the question to Arina with a strange glint in her eyes.


    “Eh? Um… Sakaki-kun… He stands out at school… I think…”


    “Stands out?”


    “H-He often talks about interesting things…”


    “I see. Is that true, Bro?”


    “No, I’m a low-profile kind of guy.”


    “Shut up.”


    She suddenly became the usual Arina. Scary.


    “Arina-chan, will you become an actress in the future? You’re popular with the boys, aren’t you?”


    Mom, please, you are in your forties, stop gossiping like a high school girl. You know what, you could do it, just don’t do it in front of me! Is this your new way of torturing me? A new type of psychological attack?


    “N-No! I’m not popular at all!”


    “No way! You don’t need to be reserved around me.”


    So embarrassing!


    Mom, please, your youth ended thirty years ago, please, just stop bullying the youngsters. This battle you were fighting on was meaningless, mom. No matter how long you tried to incite the people, making them worship you, wheat wouldn’t grow on the ground by themselves. People didn’t care about victory, they just wanted to fill their stomachs.


    Wealthy corrupt politicians were so intoxicated with metaphysical concepts that they stopped looking down at the ground. They felt responsible for their positions and started chasing their own illusions. Those in power could afford to chase their empty ideals while forgetting their original purpose to serve us, their people. They felt justified in doing something that no one asked them to do. They did everything for their selfishness, they threw all their energy for mere self-satisfaction. Please, stop. We only wanted to live peacefully, we didn’t want anything more.


    “Why are you lying, Arina?~”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Aren’t you an idol, Arina?~ There wasn’t a single week when you didn’t get a confession~”


    “What are you talking about?! NO!”


    “Eh? Really?~”


    “Y-Yes!”


    Nowadays, only poor or developed countries were willing to go to war.


    The word ‘globalization’ had taken hold of the world, intertwined it like spider threads, connecting every country down to their cores. It made war less valuable than it used to be—


    “Bro, you’re making a scary face…”


    “Sorry.”


    I couldn’t keep up with the girl’s talk. The strawberry-flavored conversation was so out of the world for me.


    “Then, then, has my son ever confessed to you?…”


    Whispered mom to Arina’s ear.


    Yeah, I’m fucked.


    “I’ll leave that to your imagination…”, answered Arina while giving an ambiguous smile.


    “Eh? Have you rejected him already, Arina-san? Bro, did you get rejected?!”


    “I never confessed to her in the first place! Also, mom, calm down! The caffeine is getting to your head!”


    “My, is it really?”


    Stop playing dumb, mom!


    “Bro, are you an idiot?! You think you can go out with Arina-san? Die a million times, you selfish pervert! Idiot! Gross! Tomato addict! Daidarabotchi!” (T/N: Daidarabotchi is a giant yokai, known as the largest yokai and it has enough power to move mountains around.)


    Ugin, please, my life point was already zero.


    “I think you two suit each other though, right, Arina?”


    “What are you talking about? M-Me and this guy?”


    “If you were to become my son’s wife, that will solve all my worries.”


    “Uu… I-Is that so?…”


    “Mom, stop! If you keep this up, people will assume that the Sakaki family is filled with a bunch of idiots!”


    “You’re the only idiot here, Bro.”


    “Look in the mirror before you say that.”


    After that, mom left the living room to make some mochi.


    I was in a deep despair. Mom, the only sane person in this place was gone. There was nothing to hold those three, chaos would befall this room soon.


    “I was surprised! Sui didn’t look like his mom at all. Ugin-chan looks like her though…”


    “I guess! I look more like mom than dad!”


    “I assumed that your mom had some screws loose like Sui…”


    “Only Bro has them, the rest of us are normal.”


    “I can see that.”


    I closed my eyes and shut myself from the outside world. I let my consciousness blur. If I make a comment here, I would lose, so I had to say goodbye to my current life. I prayed that I would become a deep-sea fish in my next life so I could live a carefree life.


    After a while, I began to fall asleep. Just right before I completely fell asleep, I opened my eyes. I felt a slight discomfort since the originally noisy room was dead quiet.


    In front of me were Arina, Tsuru and Ugin, looking down at me.


    “Whoa! You surprised me!”


    “Hahaha, he really freaked out!”


    “Your sleeping face looks like an amoeba.”
 “Amoeba has a face?”


    I sensed danger, so I decided to flee.


    “Gotta pee.”


    I stood up and walked to the toilet and met my dad in the hallway.


    His body shook and went rigid for a few seconds. I knew this reaction, he was surprised.


    “…Make yourselves comfortable.”


    He mumbled before continuing on his way.


    “Eh? Was that Sui’s father?”


    “It seems so…”


    Tsuru and Arena looked at each other.


    “…So you really are a mutant.”


    “I wish. Too bad, I can’t shoot any spider net or manifest claws from my knuckles.” (T/N: Do I need to mention that it’s a Spiderman and Wolverine reference?)


    “I thought you’d look similar to your father…”


    “Don’t ask me, I don’t know anything.”


    “I-I-In any case, I should give him my greetings…”


    “What’s wrong with you? Why do you keep stuttering? Is your mind finally bugged?”


    “I-I-I-I-I’m not nervous! I’m going to kill you!”


    “No one said anything about you being nervous.”


    She was trying to act tough, but that pathetic appearance would never convince anyone.


    “Arina-san, do you want to go to Bro’s room?”


    “Huh? What are you saying all of a sudden?”


    I immediately answered Ugin’s words by reflex. Those were the most surprising words coming out of her mouth in the past year. I could feel both my intestines coming out from inside my mouth.


    “Eh? B-But…”


    Don’t look at us like that.


    Don’t ever say that you want to go there.


    Don’t laugh, Tsuru-kun.


    “I mean, you’re going to go back to your room, no?”
 “I’m not! I won’t go to my room even if it kills me! Let’s just stay here and talk about the old days again, ladies!”


    “Is there something you don’t want them to see?”


    “None, I just don’t want anyone to enter my room without my permission!”


    “Is that so?~”


    She was taunting me! I had nothing to hide, after all, since I was a gentleman. She was trying to bait me for my reaction, but I would never fall for it!”


    Suddenly, Tsuru grabbed me by the shoulders.


    “Let’s go.”


    “Who the hell are you?!”


    She said that with a wink.


    Arina, on the other hand, continued to act like a proper young lady. This was probably the first time she had ever been in a boy’s house, that was why her reaction was annoyingly innocent. She was so beautiful, I wanted to lick her feet… Wait, no, I’m a gentleman. I’m a gentleman.


    “Ah, Dad…”


    I turned around at Ugin’s voice and saw dad walking with a bottle of wine and a glass in his hands. He was probably on his way back to his room.


    “…Enjoy yourselves…”


    He bowed down before leaving.


    “I knew it, Sui is a mutant.”


    “…My relatives said that to me too…”


    The living room turned deadly quiet.


    Arina was stuck muttering ‘G-Greetings…’ like a broken record. Tsuru was staring at me with a complicated face. Ugin was tugging at my sleeve, asking me to lead everyone to my room.


    In this chaotic world, it seemed like I was the only sane person here.


    “The mochi is done!”


    Mom’s cheerful voice stole everyone’s attention and they immediately returned to the kotatsu.


    Crisis averted.


    Temporarily.

  


  
    Chapter 81 – Knock Knock, Who’s There?


    After we ate the mochi, things had calmed down a little bit and I could finally sneak back to my room safely.


    The year just started and there were too many things happening already, I was tired both mentally and physically. I felt like I could turn into Nobita-kun, I could fall asleep in an instant as soon as I closed my eyes. (T/N: Doraemon reference)


    I laid down on my bed and gradually, my sense of time started to blur. When I was about to fall asleep, someone knocked on my door.


    I quickly sat up and started to think. Who could it be? Among the Sakakis, who exactly would knock on my door.


    Sakaki Ugin… Nope, she would never do that. Seriously, even though she would go ham at me if I were to enter her room without knocking, so unfair. I wish I could bring this matter up to the International Court of Justice and erase this injustice once and for all.


    Mom… Probably? She was the most sensible of all the Sakakis, she would probably knock before entering my room. No, she definitely would knock.


    Dad… Nope, he never even came to my room in the first place.


    “Come in.”


    The door opened and Arina appeared from behind the door.


    “Huh? W-W-Why are you here?! Are you finally going to kill me?!”


    “So this is what your room looks like…”


    “Oi oi oi, don’t just come in here like that! This room is haunted! A long time ago, seven women were found dead here because of charcoal poisoning!”


    “You live in a room like that?”


    “I mean, it isn’t all bad. Sometimes the ghosts would strangle me, but not to the point where it would be enough to kill me.”


    “Sure sure.”


    Slam. Clank.


    A very ominous sound echoed through my room. She used the door’s inner lock that I’ve never used. I never expected that someone other than my family would use it. It seemed like she really was out for my blood.


    I quickly grabbed my gun– no, my pencil case. I watched enough movies to know where this would go. First she would corner me then, I would try to resist her to no avail. In the end, she would shoot me in cold blood and my chest would be ruptured without much resistance. My blood would eventually fill my lungs as my whole body went cold as time went on. Then, the end roll came and everyone would leave the theater after picking up their garbage.


    “Stop, please, I’m not ready to die!”


    “I see.”


    “Damn it! Listen to me at least…”


    “I see.”


    “You cold-blooded devil!”


    “I see.”


    No good. This is as far as I could get.


    I should stop messing around.


    She came to my room, probably to satisfy her curiosity, but even I could tell that it wasn’t all. I remembered the expression she made back at the station. She probably planned to elaborate about it now.


    I made her sit on a chair and she did. Meanwhile, I sat down on my bed and switched my mind to serious mode.


    “The Thirtieth…”


    “Huh?”


    “My dad visited our house back on December Thirtieth…”


    “What? Your dad?…”


    “The one that mom divorced…”


    The one that her mom divorced.


    In other words, he was the one who abused Arina.


    I could feel my chest tighten as a silent rage rose up within me.


    “…Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine, but… I was scared… I don’t remember anything that happened back then, but my body does… When I saw him, my body couldn’t stop shaking…”


    “Are you really okay? Did he do something to you?”


    “I’m okay, you’re overreacting, you know?”


    “Anyone who knows what you’ve gone through would act the same as me!”


    “I thought you were the kind of person who’d love to watch the world burn but, you’re surprisingly kind, aren’t you?”


    “What am I, a chuunibyou?”


    She giggled at my response. She raised her face that had been downcast and looked at me. Our eyes met for a moment before I inadvertently turned my gaze away from her. Calm down, my heart!


    “He said he wanted to live with me again.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Yeah.”


    After all he had done, he wanted to live together with her? Was he insane? How could he be so selfish? Couldn’t he at least consider his ex-wife’s and daughter’s feelings? 


    Arina stared at me silently. I didn’t know what she wanted to say, but her eyes were urging me to speak up.


    “What did your mother say?”


    “Of course she rejected him. No matter how long he was stuck in prison, it couldn’t erase his mistakes just like that…”


    “He was in prison?”


    “Yeah. He said that he’s a changed man now, but who would believe him? He left right before mom could call the police but I think that wouldn’t be the last time we’ll see him.”


    “Oi, oi, are you sure you’re okay?”


    “Like I said, I am. Don’t worry, if I feel troubled, I’ll ask for your help. You’re the only one I can depend on, after all…”


    “Eh, are we entering the romcom route now?”


    “I’m going to hang you…”


    If she asked me for help, of course I would gladly help her. Even if I had to confront her dad, I swear with all my being that I would protect her… Whoops, I was getting ahead of myself there.


    Arina got up from the chair and wandered around my room. She approached the bookshelf and pulled out my middle school album.


    “May I take a look?”


    “Noo~ It’s embarrassing~”


    “You’ve lived a shameful life, I see.”


    “Who do you think I am, Dazai Osamu?” (T/N: The author, not the anime character. It’s a reference to his most famous book, No Longer Human. It’s a famous quote from the first chapter of the book, ‘Mine has been a life of much shame’.)


    Arina then sat down next to me. Our distance was about three fists away and I could smell her scent very clearly. I involuntarily held my breath. Would it be a crime if I were to take a few sniffs? Ugh, why did she smell so good?


    “Why do you look so nervous?”


    “I-It’s scary…”


    “Huh?”


    I felt intimidated by this whole situation. If I were to take deeper breaths, I would inhale more of Arina’s scent.


    She flipped through the album pages, it seemed like she wanted to look at it together with me. It was literally the first day of the year and I had to deal with this much stimulation…


    “Ah, this is you, right?”


    She was pointing to a class group picture. I remembered back when we took that picture. We were instructed to smile but we messed around instead. But, during that time, I was so nervous so I ended up making a strange smile. That awkward expression I had was now preserved in this album. I wanted to go back to the past and hit the past me.


    “Even back then, you were ugly, huh?”


    “That one actually hurts, you know?”


    “Is this Shirona? Even back then she looked cute, don’t you think so?”


    “Why are you asking me that?”


    “I won’t tell Shirona about this.”


    “…Yes, she is cute…”


    “What a boring response. Why can’t you use better words to describe her?”


    “Sorry…”


    She silently flipped open pages after pages. Was it really that interesting, looking at someone’s album like this? I tried to imagine Arina’s middle school days, back when the angelic Arina was in charge. Alright, maybe looking at someone’s album was indeed interesting.


    After she was finished, she handed the album back to me.


    “I envy you.”
 “Huh?”


    “When I looked at mine, I didn’t even know what I was looking at.”


    “Ah… Then, we’ll make sure that you’ll enjoy looking at your next album.”


    “Eh?”


    “Our high school album.”


    “…Ah, right…”


    Silence enveloped the room. It was an awkward silence, but the atmosphere wasn’t tense.


    She swung her legs and seemed perfectly at ease. I couldn’t help but admire her beautiful profile. The way her long eyelashes slowly brushed in the air looked somehow seductive to me.


    Suddenly, the doorknob moved.


    Rattle rattle!


    “Oh crap! It’s Ugin! Why did you lock the door?”


    “Because we were having a private conversation.”


    “I mean, I get where you’re coming from but think about it! A pair of high school boy and girl in a locked bedroom together, people would be bound to misunderstand things!”


    “Is that so?”


    “Stop acting like an airhead! It’s too late to pull that card out and besides, you aren’t one!”


    Rattle rattle!


    “Bro! Brooo, why are you locking the door?”


    I could hear the voice of the devil through the door.


    My soul shivered.


    Hands sweaty.


    There was no escape.


    The clock was ticking.


    The doorknob lightly shook.


    My heart pounded.


    “Arina, what did you tell them before coming to my room?”


    “Uh… ‘I want to go to the toilet’, I think?”


    “What the hell?! Who would go to the toilet for this long?!”


    “Perverts like you?”


    “Whatever!”


    This wasn’t working. I should unlock the door and come out obediently. Now, what excuse should I give her?


    “I’ll hide inside your closet, so go out. I’ll tell them that I took a long time because I was fixing my dress.”


    “Amazing! That could work! As expected of our number one beauty!”


    Arina opened the closet and went inside while I shouted at Ugin, ‘I’m going to open the door, so stop that!’. With Arina’s nod as a cue, I unlocked the door while Arina closed the closet.


    Ugin, the human with no morality, the symbol of evil, stood there.


    “You’re so noisy, why can’t you knock like a normal person?”
 “Why did you lock the door? Is Arina-san here?”


    “Of course not. I locked the door so you guys can’t pull a prank on me again when I’m sleeping!”


    “Ehh… I thought you were together with Arina-san…”


    “If you thought so, then knock on the door properly!”


    “Eh, whatever. Tsuru-san is about to go home, Arina-san’s still in the toilet it seems…”


    “She probably has a big one coming out! HAHAHAHA!”


    I could hear a rattle from inside the room.


    “You’re the worst! Don’t treat a girl like that! How could someone like you still be alive and kicking?”


    “My love for you keeps me going.”


    “Your love is too heavy for me.”


    Ugin’s opinion of me has lowered but it was worth it, she went down the stairs right after that. I called out to Arina before following Ugin.


    At the entrance, Tsuru and mom were chatting. It seemed like they were waiting for Arina.


    Not long after, Arina came.


    “Sorry, I took a long time because I had to fix my dress…”


    “My, is that so? Let me see…”


    Mom approached her and began to adjust her dress carefully, starting from her midriff.


    “D-Don’t look!”


    “Sorry–”


    “Don’t look at her!”


    The moment Arina said that, Ugin tackled me while shouting like a berserker. My body was blown up and crashed against the wall. I could hear a terrible sound coming from my shoulders. I was lucky that they were still attached properly to my body.


    “Thank you…”


    “Don’t mind it. Feel free to visit again, you two.”


    No, please don’t.


    “Yes!~ Thank you for your hospitality!” replied Tsuru cheerfully.


    No way. Please, I’ll actually die if you guys come here again.


    “Then, happy new year! Sorry for bothering you.”


    “Sorry for bothering you.”


    “Likewise! C’mon Bro, say something!”


    “H-Happy new year…” (T/N: I hate translating those greetings.)


    After sending us a bow, the girls left our house. The sound of the door closing broke the lingering silence after they left. At the same time, I let the air out of my lungs along with all my tension.


    “Everything’s over, finally…”


    “They are so cute! I still can’t believe it!”


    “Well, they are popular at school (one of them is a problem child though).”


    “So, which one?”


    “What?”


    “Tsuru-chan or Arina-chan? Which one?”


    “Ugin-chan, help me! Your mom is being a busybody!”


    “I’m going to bed.” 


    After that I spent half an hour trying to clear up the misunderstanding that mom had. It was hard to watch my mom, who had entered the later stage of her life, talking about love like a teenage girl, so I did my best to stop her from tarnishing her honor.


    When she eventually released me and I got back to my room, I found a certain magazine sitting right in the middle of the room.


    It was a porn mag. I bought it as a joke back in middle school and I’ve never read it ever since, so I stored it deep inside my closet. So, how the hell did this book get here? Obviously it was because of a certain girl.


    She even left a message there.


    ‘Die.’


    It was a word filled with unfathomable strength. I didn’t know if that word was meant for the woman with huge assets inside the magazine or the magazine as a whole, though.


    Speaking about Arina, I was really worried about her.


    That fragile girl had to go up against an adult man. If that failure of a father of hers were to try and kidnap her, she wouldn’t be able to resist him, would she? Could she protect herself? There were eighty thousand cases of missing people every single year on average and not all of them were found.


    I prayed that nothing would happen to her. When I got to meet her again, I should look at her face closely so I could tell if she ever sent a sign of distress.


    I hope the winter break ends quickly.

  


  
    Chapter 82 – The Poisonous Needle’s Case


    Every new beginning comes from another’s end. Therefore, there was no such thing as starting from zero in real life. (T/N: Quote by Seneca the Younger, a Roman philosopher.)


    That was a quote from a certain famous philosopher that I ripped off but that wasn’t important. What I was trying to say was the winter break finally ended and I had to start going to school again.


    I knew that if I didn’t wake up earlier, I would have a hard time on the first day of school, but I let my guard down. I stayed up late last night and overslept. 


    My uniform felt more stuffy than normal. Well, this was natural because I had only been using my loose casual clothes for the past few weeks. After I finished changing and headed out toward the door, Ugin stopped me and fixed my crooked tie. I was impressed by her actions. Has she finally returned to the proper path?


    In no time, I went to the school and arrived at the classroom. The classroom I had always been going to since last year.


    Normally, after summer breaks, there would be plenty of my classmates who had darker skins due to tanning but that didn’t happen after winter breaks. They just got paler instead.


    I took my seat and threw my textbooks and other things into my desk. Seeing those textbooks gave me a sense of melancholy. They had been accompanying me for the past year and I had to say goodbye to them soon. I felt reluctant to let them go, even though they brought me nothing but headache. You thought I would feel that way? No way, I wanted to burn them now if I could. Fuck those waste of papers.


    In a year, everyone in my school year would graduate, start to go on their own paths and gradually drift apart. The majority of us wouldn’t be able to see each other after graduation.


    It was at times like this that I realized how valuable and miraculous my school life was. Makoto, Tsuru, Arina and the others, if things went on a bit differently in my life, let alone getting along with them, I wouldn’t even be able to meet them.


    If I were to enter another school for example, I wouldn’t be able to meet them but instead, I would meet and get along with other people, maybe I would even join a club, have a group of friends I would always hang out with and spend my youthful life. Well, that would be the best case scenario.


    Let’s imagine that a button that could rewind time existed and you get to choose whether you’d keep your memories or not when you press it, would you actually do it?


    Some people might do it without hesitation, probably to save a loved one that died in an accident or to remember some lottery numbers to make it big. Whatever the reason it was, they would press the button, try to attain what made them happy and live happily ever after.


    What if they chose to erase their memories?


    That meant, their past relationship, circumstances, physical and mental traumas that they had, everything they built on their lives up to that point, all would return to nothing. They would lose their memories, meaning that they wouldn’t even be aware that they had come from the future. They couldn’t even pretend to be a soothsayer and god knows if they would repeat the same mistakes leading to the same regret or not.


    Now, if you asked me if I wanted to push that button or not, my answer would be, even if you were to give me a hundred million yen, I would never do it. I treasured my relationships that much, after all, those people were simply irreplaceable to me. Like I said, meeting them was like a miracle. I doubt that I could be reunited with them if I were to return to the past.


    Since this would be the last year for us to be together, I should cherish it properly.


    “Happy New Year.”


    The riajuu, Makoto, greeted me. He looked sleepy for some reason, which was unusual for him.


    “Happy New Year. What’s up? Not enough sleep? Some sleeping pills could fix it, just don’t get addicted to it.”


    “I won’t take them, jeez. I couldn’t sleep well last night, too nervous for school…”


    “What are you? Preschool students?”
 “Treat me like a middle schooler at least… Anyway, what about you? You look sleepy… That’s normal for you though…”


    “My brain needs thirteen hours of sleep a day, that’s why I’m like this. I’ve been racking up debts to my brain because I can’t pay it these days. I feel like I’m going to get bankrupt soon.”


    “What’ll happen if you get bankrupt?”


    “I’ll die.”


    “What are you doing here, then? Go to sleep!”


    “Well, I’ve been paying it slowly on weekends, it’s within the controllable range.”


    Well, let’s stop thinking about my sleeping schedule for a second, that wasn’t important. Arina’s matter was way more important. I hadn’t heard anything from her ever since that day. I had been trying to contact her several times but I always ended up a button away from calling her. I felt embarrassed to talk to her, but at the same time, I was also afraid of the worst possibility.


    Right before homeroom started, I left my classroom and went to Arina’s.


    “Phew…”


    I let out a sigh of relief after seeing her.


    She was wearing her uniform with her scarf hiding half of her face. Her hands were inside her pockets and she curled her body like an armadillo. She really was weak to the cold, huh?


    “Yo. Feeling cold?”


    “Why do I have to look at your face this early in the morning?”


    “Since you can still say something like that, I assume that everything is alright?”


    “What do you mean alright? Are you blind? I’m freezing to death here. How could you still act normally in this kind of cold? Is it your fur? Are you secretly a furry?”


    “What kind of nonsense are you spouting this early in the morning?”


    “You can tell me the truth, I won’t judge.”


    “Face reality, you’re just weak.”


    “Say that again, I’ll actually break your femur.”


    Her threatening words were reduced to mere mutterings because her mouth was hidden under her scarf, her hands, which she normally used to punch me, were hidden inside her pockets.


    She tried to act intimidating but that just made her look cute. 


    “So, what happened?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “…The thing with your dad…”


    “Oh, he never came back. What, are you worried about me?”


    “Of course I am! Well, I’m glad nothing happened.”


    “You’ve been acting like a proper slave these days, I’m impressed.”


    “I’ll backstab you one day, wash your neck and wait.”


    I felt relieved.


    Her venomous tongue comforted me since it was a sign that she was doing well. If she were to sound weak like last time, I didn’t know what I would do.


    Just right when I was about to return to my classroom, someone grabbed my left shoulder and pushed me away. A boy stepped in between Arina and I. I’ve seen him around in the hallway but I’ve never actually talked to him before and his sudden rude behavior made me feel uncomfortable.


    “Arina-san! I’ve always liked you since the first year!”


    He started a public confession out of nowhere, which was quite rare in this day and age. Only hot-blooded youth would do it because you pretty much risked rejection and public embarrassment. 


    After he said that, the classroom went silent. His voice was so loud, so loud that I wanted to shove his mouth with something.


    Meanwhile, the recipient of the confession, Arina, didn’t budge even after hearing it.


    “You’re so noisy. I’m talking to that guy over there, don’t bother me. Didn’t your parents teach you common sense at all? You’re like a cow, go back to your pen and eat your hay quietly.”


    Of course this would happen, so sad. Imagine being treated like a cow by the girl that you adored. Well, if he was into that, he might enjoy it but it seemed like he wasn’t.


    His face immediately soured. It seemed like her words hurted his pride.


    “What’s so good about this guy?! This lowly!… As expected, you guys are dating, aren’t you?!”


    Sheesh… That really hurted his pride.


    I heard Yuri’s laughter from behind me. I turned around and gestured to her to step in and calm the guy down, but she completely ignored me.


    “Now, now, calm down, have a coffee or something, that would probably calm you down.”


    “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Sakaki! You don’t deserve Arina at all!”


    “I know, I know, you don’t need to tell me. Well, if that’s all, I’m going back to my class.”


    I gave him a light pat on his shoulder to pacify him, trying to imitate what happened in the foreign TV dramas.


    In response, he forcefully brushed my hand away and pushed my chest. If I had been a girl, this would be the moment where I moaned in response, but I doubted that anyone would ever want to hear my moans.


    It appeared like this guy actually thought of me as his enemy. I was caught off guard and failed to counterattack, but it wasn’t like I wanted to do that. You’re great dude, you win against me, now kill me.


    Then, a crisp sound echoed through the classroom.


    Arina stood up and slapped the guy.


    I repeat, she slapped the guy and not me.


    She didn’t slap me, the outlet for her violence, but that guy in front of me.


    I was surprised that she didn’t slap me.


    Once again, the class turned silent.


    The guy’s eyes fluttered as he rubbed his swollen cheek meanwhile Arina looked down at him, who had crumpled from the force of her slap in contempt.


    “Fuck off.”


    Said Arina in a chilling voice. The boy then walked out of the classroom with a lifeless expression.


    Yuri, Shiona and Ran were all surprised to see Arina’s outburst. It had been a while since they’ve seen her like this, so it was understandable. After that, the class started buzzing, it seemed like they were trying to restore the worsened atmosphere.


    In the midst of all this, Arina went back to her seat, let out a sigh and fixed her scarf.


    “What was that guy’s name again?”


    “Huh? I don’t know… It was Ichi-something I think?”


    “Haah… What a pain in the ass…”


    “Are you going to mark him for revenge?”


    “Why would I? I have to write his name on the note.”


    “Huh?”


    “…Jeez…”


    She scribbled something down.


    [By the note I meant the confession list.]


    “Ah, I see…”


    She was recording everyone who confessed to her in that note for the other Arina.


    Since she was in a bad mood and it was about time that my homeroom teacher would arrive, I decided to go back. I excused myself and apologized for the trouble I caused to the rest of the class.


    “Well, I’m going back. Calm down, okay?”


    She closed her eyes, wrinkled her brows and nodded.


    *   *   *


    “Why are you having lunch with me again?”


    Lunch break eventually came and Makoto scurried over to me like it was the most normal thing to do. Why was he here and not acting lovey dovey with Ruka? Who knows.


    “Things are awkward between us…”


    “Huh? Why?”


    “I didn’t call her even once back at the winter break…”


    “Is that so? Let’s dig in.”


    Honestly, I stopped caring about his love life. Well, I cared about how far they have gone in their relationship but nothing more. If I was actually that close to Ruka, I might have cared, but I wasn’t, so yeah.


    “Also, I heard a rumor…”


    “There’s a lot of rumors going on in this school. Seriously, people have too much free time, spreading random rumors like that…”


    “I heard that Arina beat the living hell out of you.”


    “She didn’t.”


    “Really? Well, you seem alright, so I guess the rumor was false…”


    “Who started that dumb rumor? This Sakaki Sui won’t go down that easily. What a conspiracy!”


    “I heard that she got into a fight though?”


    “Yes, with someone who confessed to her. Dude was the one who got slapped, not me.”


    “When was that?”


    “Earlier this morning.”


    “I see…”


    I could remember the slap vividly. It was so powerful that I felt his pain even though I was just a bystander. I didn’t know how that slender body of hers could produce that much force and if I were to try to understand it, I felt like it would be a waste of effort.


    “There’s also another rumor.”


    “Another one?”


    “Akakusa-sensei might be transferred away.”


    “Huh?”


    Akakusa-sensei would be transferred?


    


    Transferred?


    Moved?


    How far would she be moved? Three meters away?


    Or probably was he talking about her moving out of her current residence?


    Or was he talking about a well? (T/N: Transfer (異動) and well (井戸) has the same reading)


    Akakusa-sensei wasn’t secretly a well, right?


    Transfer? Transfer? Transfer?


    Afterwards…


    Apparently, I froze on track with my chopsticks still holding on to my egg rolls.

  


  
    Chapter 83 – [Extra] Blood Relationship


    The past thirty days had been extremely cold.


    The sky was filled with gray clouds, I couldn’t see the sun. There was no wind blowing, yet I could feel the cold air enveloping my face, probably with the intent of freezing it. At this point, I couldn’t even feel the tip of my nose anymore.


    I was currently on the way home, in my hands were heavy plastic bags filled with vegetables. My forgetful mom forgot to buy the vegetables needed for dinner, so I had to go buy it. When she asked me to do it, I happily accepted it but after feeling this freezing cold, I regretted it. By now, I could feel my eyelashes starting to freeze, which prompted me to walk faster, but that backfired on me since the cold only got worse.


    When my house entered my sight, I quickened my pace. I tucked my face into my scarf, that action surely would help me endure the cold air.


    “I’m home…”


    The front door felt warm compared to the outside, which made me smile unconsciously. I felt so happy that I let out a slightly obscene moan. Lucky this wasn’t the classroom, else I’d kill myself out of shame.


    When I looked down to take my shoes off, I saw an unfamiliar pair of shoes. They looked ordinary but their size was big,  they clearly weren’t mine, and I knew that it wasn’t mom’s either. The shoes were a man’s shoes, that much I could figure out. It was probably either Sui’s or mom’s guests. I dismissed the possibility of any relatives coming since they’ve never visited this house in the first place.


    The thought of mom having a boyfriend in secret crossed my mind. She never hinted anything like that, but it was still in the realm of possibility. Even she would be worried about staying single for the rest of her life, as long as she was able to find someone she liked and she was happy with it, I would do my best to support her.


    But still, I wished that wasn’t the case at all. I didn’t want to live with a stranger. Even the thoughts disgusted me, besides, I didn’t know what he would do to me. He could babble about being faithful all he wanted but I would never be able to accept him.


    I heard an unfamiliar voice coming from the living room. It wasn’t Sui who visited it seemed.


    I tiptoed closer to the living room and peeked inside.


    Suddenly, I felt nauseous.


    A dull pain enveloped my head, it wasn’t that painful, yet it was painful enough to make my expression soured.


    The cause of the pain was a man sitting across from my mom. The moment I saw him, I could feel my vision becoming unfocused even though my consciousness was intact.


    I reflexively grabbed the sliding door to support my body and that action alerted the two people inside the living room.


    “Arina? Is that you, Arina?”


    I fell on my buttocks. I tried to stand up, but I couldn’t. My whole body felt like it was rooted to the floor, any attempt on defying gravity was useless. I pushed the floor with both my hands as hard as I could, dragging my whole body away from the approaching man. I could feel my back moistened with cold sweat.


    I was scared.


    If the man in front of me were to touch me, I was certain that I would faint immediately.


    “Stop it!”


    I heard mom yell at the man, it was the first time I’ve ever heard her like that. That stunned both me and the man and we instinctively looked at her. She stood there, her face reddened in anger and her fists were clenched.


    The man suddenly turned to face me and started apologizing. He looked so desperate as he let out a barrage of sorrys. But my body jerked everytime he moved, let alone accepting his apologies, I couldn’t even pay attention to what he was doing.


    Seeing my reaction, the man had a mixed expression of happiness and despair.


    “Enough! You came back just to hurt her again!”


    “No! I swear, that’s not my intention! I’m just happy to see her again—”


    “Shut up! Don’t you know what happened to her?! That girl lost her memories because of you!”


    “Eh?”


    “Of course you don’t know that! Aside from abusing your own daughter, what else do you know?! She doesn’t remember you, so go away!”


    “A-Arina, you don’t remember me?”


    I didn’t know who he was, but my body recognized this person. I didn’t know if he was someone important to me or not, but my intuition told me that he was related to me.


    We probably had a blood relationship. It was possible that he was my dad.


    “Stop talking to her! Get out of my house!”


    “Please calm down and listen to me… I regret everything–”


    “I don’t care about your regrets! What’s the point of it? It’ll never heal her wounds! Besides, didn’t you promise to never approach us again? Did you forget your promise?!”


    My mom was getting angrier by the seconds. I could barely stand up, so I could only lean my body against the wall and watch everything from the sidelines.


    “I didn’t forget! I had a change of heart! I was out of my mind back then, I want to atone for everything that I did… I want to start all over again… I’ve always regretted hurting her, hell I don’t even know why I did all that… Arina, I’m not going to ask for your forgiveness, but can you let me atone for you for the rest of my life?”


    “The best thing you could do to atone is to stop showing up at our doorstep. Go away!”


    “W-Wait! I-I’m–”


    His words were cut off as mom gave him a hard slap. That sound triggered something within me, a part of my past.


    Back when my dad pushed me down.


    The smell of alcohol that stung my nostrils.


    He grabbed me by the chin and cursed at me.


    His drools were dropping on my cheeks.


    His face was stained in black because of the fluorescent light.


    My distorted vision, caused by my tears.


    My hurting neck.


    His bloodshot eyes.


    My hair that was about to be ripped by him.


    That dark memory resurfaced, I could feel the air forcefully pushed out from my lungs as my consciousness plunged into darkness.


    *   *   *


    I woke up.


    I had no memories of falling asleep. My sense of time confused me, I couldn’t tell if it was currently evening or morning. The unreliable, half-baked sunlight made me feel annoyed.


    I was in my pajamas and I could feel a faint minty taste of toothpaste on my mouth. According to my phone, it was currently 6.30 on New Year’s Eve.


    It seemed like my other self took over for me.


    On the desk was a notebook with a ‘must-read’ sign on it, most likely this was her handiwork.


    I opened to the latest page and saw her beautiful Ming Dynasty font writing. I collapsed onto my bed and began to read, relying on the faint sunlight as my lighting. (T/N: Standard Japanese font)


    It seemed like after she took over, she politely urged my dad to leave. That man was utterly baffled at the sudden change.


    He was about to touch my body, but mom stopped him by threatening to call the police if he ever laid his hands on me. Probably realizing that things were going worse by the second, he bowed to us, apologized and stormed out of the house.


    After that, my other self told mom about the personality switch and they talked about various things. The rest of the notes were unimportant, it was just a list of what she did after all that, like what she ate for dinner and which underwear she wore.


    From the note, it seemed like dad was arrested for abusing me and he was currently on probation. The fact that he had the opportunity to contact us at any time made me feel unsettled. I didn’t want yesterday’s horror to come back and haunt me again.


    I thought I could welcome the New Year on a positive note after having fun with everyone, but his presence yesterday turned that notion around. Now I had to deal with this anxiety for who knows how long.


    I wanted to tell Tsuru or Sui about this, but I didn’t want to be a bother. I knew they wouldn’t message me out of nowhere, so if I wanted to tell them about this I had to contact them first but my fingers refused to budge.


    I went to the living room, where my mother was watching the TV idly.


    “Good morning.”


    When I greeted her, she jumped at me.


    “Arina! Are you okay?!”


    “Eh? M-Mhm, it’s me, I’m okay…”


    She hugged me and repeatedly apologized to me. Her voice was weak and her body was trembling. I hugged her back. She felt warm.


    I went to wash my face while mom was preparing breakfast. The mirror showed my beautiful face but I wasn’t proud of it. Sometimes, it felt like I was borrowing this face from someone and that made me feel unsettled. I was well aware that it wasn’t normal to feel like this but I wasn’t normal to begin with.


    We ate our breakfast in silence, the only sounds that could be heard were the sounds of our chopsticks and the TV I was watching. Slowly, mom put her chopsticks down.


    “Arina, if…”


    “Yes?”


    “If he ever comes to our house again, I’ll call the police. You too, if I’m not here and he comes again, call the police immediately. Do not open the door under any circumstances, okay?”


    “Got it.”


    “…I’m thinking that we should move out.”


    “Eh? Do we need to go that far?”


    “Of course.”


    “…I can still go to the same school, right?”
 “Of course.”


    “…I see.”


    She took it more seriously than I expected.


    It was probably natural for her to act like this. If I were in her shoes, a single mother who had to protect my only daughter, I would definitely try to do whatever I could to protect her. 


    “Also, don’t go home alone.”


    “Yes.”


    “By the way, do you normally walk home with someone?”


    “Yes…”


    If I said that I normally walked alone, she would definitely be worried about me again. I didn’t know what she would do, so I decided to lie to her.


    “Is it Sui-kun? You are in a relationship, right?”


    “Huh?! No!”


    “Hehe, I know. Sui-kun told me everything.”


    “Jeez!”


    At this point I was sick of hearing about this kind of topic. It was annoying enough to hear the ungrounded rumors about us just because we walked to the school together often. I’ve lost count on how many people have been asking me that same question. That guy seemed to be fed up with it too.


    Unfortunately, I couldn’t do anything about this. He was the only person that I could rely on. He had a bad personality, he was a hundred and eighty two feet tall giant and looked scary when he got angry, a perfect bodyguard. He often made absurd jokes, good enough as a smokescreen to catch people off guard.


    Anyway, forget about that. I planned to go to hatsumode with Tsuru tomorrow, so I had to cheer myself up before that happened. If I were to go while looking gloomy, she would definitely try to meddle like the busybody she was. She was a good girl though and I loved her as a friend, but I hoped that she would stop teasing me by bringing up Sui all the time. Like, when she invited me she told me repeatedly that she would invite Sui too. 


    I hoped that I could pass the New Year calmly.

  


  
    Chapter 84 – Eccentric


    A few days had passed since Makoto told me about the rumor of Akakusa-sensei’s transfer. Since then, I spent my days wallowing in my anxiety.


    We hadn’t continued on with Arina’s rehabilitation due to us getting too busy, so we hadn’t been in contact since then.


    Actually, I passed her by occasionally in the hallway but before I could greet her, she would start abusing me with her words.


    I didn’t respond to her usual abuse which puzzled her and prompted her to show me her concerns. She said something like ‘What’s wrong? Are you okay? Let me touch your forehead.’  Honestly, I’d rather see her abusing me again instead of this, since that would cheer me up, but I kept my mouth shut because I knew she would punch me if I were to say that out loud.


    *   *   *


    During the recess, inside the toilet.


    I was pouring my ‘lemon juice’ into the urinals when Makoto approached the urinals next to mine. This guy just blatantly ignored the unspoken rule in the men’s toilet. I couldn’t even begin to describe my disgust toward his action. (T/N: Do I need to explain the unspoken rule?)


    For the girls out there, let me give you an analogy so you could understand my feelings. Imagine that you were in a fancy cafe, the people around you were reading with their Macs while enjoying their coffees elegantly. You were also there, sitting by the window while gazing at the bustling city. Then, suddenly, a stranger sat next to you. There were open seats everywhere inside the cafe but that stranger ignored those seats and brought their butt closer to you.


    Then again, Makoto wasn’t exactly a stranger, so that analogy didn’t work. But still, I’d rather not stand near anyone when using the urinals. I didn’t want to accidentally glance to the side and see their… you know…


    “If you keep doing that, your soul will come out alongside your piss.”


    Said Makoto jokingly. He probably noticed my mood in the past few days and tried to cheer me up. What a sweet guy.


    “It won’t. My blood is leaking out though.”


    “Eh?”


    It seemed like he thought I was serious when I said that, so he peeked over at my little guy.


    “Dumbass, I was joking. If it was real, I would have fainted already.”


    “Urp…”


    I washed my hands before leaving the toilet. The water was so cold, it was practically a torture trying to wash my hands properly.


    “Hey, it’s just a rumor, don’t worry about it.”


    “What are you on about?”


    “Akakusa-sensei…”


    “I know, I believe in her. She won’t go anywhere before I graduate. Soon enough, the fucker who spread that rumor will come to me and grovel at me to seek my forgiveness.”


    “…Would be too late for that, don’t you think?…”


    No, it wasn’t too late. At least, I believe so.


    *   *   *


    Lunchbreak. I was having my lunch with Makoto like usual. Seriously, why couldn’t he just invite Ruka instead?


    “Do you think you’ll pass the college entrance exam, Sui?”


    “Yeah, I’m confident I can get into a decent one.”


    “I see. Good luck with that.”


    “You’ll be taking a culinary course, aren’t you?”


    “Yeah, I’ll be focusing on Japanese cuisine though.”


    “Man, you’re amazing. I can’t even cook a decent fried egg, it always gets burnt somehow. That’s why I prefer instant ramen, just pour hot water in it and you’re set for life.”


    “…Did you put on some oil before you start cooking?”


    “I don’t know. I never figured out what was wrong because my sister forbade me from cooking ever since then.”


    Well, she forbade me but I didn’t listen to her and proceeded to create a new dish. To my surprise, it turned out surprisingly well. What I did was put some rice, mentsuyu, eggs, meat and cabbage in the frying pan, stirred them properly, then put in some mayonnaise and yakiniku sauce. I didn’t know the name of the dish, but I called it ‘chaos donburi’. The taste was worth dying for. (T/N: Mentsuyu or tsuyu is the sauce you usually use for soba or ramen. Donburi is Japanese’s rice-bowl dish.)


    Of course I didn’t tell him about this. Who knows what he would do to me if he heard about it. 


    “You need to marry someone who can cook well then.”


    “I’ll spend my whole life alone.”
 “C’mon, don’t be like that. Just imagine that you’ll bring a blonde-haired gyaru home, wouldn’t that be cool?”


    “Stop acting like my mom.


    Anyway, speaking about marriage, the girls in my class should be legal for marriage already. Just imagine that you could actually marry a high school girl legally. You thought that this wouldn’t be something concerning but we, boys, would be able to legally marry them soon after. (T/N: Reminder that this series is quite old, girls’ legal age used to be 16 before they changed it to 18 recently.)


    It didn’t sound real, in my opinion. I mean, why would high school students even try to get married? They wouldn’t have the financial ability needed for marriage. What was that? Love? You think love could solve everything? If that was the case, I would be able to traverse beyond time and space and meet up with some aliens in the Pleiades star cluster.


    I finished my meal and suddenly felt the urge to pee again. I thought I was seventeen years old, but my bladder was as loose as the elderly. While I was walking toward the toilet, a certain girl came out from the girls’ toilet.


    “Ah, it’s Sakaki-kun.”


    “Hm?”


    The ponytailed girl was wiping her hands with a handkerchief. She was Mugiyama Kaya, the girl that I met during the end-of-the year party, the cheerleader girl who complimented how cool I was.


    “Happy new year.”


    “Happy new year. What’s up? Why are you in a hurry?”


    “I want to go pick some flowers…”


    “Ah, you’re going to pee?”


    What? What did she just say?


    I went through the trouble of censoring the word out of consideration and she just said the word out loud like that. JK all over the country, was this a normal behavior among you all?


    “Yeah… I guess…”


    “I see. Holding it in feels good, but it’s bad for your health, huh? I understand where you’re coming from.”


    Holding it in feels good? What? This girl enjoyed holding her pee in? Was this a new trend?


    This surely wasn’t normal, right? I had no right to consider what was normal or not, but this was too outlandish even for me.


    “Um… What do you mean by that?”


    “Eh? Did I stutter or what?”


    I can’t relate to this person at all.


    This girl was beyond help. She was at least as weird as me.


    I thought I had finally met a saintess who wouldn’t make fun of me, but never did I expect that she was a total pervert.


    “Are you interested to try?”


    “No, I’ll die.”


    “Aw, too bad.”


    Never mind, she was way worse than me. I’ll never let her come near Ugin.


    I ran to the toilet quickly and poured my ‘lemon juice’ again. That gave me a peace of mind.


    I calmly analyzed my interaction with Kaya-san and I could only come to one conclusion. She was a pervert. Surprisingly, a perverted high school girl existed.


    I looked out of the door fearfully and confirmed that she was gone before exiting the toilet. I wasn’t emotionally prepared to meet a pervert since I couldn’t make up a good joke to tell her. If I were to meet her again, she would take control of the conversation in no time and I didn’t want that to happen.


    To think that I met a formidable opponent like her, I couldn’t help but shudder. Before returning to the classroom, I decided to join the war for bread. The clubs weren’t as active as they were in summer, so it was calmer than usual.


    I was able to get what I was looking for with ease and no one accused me of being a pervert. In the past, they would look at me scornfully while calling me ‘pervert’ or ‘molester’ whenever I did this and I had to talk my way out of it every single time. Now that I think about it, it really wasn’t worth the trouble.


    Luckily, we didn’t have something similar to the police in our high school or else, I would be doomed. What? Disciplinary Committee? Well, they threatened me with that before but, honestly, rather than me, they should report Mugiyama Kaya instead. She was the actual pervert here.


    *   *   *


    After school. Our cleaning assignment began. I was assigned with the second squad of the cleaning regiment to sweep the hallways, so they assigned me a military-grade broom for the job. Since we wanted to finish the job quickly, we wordlessly swept through the battlefield (hallway) and disposed of every empty shell (plastic waste) that we found. The climate on the battlefield wasn’t ideal since it was freezing cold during this time of the year. In contrast, the classroom was warm. You could see the clear disparity between the two places.


    By the way, a certain someone from the class next door was also wielding her broom. She lost the lot too it seemed. Presenting Hiwa Arina.


    “You really hate the cold, huh?”


    The only parts of her skin that were exposed were her face and her hands. Her usually bare legs were wrapped in black tights and she hid her neck behind her thick scarf.


    “Why can’t we just wear pants? Should I blackmail Tsuru to change the school rules?”


    “If you do that we, men, will lose our reason to live, so please endure the cold for our sake. I wish you luck, comrad.”


    “Die.”


    With such a wobbly appearance, her poisonous tongue sounded cute instead. I was almost about to make her say it louder like a passionate music teacher. By the way, I hated that kind of teacher. Honestly, I wanted to rebel once or twice before I graduated, but I was too cowardly to do so.


    She seemed to be annoyed by my good mood and resorted to attacking me mentally.


    “I heard Akakusa-sensei is going to move out soon. How do you feel?”


    What a devil. She casually touched the topic that had been bothering me for the past few days. As expected, she was really good at putting salt– no, tabasco on people’s wounds. One of these days, I should tie her in front of an air compressor or something.


    “What do you mean? I don’t feel anything about it.”


    “Isn’t it sad? The teacher you always long for will be gone soon.”


    “Ugh… It isn’t sad. I’m actually looking forward to it. A new, prettier teacher will surely come and replace her.”


    “That might be true, but imagine this. After moving out, Akakusa-sensei will find a young male teacher of her dreams and she’ll decide to settle with him for the rest of her life.”


    “Stop… Stop…”


    “She’ll live happily ever after. I’m envious of her…”


    “With that poisonous tongue, you should live among snakes, that’s the place where you belong, you devil!”


    “If I do that, the first thing I’ll do is to delete your name from this country’s register.”


    I should never let her do that. If she had that much power, the second Dark Age will surely come.


    Suddenly, Asakura Toma, the president of the journalism club interrupted us. He was shivering because of the cold and his anxiety.


    “Can I take your time for a second?!”
 “You’re as energetic as ever, huh?”


    “I have a favor to ask!”


    He swung both his fists to the air and said.


    “I need your help collecting more stories! Can you guys help me?!”


    I had nothing to do except rotting inside my room, so I could help him. I glanced at Arina and our eyes met. She nodded at me.


    The first time I helped him was because of Arina, so if she were to refuse it this time, I would refuse it too. But it seemed that she was willing to do it, in that case, of course I would accept the job too.


    “Sure.”


    “Alright! Come to the clubroom after you guys are done!”


    “Got it.”


    He went back to the classroom after that. I’m jealous.


    “Well, I’ll go to your classroom after we’re done. Make sure to wait for me there or I’ll curse you to die freezing.”


    “Sure sure. I’ll be waiting for you.”

  


  
    Chapter 85 – Social Window XYZ


    After we were done with our tasks, I grabbed my bag and went to Arina’s class. It was currently after school, so we were free to do whatever we liked.


    When I got there, I saw Arina shivering at her desk. From the way her legs wobbled, it felt like there was a localized earthquake at her exact location.


    “Oi, let’s go.”


    When I called out to her from the door, she opened her eyes, quickly slung her bag over her shoulder and stood up. She looked determined as she walked up to me in haste. I was about to feel impressed by her action, then she just had to open her mouth and said,


    “Let’s go quickly. The heater is broken, I can’t take it anymore.”


    So that was the reason why her class felt a little bit colder than mine. Poor girl.


    She shivered and started walking at a quicker pace. It was interesting since her speed was barely passable to not be accused of running in the hallway. 


    When we arrived at our destination, the journalism club’s clubroom, I knocked on the door before opening it. Warm air leaked from inside the room into the hallway and Arina let out a strange voice from her mouth before bouncing like a sparrow while entering the room. She even opened her arms wide to express her joy.


    Wait, no, this was her way of indirectly telling me to not get inside the classroom, wasn’t it?


    ‘What? Do you want to enter? Standing in front of the hallway is not good enough for a rat like you? Isn’t this better than standing in a drain? Just stay there obediently.’


    She was probably thinking about something like that. Or worse.


    Screw that. I tried to twist my body to slip into the gap between her hand and the door frame. I wanted to feel that warmth too. Even a rat like me wanted to dry my fur while gobbling up some cheese in bliss.


    But Arina stood her ground. She didn’t move an inch from her spot. I decided to take a drastic measure and grabbed her hand. I already had enemies surrounding me, doing something like this wouldn’t change a damn thing. Entering the room was my priority, even if this girl called me a pervert, I didn’t care. I tried to move her hand away, but she remained steadfast, unmoving like a rock.


    “Sakaki Sui is molesting Hiwa Arina. More scoop for us, boss.”


    “Oi, stop writing! No, don’t you dare take any pictures!”


    One of the club members started to say something ominous before writing something down, so I yelled at him. Imagine what kind of chaos would ensue if that kind of rumor circulated around the school. Not only would it endanger my school life, Arina’s fans would also kidnap and torture me.


    Perhaps, she got tired of resisting me, Arina put her hands down and walked toward a chair inside the room.


    “Add this for my statement section, ‘It was so scary, I will never forgive him for what he had done to me.’”


    “The school will definitely expel me if you do that, please don’t!”


    *   *   *


    After I regained my composure, Asakura Toma, the president of the club, began to speak.


    “I invited you here because I need your help!”


    Yeah, I know. You wouldn’t need to invite me to your clubroom if you wanted to bury me in the school yard.


    “First thing first, do you know what will happen next month, Sui?”


    “Valentine’s Day?”


    “Huh??”


    What was that reaction? I was right, stop looking at me like that.


    “If I recall correctly… The anniversary of Sakaki Sui’s death.”


    “I’m still alive.”


    “Not that, but you’re close!”


    That wasn’t even close! Why was I surrounded by a bunch of idiots! Why were you spouting nonsense like that, Arina?! Also, why did you humor her, Toma?!


    “The ninth graders will take their exams next month!”


    “Come to think of it, we took our exams around the same time, huh?” 


    Our exam back then, huh?


    Let me try to remember what happened two years ago. I vividly remember the day when I took the entrance exam to this school.


    Unlike my middle school, this school had a bigger building that left an impression on me. The examination hall was filled with students in various uniforms. I remembered that everyone looked like a genius except for me and I received a huge emotional damage before the exam even started. I had to depend on Shirona and my other friends from middle school for mental support, but ironically only Shirona and I passed the test.


    As I was lost on a trip down my memory lane, Arina poked me.


    “Are you listening? Are your ears still working properly?”


    “They are! Sorry, I was thinking about something.”


    Toma cleared his throat before continuing.


    “The student council saw this as an opportunity to advertise our school and asked me to make a flier about our school for the day of the exam! Even though we’re short-handed, they still asked us anyway! Seriously, we’re still working on our new school year projects! God damn it, student council!”


    As Toma’s complaints became more vulgar by the second, one of the club members handed him a pen and he slowly began to calm down. It seemed like you could calm him down by giving him a pen. If only Arina’s temper worked the same way…


    “In short, we need your help. I know that you guys are dependable from the last time you helped us. Please, you guys are the only ones we can count on!”


    “Sure, I don’t mind helping you out.”


    “Really?! Thank you very much!”


    I had no reason to refuse him and if I ever did, he would probably cry.


    I assumed that Arina shared the same opinion as me, then I saw her chuckling at Toma. I was about to scold her for mocking someone who was showing his sincerity, but then Toma’s window to society came to my view. (T/N: 社会の窓 literally means ‘social window’, it’s a slang for men’s fly. It’s a dead slang though since no one uses it anymore. A funny thing that I found is, the slang for women’s fly was called 理科の窓, literally meant science window. Use this information wisely.)


    Oh god…


    The bird was rarin’ to go. Should I point it out to him? But there were girls inside the clubroom, if I were to tell him, wouldn’t it tarnish his honor as a man? The girls didn’t notice it, right? Then his honor probably could be saved– Never mind, they were staring at it without blinking. Sorry buddy, it was game over for you. Your fault for not noticing it.


    I decided to leave everything to the guy next to him and made him sit down. Even if he didn’t, this will hide his window to society in a blind spot.


    Of course the guy didn’t point it out.


    Damn it, Toma, notice it already! You were wide open!


    “The flier will be one page long! The content will be an overview of our school, from facilities, club activities, curriculum and many more! We also have to spare some space for the student council’s greetings, so be mindful of that!”


    After saying that, he stood up again before scribbling something on the whiteboard. Seriously, Toma, you were wide open!


    Naturally, everyone here was freaked out when he stood up. The boys were holding the urge to tell him not to stand up but in the end they didn’t say anything. Meanwhile, Arina was forcibly holding her laughter. I became her other victim because she hit my arm while she was doing so.


    After he finished writing everything down, Toma gave the whiteboard a nice slap. Stop it! You’ll leave yourself even more vulnerable, Toma!


    “That’s it! By the way, on the back of the flier, we’re going to put a picture of the school building and you two as models wearing the school uniform!”


    “What? What do you mean?”


    “You know, the pictures you often see in school pamphlets! I want you two to help with it! The student council requested it!”


    I immediately suspected that Tsuru was involved somehow. I wasn’t particularly fond of people taking pictures of me, so this was a red flag for me already. Meanwhile, Arina was having a hard time trying to hold her laughter.


    Toma sat down again and the atmosphere became relaxed again. Some of the club members breathed a sigh of relief because the previous atmosphere wasn’t conductive enough to call him out.


    Afterwards, someone showed us an old flier for example. Back when we helped the club for the first time, we only provided them with materials but, this time, we actually had to write something in. Everyone carefully explained everything to us down to the minor details. There was actually something more important for them to note about, but since by this time, it was too late to do anything about it, I decided to shut my mouth and listen to their explanation earnestly.


    Arina, on the other hand, was expecting Toma to stand up again and had been sending a glance toward him. Seriously, there was something wrong with this girl’s brain.


    Since there was no way that Arina and I could write everything by ourselves, Toma offered his help. Like he said, the other members were busy writing for both their monthly articles and their new school year’s specials, so they couldn’t help us even if they wanted to. We divided our workload before starting our work. I relaxed my thoughts and started to think about what to write, meanwhile Arina seemed to be unable to concentrate, probably because Toma’s… was still open…


    Until the end of the day, no one mentioned anything to Toma, but everyone seemed to get used to it as no one made a fuss about it anymore. Well, except for Arina.


    It was getting late, so we decided to call it a day before leaving the clubroom. We told them that we’ll stop by again tomorrow before saying our goodbyes.


    After we walked a distance away from the clubroom, Arina immediately burst out laughing.


    “I can’t! I can’t hold it anymore! Haha!”


    The devil’s laughter echoed through the deserted hallway. Forgive me, Toma, I couldn’t preserve your honor after all. If I was more resolute, none of this would have happened.


    “Give him a break. Please don’t tell anyone about this, for his sake.”


    “Of course I won’t, but I can’t help it if everytime I see him I’ll remember this and laugh at him.”


    “I don’t think it’s appropriate for a girl your age to do something like that.”


    “Shut it, it isn’t my fault. You shoulda told him if you noticed it.”


    “It’s really hard to tell a pervert off, huh? From now on, stay away from Ugin, you’re a bad influence for her.”


    “I got her number though.”


    “You got that illegally didn’t you?! I’ll protect her innocence even if it’s the last thing I’ll do!”


    When we arrived at the stairs, we ran into the members of the student council. They were the new president, vice-president and Tsuru. What the hell were they doing loitering around the school at this hour? Hanging out idly while we were working our ass off? 


    “My my, what are you two doing staying at school at this hour?”


    “Helping out the journalism club.”


    “Wow, that’s the first time I’ve heard of that!”


    “We’re writing something for the flier and doing some modeling.”


    “That’s a perfect job for Arina!”


    I knew it.


    She looked like a dumb girl who couldn’t even memorize the multiplication table to save her life, but she was a sly fox underneath that facade.


    I agreed that this was a perfect job for Arina, but why the hell did she get me involved in this? There should be plenty of better looking guys than me out there.


    “The taller the model the better– Whoops, I slipped up.”


    “I already know that you planned all this, don’t give me that shit!”


    “C’mon, it isn’t all bad~ You’ll be popular among the new students, wouldn’t it be cool?”


    “And the older students will mark me as their enemy, I don’t want that!”


    “It’s tough to be pretty.”


    “Arina-kun, shut up, you’re the cause of all this!”


    Anyway, thanks to my sacrifices, I succeeded in raising Arina’s sociability to this level. If it was a few months ago, she would still have that murderous gaze in her eyes everywhere she went. I was halfway to fulfilling Akakusa-sensei’s wish, or rather, the other Arina’s wish. It was just a matter of time for us to end this.


    Suddenly Arina glared at me. Did she read my thoughts again?


    “Stop acting like my guardian.”


    “How about you stop reading my mind?! The evil researchers will come to find you if you keep doing it!”


    “Is that so?”


    She decided to go home with Tsuru, so we parted ways at the entrance to the school building.


    The student council members also parted ways with me at the same spot and watching their figure walking away from me made me feel melancholic. I wouldn’t be seeing them anymore next year. In a year, I wouldn’t be seeing this scene anymore.


    I sat down below the stairs to the entrance before opening my can of tomato juice.


    “I wonder what will happen in the future?…”


    I couldn’t imagine what would happen after I graduate. My anxiety started to crept up inside me and made my chest tightened. What I wanted to do, really? All my friends had their own dreams and goals, meanwhile, I only wasted my breath doing nothing while drinking my tomato juice. I lost nothing by doing this, but in return, I gained nothing. Was it because I decided to be a going-home club member? If I joined a proper club, would I gain something? 


    People told me that I was a funny guy because I kept making funny jokes, but truth to be told, if I were to stop doing that, I would be no one. I was happy that they liked me, but at the same time, it made me felt like a piece of shit because I only did this to hide my true self.


    I almost emptied my can, so I stood up.


    “Huh, Sui? What are you doing, at this hour?”


    I turned around to see Namiki Shirona in her tennis uniform.


    No one else was there.

  


  
    Chapter 86 – Editing and Photoshooting


    Seeing the girl in front of me, a certain question came to my mind. It was early January, how the hell did you manage to go bare legged during this time period? Did the fat that was stored in her thighs kept her legs warm?


    I held the urge to ask her those questions and instead asked a harmless one.


    “You just finished practicing?”


    “Yes, well, today is the last day…”


    The last day. The atmosphere turned strangely heavy when she said that.


    “Anyway, I’m about to go home. Do you wanna go together?”


    “Huh? Arina-san isn’t with you?”


    “She left me behind. Just reminding you that we aren’t always together.”


    “Eh? But everyone is used by the sight of you two together. The Big Mac combo!”


    “What the hell was that name?”


    “You both are tall, so…”


    How did you get Big Mac from that reasoning? We were tall, not heavyweight!


    We both were from the same middle school and we used to walk together all the time, so there wasn’t any awkwardness between us. We naturally walked side by side, relying on the streetlights and the occasional car lights to light our paths.


    “You want to be a hairdresser, right, Shirona?”


    “Huh, have I ever told you about that?”


    “Yeah, back when I helped the journalism club, I interviewed you, remember?”


    “Ah, right…”


    “So, do you still want to be one now?”


    “Of course. Why are you asking me this though?”


    “No reason… I’m just wondering how nice it is to have a dream like you…”


    Shirona looked at me with a puzzled look on her face.


    “You don’t have a dream?”


    “Nope.”


    “What about the thing you want to do? You don’t have them?”


    “None…”


    “Then, what are you planning to do in college?”
 “Uh… I have no plan whatsoever…”


    “I see… Well, no need to fret about it much! Just find out about it in college!”


    Well, I guess she was right. I just got impatient seeing my other friends were doing their best to achieve their dreams.


    If only I could live the rest of my life as a tomato juice connoisseur, my life would be easier.


    “Are you planning to go to the same college as Arina-san?”


    “I don’t even know which college she’s going to.”


    “Huh, I thought you guys would be together after graduating…”


    “We’re sane enough to not do that, Shirona-san.”


    “Ehh…”


    Besides, Arina was way smarter than me, there was simply no way that I would get into the same college as her. Not to mention that our majors were different.


    Why was I thinking about this anyway? Who cared about which college Arina would get into. Even if by some miracle I entered the same college as her, she would treat me like a parasite anyway.


    *   *   *


    After that, I worked with the journalism club for the next two weeks.


    During the time period, Arina and Toma discussed their writings in the journalism club room every day after school. I was supposed to do the same as them, but Arina called my writing ‘filthy’, so I was relieved from the position. I tried to fight back of course, but after seeing her concise and neat writing, I had no choice but to accept my fate. As expected of an aspiring writer, her writing was something else. 


    “What are you and Hiwa up to?”


    Perhaps worrying about me staying up late at school everyday, Makoto asked me that. Ever since I met Arina, I’ve been doing things that a member of the going-home club like me shouldn’t be doing and the frequency of that happening has increased lately. If my fellow clubmates were to see me, they would surely be disgusted by my actions and would immediately kick me out of the club.


    “I’ll look forward to the photoshoots.”


    Then on another day, Tsuru approached me with a wicked smile. She was the mastermind behind all this. The one who assigned this arduous task to the journalism club and the one who roped us into this.


    She said those words to me casually during the recess in a casual manner while I was working on an article.


    I threatened her with tomato juice, but she didn’t budge and took my note away from me instead. I had no choice but to beg her to give my note back to me like an NTR protagonist begging for his lover to come back. This girl was so cruel, I’ll make sure that the dinner tonight would be a roasted chicken.


    “Modern literature?”


    On another day, Miyazaki Shinji, the president of the art club approached me and peeked into my notebook. How the hell did he get into that conclusion? I told him that I was writing porn and that drove him away.


    During this period, a certain question popped out in my mind. ‘Why do we hesitate to show our creations to others?”


    The answer I found to that question was, ‘because a work of art is the creator’s alter ego.’


    In other words, it was the embodiment of my soul. I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving my feelings bare for someone to read it. It was the equivalent of running around the city naked. If you enjoyed that kind of feeling, please get some help.


    Anyway, there were many problems that came up during the writing process, but we managed to finish everything in time. I started to appreciate the journalist more. Publishing news every single day was hard work, I had to chug four cans of tomato juice every day because of the mental exhaustion it caused. I could hear my blood and liver screaming, but lmao who was I kidding, they didn’t have mouths, dummy.


    *   *   *


    “Alright! Only the pictures are left!”


    Finally, we were moving on to the thing that I had been avoiding this whole time, the photoshoot.


    “Does it really have to be Arina and me?”


    They could just hire some models for it, the results would be better than forcing it on us.


    “It’s the student council’s request!”


    “I really should roast that girl alive…”


    “By the way, we found a perfect place for the shoots! The camera is ready too!”


    Toma took out his SLR before standing up.


    “Let’s go!”


    “Right now?! Arina hasn’t worn her makeup yet!”
 “I’ve never worn any to begin with, you crackhead.”


    “Stand up! Stand up! Time’s of the essence! Let’s go!”


    There was no convincing the guy, Arina and I reluctantly stood up and left the clubroom. A few other members accompanied us as Toma’s assistants.


    “Move your ass quickly.”


    I tried to resist by walking at a significantly slower pace, but Arina berated me for it.


    “I don’t want to do this…”


    “Don’t think about it, just stand there, think that you’re a rock or something. It shouldn’t be hard.”


    “That won’t make my nervousness go away! You have the perfect attitude to be a model, do you have any tips for me?”


    “Are you implying that I’m a narcissist?”


    “No, not at all.”


    “Well, just think of yourself as garbage, garbage doesn’t need to worry about anything.”


    “You just want to insult me, don’t you?”


    We changed our shoes and left the school building. Arina’s expression became grimmer by the second. She probably didn’t expect that we would take the shoot out in the open. To be exact, we were going to take it in front of the school gate.


    “Alright, let’s start!”


    “What’s the plan?”


    “We’ll be taking some nice shots of both the school building and you two.”


    That was quite the abstract plan.


    His plan made me worried but, thankfully, a girl from the club had done her research and managed to give us precise instructions. While she was looking for the best spot to take the shots, Arina and I got our uniforms ready. They asked us to wear our uniform properly, in other words, no crooked ties or ribbons. They gave no comments with the way I dressed, but when it came to Arina…


    “Hmm….”


    Toma crossed his arms and let out a groan. Arina also did the same, she got her hands crossed and showed her frustration clearly as she confronted him.


    “Arina-san, can you do something about your tights?”


    “What? You got a problem with it?”


    “No, it’s just, don’t you think it’s a little bit…”


    “What? Say it clearly.”


    The tension was building up. Arina was taller than Toma, so she exuded a bigger pressure than him. I felt bad for him.


    “Tights aren’t part of the official–”


    “So you want me to take them off? Is that it?”


    I decided to give him a helping hand.


    “Sister, calm down.”


    “You too? Fine, I’ll strip for you. Fuck it, I’ll get naked.”


    “You don’t need to go that far…”


    Arina left the place, then Toma clung to me and expressed his gratitude.


    “Next time, explain everything to her properly in advance.”


    “I’m sorry! I will strive to do better!”


    After five minutes, Arina came out with a glare. Her breath was accompanied with a growl, reminding me of a starving wolf. Her legs that were previously covered in a jet-black tights were now bare.


    The female club member quickly explained the pose we needed to take before Arina could burst out in anger. I, too, tried my best to distract her by occasionally throwing some jokes in. She tilted her head in my direction, probably wondering why I suddenly acted this way even though I had been averse to the idea of photoshoots until recently. The answer was, defusing the bomb in front of me was more important.


    Anyway, we were talking about the pose. With the school building as the background, Arina and I had to stand in front of it while facing 45 degrees in the opposite directions. Since I was taller than they expected, they would take a lower angle so that they could take a better shot of the school building.


    “Alright, let’s start!”


    The girl signaled us to get ready.


    “Arina-san, can you soften your expression a little?”


    I could imagine her current expression. She was most likely frowning because of the cold.


    She took five pictures in total. I asked her to show me the pictures and I gotta admit, they looked great. They would edit it later, so no doubt that it would look even better.


    Arina disappeared immediately after we were done taking pictures. She didn’t tell us anything, so we decided to head back to the clubroom first.


    As we were enjoying ourselves, basked in the warmth of the heater, Arina entered the room.


    “My tights are gone.”


    She suddenly said that to me.


    “It’s not me, I haven’t stooped that low yet.”


    “Stop resisting.”


    “No, it’s really not me! I’ve been with these guys the whole time!”


    “I’m going to kill you…”


    “Seriously, it’s not me! I’m going to sue you for defamation!”


    “Who is it, then? I swear, if I catch them, the first thing I’ll do is to stick his fingers in the shredders…”


    Please turn yourself in quickly, dear thief. If you don’t, I would be the one who’ll suffer in your place. I didn’t want to die before seeing Ugin wearing her high school uniform.


    Suddenly, someone knocked on the door. Was it the culprit? Please be the culprit. Please give the tights back to her. I’m literally shaking right now.


    “Excuse me.”


    It was the chicken! No, go away, why were you here?!


    “Ah, please go away.”


    “So mean, I just got here…”


    “We just finished taking the pictures, look forward to it.”


    “I definitely will! By the way, is this yours, Arina?”


    She was holding a folded black object. It was a pair of tights, one of the most popular attire for winter.


    The first one to react was Arina.


    The girl stood up and immediately approached Tsuru. Their noses were almost touching.


    “Where did you find this?”


    “Eh? …In the toilet?”


    So she left them in the toilet! Seriously, this girl!


    “So you left them in the toilet? There’s no way that I’m the culprit then! I didn’t even know that the girls’ toilet existed until recently! I always thought that you girls don’t normally pee!”


    “Excuses.”


    Oh c’mon.


    Well, anyway, the case of the stolen tights was solved by Tsuru. 

  


  
    Chapter 87 – The Men’s Silence


    A few days had passed since I was free from the false accusation and February had arrived.


    Time flew by faster these days. Was it because I had been spending more time with my family lately? Or was it because I was getting old?


    Why was it that whenever we felt joy and happiness, time always flew by in a flash, but whenever we were suffering, it crawled at a snail’s pace? 


    I was currently experiencing the latter’s phenomenon. Standing at the school gate, holding fliers that the journalism club released, I felt that time went by slowly. In front of me were students wearing various uniforms, walking inside the school with nervous looks on their faces while staring at the books in their hands.


    Under this situation, I had to hand these fliers over to them. Exploiting their unhealthy state of mind, tricking them into thinking that I was giving them something that would help them overcome their current crisis. Of course, I felt a twinge of remorse for doing this, but alas, I had to distribute every single piece of these fliers in exchange for my freedom.


    I wonder if there was a kind soul who would take all these fliers from me?


    If you were wondering, yes, today was the day of our school’s entrance exam, that was the reason why I was standing here, handing over these fliers.


    This was supposed to be the journalism club’s duty, but a certain girl in the student council made an unnecessary request, ‘The exam takers will be more motivated if Arina is around’, she said. That was supposed to be the extent of her request, in other words, it had nothing to do with me.


    But, when I tried to make my escape, Arina pointed her pen at me and ‘persuaded’ me to do it together with her.


    So, here I was, standing in front of the school gate while handing out these fliers. Like that girl from the student council said, those exam takers who passed us by were entranced by Arina. Everyone went to her side and took the fliers away from her hands, completely ignoring me who was standing at the other side of the gate. 


    Arina herself had a sickeningly sweet smile on her face as she handed over her fliers. Hell, she even wished them good luck in a sickeningly sweet voice. Everyone who received both things from her would occasionally turn their necks to stare at her even though they had walked quite a distance from her. I sincerely hoped that karma would befall Arina and break her neck, but it was clear that even the heavens were on her side since people kept flooding toward her.


    I could only stand there, watching while being tormented by my inferiority complex.


    After a while, I felt Arina’s gaze so I glanced at her. She put her hand in the air and made some kind of gesture toward me.


    ‘Give me some of that.’


    That was probably what she was trying to say. Should I give them to her? I haven’t even handed out a third of my total fliers.


    When she approached me, I handed her eighty percent of my fliers.


    “Oi, that’s too many.”


    “Are you being sarcastic, or is it your true feelings?”


    “What are you talking about? Fine.”


    She took them from me. What did she mean by too many? It wouldn’t be too much for her, it would be the right amount. Supply and demand.


    Those exam takers liked the fliers that had been touched by Arina more than mine. I didn’t want to believe that the younger generations had this kind of fetish, but this phenomenon occured right in front of my eyes, being in denial would serve no purpose.


    More time passed by and the numbers of exam takers who passed by dwindled. The parents who accompanied them had started to leave. That was the sign that our job was about to come to an end.


    We decided to head back inside, our presence was no longer needed.


    “Alright, let’s give the journalism club a report, then we go home.”


    “You still haven’t finished handing over your share, you slacker. Don’t you feel ashamed?”


    “You know what they said, leave the right person for the right job, I’m just not the right person for this job, it can’t be helped. I feel saddened, embarrassed and frustrated over this, but what can I do? I did my very best until the end, that’s what matters.”


    “Shut up, you’ll infect me with your incompetence.”


    “I’m crying.”


    That said, I was glad that everything was over. I was involved in writing the flier even though my contribution was a minor one and it was poorly written too. But at least, I did my best to write it. I hope that someone could gain something when they read my part.


    We returned to the clubroom and reported the result to Toma. Since today was the day of the exam, no one was in the school except the sports club members. He wasn’t supposed to be here, but he felt bad for leaving everything to me and Arina.


    Honestly, I wanted to complain to the student council because they took my precious day off. If they didn’t humor me, maybe I should report it to the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare.


    “We’re pretty much done, but there’s still some leftover fliers.”


    “Oh! Great! How was their response?”


    “Well, they didn’t have enough time to read the fliers because they were focused on the exam. Maybe they’ll read it when they get back home.”
 “I see! Let’s hope that they won’t throw them in the trash bins!”


    Hopefully so. If I found that someone did that, I would track them down and force them to eat only tomatoes for the rest of their life.


    “Don’t worry, they won’t throw the fliers away because I’m on it.”


    “Confident, aren’t you?”


    “I mean, just remember the way they stared at me. If I had a spoon in my hand at that time, I would surely pluck their eyeballs out.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that, but still, like Tsuru said, you are an integral part of this operation. This useless dog feels lonely now.”


    “Is that so? Then, let me comfort you.”


    “That’s not how you comfort someone! Put that pen down!”


    *   *   *


    Our job was finished, so we left the school together. Toma still had to report to the student council, so we went ahead without him.


    I still wanted to keep our distance, but our homes were in the same direction and it would be awkward to walk too far away from each other, so we walked side by side quietly. It was noon, so I was thinking about lunch when Arina asked me a question.


    “Do you want to drop by somewhere for lunch?”


    Was she asking me for a date? Did she read my mind again ? Will a tornado strike this city today? 


    “Ah, sure.”


    We went to the food court in the commercial district. It felt wrong to wander around wearing a uniform at this hour even though we had a legitimate reason to do so.


    After passing through some relatively awkward places, ridden with valentine themed shops, we finally arrived at the food court. It was this time of the year, so this was to be expected. This made me hope that Arina would give me something for Valentine and it was hard for me to suppress the urge to ask her about it.


    Fortunately, she didn’t notice anything.


    “I knew it, it’s crowded at this hour.”


    “Right?”


    I ordered a hamburger and coke while Arina ordered an apple pie and coffee.


    While waiting for our orders to arrive, Arina suddenly spoke up. It was unusual for her to do this.


    “So, what do you think?”


    “About what?”


    “Me.”


    Not enough information, m’lady. Would it hurt you to speak more than three seconds? Your words contained even less information than the ingredients sections in the tomato juice’s package.


    “Do you think that I’ve changed?”


    Yes, of course. Compared to back when we first met, her personality had considerably softened.


    Just think about it, someone who used to reject everyone who approached her and opened up to no one was now sitting in a food court with a member of the opposite sex. This girl used to have a permanent frown in her expression but, lately, her expressions changed frequently. You need to be a special kind of moron to say that she hadn’t changed.


    Though, it was normal for Arina herself to not notice this, it was hard to get an objective view of yourself, after all.


    “You’re like a different person.”


    “Stop exaggerating things.”


    “I’m not! I’ve been watching you closely for the past few months, so the changes are obvious to me. Don’t worry, the changes are for the better.”


    “I see. Then, I don’t need you around anymore, do I?”


    The other Arina said something similar to me back at the cultural festival. She didn’t need me anymore, she said and that she would disappear because her existence was a big nuisance to Arina.


    Honestly, I didn’t know when this rehabilitation project would come to an end. The objective of the project was ambiguous in the first place, I wouldn’t be aware of its end even if I tried to keep a track of everything closely. From the beginning, I knew that this would happen. I could only use Arina’s words as a sign, if she were to say that this would be the end, then, that was it.


    “Hehe… I’m kidding.”


    “So that means you still need me around. Glad to hear that.”


    “Don’t get carried away, sludge.”


    “Yes yes… By the way, which college will you enter?”


    Our conversation was cut off because our order had arrived.


    The waiter dropped our order off our table and walked away. Arina took a sip of her coffee before continuing.


    “Hm… I don’t know, probably a national college or something. What about you?”


    “Probably a private college in Tokyo. I’ll get a scholarship, leech off a sponsor’s money and probably become ridden with debt along the way.”


    “Is that so?”


    “What’s with that nonchalant response? Well, I’m sure that you’ll be alright because it’s you, for me, though, I don’t even know if I can get into a decent college or not.”


    “Just write your application in, I’m sure you’ll get into one of them no problem. Who knows if it’s a decent one or not, though.”


    “You just had to add that last sentence, huh?”


    I see… a national college, huh? I heard that they had more subjects than the private ones and you had to study seriously to graduate from there. If that were me, I would definitely get a mental breakdown. I lost a lot of my lifespan when I took the high school entrance exam and the college entrance exam would drain even more of it.


    But, man, this hamburger was delicious. The king of junk food, combined with a coke, the taste was enough to make me forget about my depressing future. Unhealthy? Don’t worry, I just need to balance it with enough tomato juice at home.


    “You… Do you like chocolate?”


    “H-Huh? C-Czech Republic? W-W-Why are you asking me that all of a sudden? I-I’ve never gone abroad!” 


    “Chocolate.”


    “A-Ah! T-The devil’s candy is it! The main culprit of child labor! It’s the reason why they sent a lot of young children to work on cocoa–” (T/N: Reference to the case of various reported child labor and slavery cases in the cocoa industry in West Africa and LATAM.)


    “Why are you bringing that up?”


    “B-But, do you know that they had it worse in the diamond industry? They even kidnapped people to turn them into slaves!” (T/N: Another reference to reported child labor and slavery cases.)


    “You’re going off tangent, you know? We’re talking about chocolates here.”


    “Don’t you think that those countries need to take their job seriously? Money is important and all, but so does its people’s welfare! What’s the point of creating a chain of suffering for mone–”
 “I’m going to stab you for real.”


    Oh, c’mon, cut me some slack! You just had to bring this up during this time! You need to have delicacy, young lady! During this time of the year, every boy in the country, including me, was anxious! If you were to mention chocolate during this time of the year then the conversation would come down to whether you’ll give them chocolate or not!


    Please leave me out of this talk, let’s talk about something more interesting like salted fish.


    “Don’t worry, I won’t give you chocolate or anything. Sorry if that triggers your trauma.”


    This girl was the embodiment of evil.


    Too bad for her, I received some every year… From Ugin… Mom too, I guess… Oh yeah, Shirona too.


    “Haha, too bad I get some every year!”
 “From your sister and mom? Don’t bother mentioning it, that’s just sad.”


    “Of course not! I’m talking about someone that isn’t my family!”
 “Eh, who?”


    “It’s a secret.”


    “Tell me.”


    “It’s a sec–”


    “Tell me.”


    “…It’s Shirona.”


    “Ah, I see… So it’s like that, huh?”


    “…She said that it was obligatory chocolate for the past four years. Now that I think about it, it’s sad… I really am a sinful man…”


    After knowing her feelings about me, I realized that there was a meaning behind all those chocolates, a deeper meaning than mere obligatory chocolates. That was part of the reason why I felt more anxious about it this year. Our relationship had been getting better lately, I didn’t want everything to revert back to zero because of this. I wished Valentine’s Day could just disappear.


    Who was it, the guy who started the trend of giving chocolates during Valentine? I swear I’ll hunt you and make you taste hell.


    “…”


    Here comes the silence.


    This was why a high school girl should never talk about Valentine’s Day to a high school boy. Unless they were a couple, this was a forbidden topic to touch. I should stop thinking about this.


    


    Ah~


    I love hamburgers.


    Coke is tasty.


    This chair is great.


    The guy behind me is stealing glances at Arina.


    This planet is wonderful.


    The universe is so majestic.


    Vive la gravity!


    “Here’s a good news for you. I’ll make you some.”


    “Eh? EH?? Did you say Estonia?” (T/N: He made a weird ass pun that doesn’t even make sense in Japanese)


    I couldn’t keep up with this development.

  


  
    Chapter 88 – The People Who Were Toyed Around by Sweets


    Strange.


    According to common sense, there was no way that the girl called Hiwa Arina would ever give me chocolate. It was impossible, the chance of that happening was second only to an apple falling upwards.


    There was no precedent to this, other boys thought that getting Arina Choco was impossible and yet this girl was saying that this Sakaki Sui would be graced by the fabled Arina Choco? I suspected that her words were merely auditory hallucinations, but her voice sounded too real for that. Another possibility was that she was drunk when saying it, but last time I checked, they didn’t sell alcoholic beverages to minors.


    In the end, I came to the conclusion that everything was real, she really would give me chocolate. But, of course, things wouldn’t be that simple. She had an ulterior motive, that I was sure of. Poison, sleeping pills, all kinds of possibilities came to my mind. I racked my brain to the best of my capability to come up with an answer.


    Poison. 


    That was the answer. This answer didn’t come from nothing, it was a result of a thorough calculation based on her daily behavior. After all, this was the girl who threatened to kill me and physically abused me with her pen and fists. It wouldn’t be a stretch to think that she had something planned for me. Honey trap, that was what this method was called. She would lure me with the sweet temptation of her chocolates before moving in to finish me off.


    But I was Sakaki Sui. This method wouldn’t be able to fool me.


    “Are you trying to poison me?”


    I asked her bluntly.


    They said that when someone lied, you could tell it by their tone and gesture. There was also a possibility that she would brush my question off by changing the topic or threatening to kill me. If she did those two things, that meant it was certain that she wanted to poison me, but if she didn’t, then the situation would turn troublesome for me.


    I didn’t know if I could notice her tone and gesture if she were to lie. I came unprepared, what a great mistake!


    “Of course not. Just think of it as a token of my appreciation.”


    “It smells fishy. You know you can kill me and sell my organs in the black market, right? I doubt that you want to miss this opportunity to get some pocket change for nothing.”


    “Do you prefer handmade chocolate? Maybe I should give you that.”


    “Wait, is ‘chocolate’ some kind of secret code for something else? Like bombs? Is it this kind of story where I have to sacrifice myself to eat a bomb to save the country? Am I going to be a hero now?”


    “Get some help.”


    “Oh, it’s also possible that you mistook chocolate for curry! Let me tell you this, chocolate is sweet while curry is spicy! Chocolate is usually solid and curry originated from India! Try to write them down.”


    Phew.


    If I stopped talking, I would be unable to control my emotions.


    I never expected that she would actually think about giving me chocolate. If I were to stop talking nonsense, I would probably start spasming here out in the open and my social life would officially end right then.


    This was the age of the internet after all. Someone would record my pathetic act and spread it to every corner of the world. It would be a blessing if I were to become a meme, but chances were I would become an internet clown instead.


    “Hah… Honestly, this isn’t my idea, but her’s…”


    “Eh? What do you mean?”


    “The other me. She wrote about it in the note. Many times.”


    “As expected of the great angelic Arina, you should learn a thing or two from her.”


    “I should poison you for real… Anyway, that’s it. Look forward to it, I guess.”


    I see, so it was from her other self.


    It all made sense now. After saying that, Arina sipped on her coffee before turning her head to the other direction. She looked so pretty when she did that.


    In any case, this girl’s personality really had softened. Nowadays, I couldn’t even talk properly with her without getting flustered. Our silly talks would linger in my mind even when I didn’t want them to. We talked a little more after that, but the content of our conversation escaped my memory.


    *   *   *


    “Brother, I don’t need to give you chocolates this year, right?”


    “WHAT THE FUCK?!” 


    I got back home.


    As I grabbed a glass of tomato juice from the fridge to cleanse my coke-contaminated esophagus, Ugin, who was standing behind me, said that shocking statement. It couldn’t be! She wouldn’t give me any chocolates this year?


    Just kill me already.


    I staggered.


    “I see, so that’s how it is. You’re at that age already, huh? I’m going to cry…”


    “What are you on about?”


    “You’ve found someone that you love, haven’t you? You don’t need me anymore don’t you?”


    “Eh, no, I’m just lazy. Stop acting spoiled, you’re already this old!”


    “Now that line hits deeper than I thought. I don’t want to grow up…”


    “Why are you fussing about this? Arina-san will give you her chocolates, no?”


    “How did you know that? Are you a clairvoyant? Is your mutant power finally showing up?”


    “You two get along well. Isn’t it normal for her to give you a chocolate or two?”


    “Really? Well, that isn’t important. So, who’ll you give your chocolate to?”


    “No one.”


    “Huh? Could it be… You aren’t actually my little sister… But my little brother instead?!”


    “Woah… I shoulda recorded that line when you said it, I could do a lot of things with it… Anyway! I’m busy studying, I have no time to make chocolates or whatnot. They’ll all be obligatory ones anyway, what’s the point?”


    “I see, so you’ve decided to stay single for the rest of your life like me.”


    “Don’t lump me together with you. Seriously, if you won’t stop talking nonsense, I’ll tell mom to cut your tomato juice supply off.”


    “Forgive me. Please don’t mind my words.”


    But I wanted to taste her chocolates again…


    I regretted not treasuring them more. I shoulda taken some pictures of them and submitted them as a candidate for national heritage.


    She mentioned something about being busy and that reminded me of something. This was around the time when they were taking interviews for the school entrance.


    I remembered back when I took mine, it was the first time I’ve ever experienced any kind of interview.


    When they asked me about the reason why I applied to the school, I answered ‘because I was charmed by the school’s ideology and philosophy’. The whole room went silent when I said that. I was so embarrassed and was about to find a hole to bury myself into. Even the interviewers replied to me awkwardly after that.


    Jeez, remembering it made me want to kill myself. It went out okay because I passed in the end but, whenever I passed by the teachers who interviewed me, that awkward memory would resurface. 


    Oh, right, at this point they shoulda read our fliers already, huh? Please, I hope that they wouldn’t do that, it was embarrassing. Just throw them away, please. 


    *   *   *


    February 12th.


    Two days before Valentine’s Day. I could see the boys squirming whenever they passed by the girls. Why were they so cringe? Jeez. I asked that question in my head as I drank my tomato juice.


    A brilliant idea came to my mind. I should shout ‘chocolate’ loudly to rile them up. They would probably beat me up, but it would be worth it.


    I saw my good friend Makoto fidgeting uneasily. A perfect target.


    “Chocolate!”


    “Aaah!”


    “Chocolate! Chocolate! Chocolate!”


    “No!!”


    Woah, this was fun. His reaction was top notch.


    “What are you fidgeting about?”
 “Haah… Haah… The same thing… As everyone else…”


    “You’ll get one filled with love from Ruka, why are you even worried about this? Who knows maybe she’ll mix her blood in there too.”


    “Blood… ehh…”


    “Don’t worry.”
 “But, what if she won’t give any to me?”


    “She will.”


    “There’s nothing certain in this world!”


    Look at this guy. Seriously, just… I don’t know, get married, buy a house somewhere and breed? 


    I ignored the guy and turned my gaze toward Ruka. She nodded at me.


    ‘I’ll give him a handmade one.’


    That was what her gaze entailed. I responded to her with a thumbs up.


    ‘He’ll love it.’


    ‘Thank you.’


    See? You didn’t need to worry, Makoto.


    I left Makoto struggling with his first-world problem and left the classroom to throw away the empty can in my hand.


    The can was next to the vending machine, so I had to walk quite a distance away. On my way back, I saw a familiar (?) face.


    He bowed to me and I returned his bow. The boy looked familiar, but I didn’t remember who he was exactly. Or maybe it was really a stranger and the gaze he had on me right now was a befuddled gaze due to my normally abnormal behavior?


    “Um, are you okay, Senpai?…”


    Dammit, who was he again? I knew he was a kouhai, but I didn’t remember him at all.


    No good, I can’t remember.


    “I’m good.”


    “Is that so?… Anyway, do you remember me, Senpai?”


    “Yes, of course I remember you.”


    Who the fuck are you?”


    “Are you telling the truth?”


    “Of course! I’ll never forget you, Sir Former Prime Minister, Winston Churchill! Your tank strats were the best!”


    “I’m Nakatani Taku!”


    “Nakatani? …Ah, that kouhai who tried to confess to Arina and got crushed by her! It’s been a while!”


    “R-Right… Sorry for bothering you back then.”


    “Don’t fret it. Arina is that kind of girl, after all.”


    “Ahaha…”


    That memory probably became a trauma for him. It was hard for me to watch it, let alone him who experienced it directly. I felt sorry for him.


    Then again, it wasn’t like I could just tell him about Arina’s condition either.


    “So, do you still like her?”


    “Eh? …Um… Yes…”


    “I see. Do your best, I’m sure she’ll notice you one day. She’s a tough nut to crack, though.”


    “Y-Yes! I thought I had changed from my pitiful self back in middle school, but… Once a loser is always a loser, huh?”


    “Don’t fret too much about it, it’s just life. I know you want to live a life without regrets, but that kind of life isn’t easily attainable, this is one of the hurdles you have to face to attain it.”


    “But, what if I keep on failing?”


    “Then, try to turn that failure into success. I know it’s a cliche saying, but, you know, in the past few months, I’ve come to realize that the saying has its worth, after all…”


    He answered, ‘I understand’.


    I hoped he could talk with Arina properly again. When that time came, that would mean that Arina was finally able to communicate properly with other people.


    And that would be the time when I finally completed my mission.


    The end of my relationship with her.


    It would probably happen this year.

  


  
    Chapter 89 – A Day Dyed with Crimson Hearts and Roses


    I was sitting at a table.


    My eyes were focused on the table as I waited for something.


    Suddenly a bite-sized piece of chocolate appeared. It was merely an ordinary piece of chocolate without any design printed on it.


    Quickly, I picked it up and put it in my mouth. Contrary to my expectations, it was tasteless, rather, the taste made me feel strangely uncomfortable. Three more chocolates appeared and I had to experience the same thing thrice.


    Bang!


    A sudden impact startled me, I looked up by reflex and saw Arina, wearing an apron while standing across the table. Everything else was pitch black, only the table, the plate and Arina were not. It reminded me of a buggy video game.


    She was staring at me with a glare that could kill.


    “Why didn’t you eat my chocolates?!”


    I was clearly eating them! Wait, they were yours?!


    She seemed upset and my reaction worsened her mood. The girl leaned forward, put up her knees on the table, then she moved her face closer to mine. 


    “Why didn’t you eat my chocolates?!”


    Too close! Too scary! What was happening?!


    This was the first time that I tasted a chocolate this tasteless. What kind of magic did you use to make something like this, even?!


    I tried to speak up to placate her, but I found out that I couldn’t move my mouth properly. What was happening? What was going on here?!


    As I was stuck in this dilemma, an unsettling noise echoed and another piece of chocolate dropped into the plate. Then, suddenly, chocolates poured out of my mouth like a waterfall. I didn’t even feel sick, but the chocolates kept coming out, ignoring the law of physics.


    My vision was filled with chocolate as I sank into the sea of chocolate that came from my mouth.


    Just as I was wondering how deep this sea would go, Arina appeared in front of me and hugged me. I screamed.


    “I’m going to die!!”


    Everything made no sense. Who was I talking to? Why would I die from this? I kept asking that question, but it was futile as I would be dead soon.


    Arina hugged me tighter and tighter to the point that my limbs started to ache. Seriously, if you keep doing that, I’ll die! Mom, please, save me!


    That was when it happened.


    “I love you.”


    *   *   *


    I woke up.


    It was all a dream.


    Everything was a dream, but it felt like reality. Human’s mind was so silly, I mean, it was obviously a dream, but why did I treat it as reality? I shoulda been able to realize that the moment I started vomiting chocolate out of nowhere.


    I noticed that half of my body was sunk in the gap between my bed and the wall. Who did this to me?


    Myself, of course.


    “Shut up! You’re disturbing the neighbors!”


    I heard my sister’s familiar voice coming from behind me.


    I hadn’t heard the sound of knocks on the door, but I heard it was being slammed open by her.


    Seriously, I kept telling her that she had to knock properly before entering a teenage boy’s room. This was written in the Constitution. What kind of Japanese citizen were you?


    “Ugin, help… What’s happening to me?”


    “Eh…”


    “Please tell me what’s going on? Will I die?”


    “Um…”


    “Just be honest with me, please. If I really am going to die I want it to be as painless as possible… Give me some crack…”


    “Just hurry up and eat your breakfast!”


    I heard the door closing. So I was abandoned. I begged her to come back. Seriously, I didn’t want to die! I got money for you, please come back! I had a daughter and a wife! I had a promise I hadn’t fulfilled, please! Don’t leave me!


    *   *   *


    As I was busy feeding my brain with the optical information emitted by the TV, Ugin roused the air around me and shook my eardrums. In other words, she called out to me.


    “Seriously, what happened to you? How did you end up in that position?”


    “I don’t know! When I came to, I was already like that. I don’t want that to happen again, ugh. My ribs are deformed now for sure. They’ll come out of my chest and I’ll turn into an alien.”


    “You should visit the doctor.”


    Well, in any case, I got out of that situation at least, but still, what the hell was that dream? Was it because today was Valentine’s Day? What did that have to do with Arina, though? And why did I say that I liked her?! I was a believer of Akakusa-sensei supremacy, dammit!


    “Here.”


    Ugin threw me a small rectangular gift box. It spun around in the air before falling into my hands.


    “My my my… What is this, I wonder?”


    “It’s the last year for real.”


    I opened it and found one of the legendary Ugin’s chocolates inside.


    I was deeply moved.


    She was an angel, purifying my rotten heart. The excitement from receiving this chocolate shook my heart, which was trembling like a majestic pipe organ. This was all I ever wanted.


    Picking up the shiny, jewel-like chocolate, I stared at it intently. The surface was as smooth as a baby’s skin. If the reflection of a certain guy wasn’t in there, it would have been more perfect.


    How pretty. Its beauty was out of this world. I didn’t want to eat it, it would be a waste to do so…


    “Quickly eat it. It’ll melt if you just hold it in your hand.”


    “Thank you. I promise I will make you a statue comparable to the Statue of Liberty. I’ll let the whole of Japan know about Sakaki Ugin’s greatness!”


    “Please don’t! It’ll be embarrassing!”


    I took a big bite. Very good. Now, this was life.


    *   *   *


    Today was Valentine’s Day, the day of judgment. Only on this day would the boys dress up properly. Yes, they did it to attract the opposite sex.


    Though, I found it was a dumb thing to do. Girls would have someone in mind already at this point, there was no point to try to curry their favors anymore. Hoping that they would change their minds and give their chocolates to you? That wasn’t hoping anymore, but coping. The day’s significance was higher on the high school students than grade school students, because at this point in their life, they were starting to get conscious of the opposite sex.


    I tried to act like a bystander, but I actually was quite nervous about today.


    It was because of Arina. When would she give me her chocolate? Would she just stuff it inside my shoe box? No, calm down, putting food in that kind of place was just gross. See? There was nothing in there.


    I walked to the class and saw some boys standing in the hallway holding a cardboard box. There was a paper on the box with ‘Give mercy on us pitiful dudes’ written on it. Those guys were shouting ‘Mercy!’ in unison while doing it.


    Well, that was the end of the line for them. No one could save them anymore. I bet that they would continue to beg for chocolates even after the human race went extinct.


    As soon as I entered the classroom, Makoto jumped at me.


    “I GOT IT!!”


    There was a cute little paper bag on his bed. He received the thing properly from Ruka it seemed.


    “Good for you.”


    “You were right, Sui!”


    “I told you. Have more faith in her, seriously.”


    “Mhm! Well, I’m sorry, Sui~ I hope you’ll also get one!”


    This guy was such a pain in the…


    I swear if he ever invited me to his wedding, I would pee in front of him at the ceremony.


    “I mean, my sister already gave me one.”


    “Does that count?”


    Oi, what the hell? Was he making fun of Ugin’s chocolate?


    Alright, change of plans. I’ll get naked and dive into the wedding cakes. I’ll become a snowman!


    Then I’ll confess to the bride and start a shuraba.


    Anyway, attempting to communicate with this guy was a pain, so I brushed him off and left him alone. Looking around, I noticed a different kind of tension among the boys.


    They made the kind of face that one would make when looking at the result of a lottery. Or at least, that was the air they were exuding.


    “Good morning~”


    Niwatari Tsuru greeted me as usual, but there was this strange feeling I got. I decided to take my daily lycopene intake to cool myself down. I slammed my tomato juice on my desk.


    “Are you seriously gonna drink something cold in this kind of weather?”


    “I have to, it’s necessary for me.”


    “Just drink water like a normal person.”


    “For me, tomato juice is as necessary as oxygen and water. If I don’t have enough of it, I’ll die. Mentally.”
 “What a troublesome constitution you have… Anyway, the boys are acting strange, seriously, why are they like this?”


    “It is what it is. I mean, have you seen those guys holding that cardboard in the hallway?”


    “Yeah, they did it last year too, didn’t they?”


    “Yes. You know, I’m wondering what would happen if a boy were to put a chocolate inside. It would be interesting, wouldn’t it?”


    Tsuru laughed while flapping her hands. Man, I wanted to try it. Should I also give a wink when I do?


    I reached for the can on my desk, but Tsuru took it away. She then placed a bag of pancakes in its place. That caught me off guard, so I instantly froze.


    “I wonder what is this?~”


    Asked Tsuru with a nasty grin.


    That size, that color, I knew what exactly this thing was.


    “TNT bombs.”
 “Wow, amazing, you sure know your chemical substances.”


    No way. She really gave me pancakes? Now I’m scared.


    “Thank you, Tsuru. This actually makes me feel happy…”


    “You’re welcome. It’s because we’re friends, okay? There’s nothing deeper than this. I want to say it’s obligatory, but you’ll feel depressed if I do, right?”


    “Got it, I’ll eat it when I get back home.”


    “Feel free~”


    I carefully put it in my bag.


    “Look forward to White Day.”


    “Oh, definitely.”
 “I’ll ask my sister to teach me.”


    Tsuru then went back to her seat.


    I felt elated. Sorry for thinking of you as a mere chicken, from now on, you will be a beautiful crane in my eyes.


    In any case, the atmosphere in the school was tense. The boys weren’t as wild as usual. They seemed to be lying dormant for now.


    To fuel the atmosphere, there were posters all over the place, courtesy of the journalism club.


    The posters had a western touch on it, definitely not because of the words ‘I GIVE YOU MY CHOCOLATE’ plastered on it in angular Gothic English font. This was obviously the handiwork of Toma. There was also a small recruitment notice on the lower right corner of the poster. That guy really would stop at nothing to secure more members for his club. 


    I was too busy staring at the poster to notice Arina standing beside me.


    She was also looking at the same poster as me.


    “Is this guy gay?”


    “He’s just trying to recruit new members, don’t think about it too much!”


    Oh crap! I could feel my heart pounding.

  


  
    Chapter 90 – Those Who Are Chosen and Those Who Aren’t


    “Is that so?”


    Arina replied curtly. 


    Whenever she did this, she was either annoyed or uninterested but, in this case, it was probably the latter. She didn’t care about Toma’s sexuality.


    Me neither, of course. The thing that mattered to me the most was the fact that she was standing next to me. It reminded me of that moment.


    ‘Here’s a good news for you. I’ll make you some.’


    Did she do it? Was she approaching me because she wanted to give me the chocolates? C’mon, Arina-san, tell me the answer!


    I glanced at her.


    Let alone telling me the answer, she didn’t even react, instead, she turned away and disappeared into her classroom.


    Eh?


    Did that mean now wasn’t the time? Well, to be fair, her hands were empty, she probably left it inside her bag or something. She probably went back to the classroom to fetch it for me, right?


    I decided to wait for her here. A large, well-built man standing tall while staring at a poster with Asakura Toma’s ‘I GIVE YOU MY CHOCOLATE’ might seem weird in other people’s eyes. Maybe they thought that I awakened to something because I didn’t get any chocolates from girls. (T/N: That was written in English, word by word)


    But I’ll assure you all. I was not interested in Toma at all. Normal was my middle name, as I loved girls.


    In the end, she didn’t come.


    The sound of the bell echoed through the school, announcing the beginning of class. What the hell was I doing? I wasted my time staring at Toma’s posters. I shoulda dug up some bell marks from the trash cans instead. (T/N: What he meant by bell marks are quite literally bell marks that you could find in sweets packages. You usually collect them for prizes.)


    During the recess.


    I didn’t dare to leave the classroom as there were zombies wandering around the hallway looking for chocolates. They disgusted me.


    Well, not really, actually I just didn’t want to run into Arina. I suppressed my urge to pee and put my faith in my bladder.


    By the end of the fourth period, my bladder was screaming. The pressure felt so intense. If someone were to poke my lower half, it would definitely burst out, creating a supernova, turning our school into history.


    The bell rang, lunch break had finally arrived. After bowing to the teacher, I made my way to the door.


    “Sui, let’s eat toge–”


    “Wait a bit.”


    I didn’t turn around to face him, just kept tiptoeing toward the door. If I lift my foot, everything would burst out and my social life would be over.


    The short distance felt like an eternity. I tightened my asshole and concentrated. Dear lemon juice, please don’t come out yet… 


    “Ah!”


    Someone made a voice that startled me. I almost leaked there.


    It was the pony-tailed girl, Mugiyama Kaya, who did that.


    “Hey, Sakaki-kun~ Hm? What’s wrong?”


    “I’ll tell you later. Bye.”


    I started walking again, this time, my feet didn’t leave the ground.


    “Ah, you’re holding your pee.”


    Why were you following me?!


    “Finally, you’ve awakened, Sakaki-kun. How is it? Great isn’t it?”


    “Great my ass! I’m dying over here!”


    “Try to concentrate and savor that feeling!”


    “Go to hell!”


    “Jeez, so mean…”


    Just a few more meters!


    Suddenly, half of my vision was enshrouded by the flames of purgatory. Was this what happened if you were to hold your pee for a long time? TIL.


    “Ugh… Ngh…”


    Almost there, almost there! 


    “Try to hold on for a little longer.”


    I wouldn’t give in to the devil’s temptation! I would never be awakened to such a strange fetish!


    I swear on my name!


    I put a hand on the door and my crotch. I didn’t know why, but it made me feel better.


    I leaned toward the cold wall with my right hand while my left hand was grabbing my little brother. It felt like I was a movie protagonist with a gunshot wound, struggling with the last ounce of my strength. If this was a movie, the BGM would be a tense one.


    I unzipped my pants.


    Then, a sense of freedom engulfed me.


    *   *   *


    When I went out of the toilet, I saw Kaya standing there, waiting for me.


    This girl was grinning for some reason.


    “Hello, perverted cheerleader.”


    “I’m not a pervert.”


    “Try looking up your name on Kojien, it literally means ‘pervert’.” (T/N: Kojien is a Japanese dictionary. It’s the equivalent of the Oxford Dictionary for English.)


    “I really am not! I just have unique hobbies…”


    “Elaborate.”


    “You know, endurance training, going no-pantsu, taking selfies when I’m at my limit, drool play–


    The rest of her words fell on deaf ears. But that was enough for me to reach the conclusion that this person was bad news.


    I had to keep her away from Ugin, no matter what.


    The state should keep an eye on her, she had enough power to destroy the country! Why weren’t they detaining her? 


    “Okay, okay, I get it, you’re unique.”


    “Hey, why do you boys jump if someone were to kick you in the nuts?”


    “The hell?? I don’t know! Ask someone, ask Isaac Newton, he probably knows. Why are you even asking me this? You’re a girl, for fuck’s sake!”


    “Can I try? Who knows, maybe you’ll awaken to something.”


    “You might as well kill me! Listen, only people who have received special training can gain pleasure from that. If you do that to anyone else, they’ll die!”


    “You’re lying~”


    “I really should erase you from this world…”


    I knew it was bad to have this kind of prejudice, but was the cheerleading club full of this kind of nutjob? Seriously, this girl scared me in more than one way. I hoped that she wouldn’t get caught by some nasty people out there.


    Anyway, I couldn’t save her from depravity even if I wanted to, so I stopped thinking about it and went back to the classroom. She still muttered something like ‘I want to kick them…’ when I left. Luckily, she didn’t actually do it.


    *   *   *


    I was eating with Makoto and something came to my mind.


    There were no plans to meet Arina today.


    Normally, we would help around at school as part of Arina’s rehabilitation program, but we got nothing planned for today. In other words, there was a chance that I wouldn’t receive her chocolate today.


    No, no, I was being too self-conscious. She was probably just teasing me about it. There should be a hidden meaning behind her actions. Her words were too straightforward for me to interpret it in any other way… Would she really give the thing to me?


    “C’mon, Sui, you gotta finish your lunch even if it doesn’t taste good.”


    “What are you on about? My mom made this exclusively for me, it’s the best food in the world.”


    “My bad, but you’ve been looking so grim all day…”


    “I’m born with this face, dude.”


    “Are you thinking about chocolates?”


    “No, I’m thinking about the truth behind humanity’s actions.”


    “So you didn’t get anything from Hiwa?”


    “Why are you so sharp when talking about something like this?”


    He folded his hands and nodded his head. 


    “She told me that she’s going to give me some, but I don’t know when exactly am I going to get it.”


    “Wait, seriously?”


    “What?”


    “Hiwa is actually going to give you some? No way!”


    “If it’s so unbelievable, then why the hell did you ask?”
 “I was kidding when I asked that! I mean, do you know what happened last year?”


    “Last year?”


    “Everyone was excited about the possibility that Hiwa would give them some last year, to the point that some of the guys changed their hairstyle to woo her. Some brought flowers for her. Some said ‘I talked with her before, she’ll definitely give me some!’ Well, the point is that everyone thought that she’ll give them chocolates.”


    “Crazy.”


    “In the end, she didn’t give anything to anyone. The guy who brought flowers managed to find the perfect timing to give them to her, but she just told him to eat bricks.”


    “I’m amazed that he managed to do it.”


    “This year is quite amazing too. The boys in her class got their hair straightened and their perfumes are even stronger than the girl’s…”


    Was it really something that amazing?


    In any case, hearing about the situation of her class made me worried, was that class okay? It didn’t turn into a host club or anything, right?


    “Do you wanna go there?”


    “After we’re done eating, sure.”


    We quickly finished our lunches. There were about thirty minutes left until the lunch break was over, so they were probably still trying to court Arina. Watching them while sipping my tomato juice didn’t seem to be a bad idea.


    I left the classroom afterwards to see how our dear hosts were doing.


    Woah, wait, the class’ entrance was crowded with hosts as well.


    “Who the hell are they?”


    “The guys who didn’t get to be in the same class as Hiwa.”


    “Ah, the NPCs?” (T/N: He didn’t say it in the modern slang context btw.)


    


    Those guys would start to whisper sweet things when Arina came out of the classroom.


    Since they were from other classes, they didn’t have the guts to barge into the classroom, that was why they were standing around here.


    I passed them by with Makoto and peeked into Arina’s class.


    Surprise, surprise, the class was filled with hosts and reeked of perfume.


    The center of the attention herself, Arina, was sitting while eating her lunch with Shirona and the others. She didn’t seem to be in a bad mood, probably because Shirona was with her.


    “This is the truth of this world, Sui.”


    Muttered Makoto. I see, so this was the truth of the world.


    There were more students than usual here. Normally, they would run off somewhere during this period, either the cafeteria or their clubrooms, who knows, but today, every single guy stayed inside the classroom.


    “Is this really the truth of the world?…”


    Men driven mad by Arina.


    Men fascinated by Arina.


    Men who wanted to be noticed by Arina.


    Men who wanted Arina to talk to them.


    Men who wanted Arina to like them.


    They came from different backgrounds with the same objectives.


    It was terrifying how they were fully controlled by their desires. As the object of their desires, it must be stressful for Arina.


    Shirona noticed us and I raised my hand in reflex. After that, she took out two small bags and approached us.


    “Here’s your share, Sui, Makoto-kun.”


    “Ah, thank you.”


    “Thank you, Shirona-chan!”


    She bent her waist a little before pointing her finger at us.


    “Those are obligatories, okay?”


    The same line as the previous years.


    I had been hearing that same line without understanding the hidden meaning behind them. This was the reason why my reaction was more lackluster than usual.


    “Thank you.”


    “You already got one from Ruka-chan, right, Makoto-kun? And this is your first one, right, Sui?”


    “Hahaha, no! I already got some from Ugin and the Beautiful Crane earlier!”


    “Beau… What?”


    “Tsuru. I got one from Tsuru-sama.”


    “Eh? Really?”


    Shirona’s eyes fluttered in surprise. To be fair, I was too.


    I sent a glance at Arina. She was chatting with Yuri and Ran.


    “Anyway, I’ll look forward to White Day!”


    “Sure! You can count on me!”


    “I’ll make some for you.”


    We then returned to our classroom. I let out a sigh as I sat down on my seat, hoping that it could erase the perfume scent that invaded my lungs.


    “Their perfume was worse than I imagined.”


    “Ugh, my nose…”


    Then, I went to the toilet before entering the bread war at the cafeteria. I didn’t find Arina during this period of time. Instead, I found Asakura Toma’s posters everywhere to the point that I was sick of seeing them. Some of those posters had been torn down though.


    I couldn’t find Big Sis Arina anywhere.


    
 Eventually, the lunch break was over. Oh well, I should calm down first. I mean, there was no guarantee that she would give me her chocolates. Who was I kidding? I was a mere tomato addict, I didn’t deserve such things.


    Fifth period ended.


    Recess. I ran into Kaya again. I flew away.


    Sixth period ended.


    Recess. I found more torn up posters. I ignored them.


    Class ended.


    Homeroom began.


    Homeroom ended.


    After school.


    Cleaning.


    Done.


    Time to go home.


    Wait, wait, didn’t I miss something? I knew that I was a globetrotting going-home pro, but there was something off!


    What was it?


    Did Arina send me a hidden message?


    We talked a little in front of Toma’s poster, but did we do something other than that?


    Nope, we didn’t. We didn’t make any plans to meet up after school either.


    I slung my bag over my shoulders and left the classroom. Along the way, I passed by Arina’s class and peeked inside, but her bag wasn’t there.


    Shirona came out of the classroom at that moment and our eyes met.


    “Hm? Arina-san went home already.”


    Huh? That was strange.


    No, wait, it wasn’t strange. There was nothing absolute in this world, including human’s behavior.


    With the voices of the sport club members in the background, I decided to go home. Seriously, how could those people be so energetic in this cold weather? Wait for next month, it would be warmer.


    Anyway, I looked forward to eating Tsuru-san and Shirona-san’s chocolates. I should probably give my thanks to the children in Africa too. (T/N: Child labor in Africa reference)


    I took a big step forward toward the school gate, like the main character of a shounen manga before a tough fight.


    My fight would only just begun!


    “My…”


    While my heart was burning with a sense of determination, a familiar voice came into my ear.


    I turned my head in that direction awkwardly like a robot.


    “I’ve been waiting for you.”


    Hiwa Arina was there.

  


  
    Chapter 91 – Unseen Conflict


    Arina’s PoV


    “It’s done!”


    It wasn’t such an arduous process and I managed to do it. I melted a chocolate bar that I bought and shaped it to my liking, following the tutorials that were available on the internet. It was a good learning experience for me since I’ve never really made sweets.


    This would be given to him.


    It was my first attempt, so I was a bit nervous, but they said that boys had soft spots for homemades, so I should be alright. That boy was special, so I should go this far at least.


    I didn’t remember doing this for anyone else.


    During my third year of middle school, I’ve never made nor given someone anything during Valentine’s Day. I had no memory of anything before that time but, since the other me was kind, it was possible that I gave chocolates to a person or two. The notes didn’t say anything though.


    Last year, I didn’t give it to anyone either. I wasn’t close enough to anyone after all. I knew the names of my classmates, but that was the extent of my personal relationship. In other words, this would be the first time in my life that I would give someone chocolates for Valentine’s.


    Honestly, I was quite nervous.


    When I arrived at the classroom and was sorting through my belongings, I heard the girls’ whispers.


    ‘So, who will you give it to?’


    ‘Hm~’


    ‘I did it!’


    ‘He’s coming!’


    And so on.


    Everyone was prepared for today, it seemed.


    My standing in class was that I was very popular. No, I wasn’t being narcissistic or anything, it was simply the truth.


    This was the reason why last year exhausted me so. The boys were approaching me, trying desperately to get my attention. It probably would happen again this year, just the thought of it made me feel depressed.


    The best way to hand the chocolate to him would be casually giving it to him. After all, if I were to say something unnecessary, I might be so embarrassed and would accidentally kill him.


    That part was all good, but the problem was the timing.


    If I were to hand him casually without looking at the surroundings, the other boys would try to harm him. It might be hypocritical coming from me, the person who would stab him at a moment’s notice, but I really didn’t want any harm to come to him. 


    ‘Ugh…’


    I went to the toilet while racking my brain to see Sui staring at a poster in the hallway. It was a horrifying poster, reminding me of the famous U.S. Army recruitment notice. There was the face of the president of the journalism club posing with a chocolate in his hand, with a big English sentence that meant ‘I’ll give my chocolates to you.’


    And Sui was staring at it with an intense gaze. Was this what they called ‘bee-el’? I hope not.


    I quietly approached him and stood next to him.


    ‘My, it’s actually a poster for member recruitments?’


    There was a note written on the bottom right of the poster.


    “Is this guy gay?”


    I couldn’t find a way to start a conversation, so I just blurted that out without thinking. Maybe I could try to find a way to divert the topic to chocolate from here?


    “He’s just trying to recruit new members, don’t think about it too much!”


    I wasn’t blind, why was he stating the obvious? Where was his usual weird response?


    I took a look at his face. His complexion looked normal.


    I had to find a way to start talking about chocolate.


    But, how? How should I divert the conversation to chocolate without sounding unnatural? Should I just give it to him right here? No, the other boys would see— Yeah, they were already locking onto us. Why couldn’t they just die?!


    Ugh, this wasn’t a good time. They would surround him if I were to give it to him now. Seriously, it was just chocolate, you guys! If you wanted it so badly just buy them or who knows, lick some granite or something!


    “Is that so?”


    Ahh… I couldn’t say anything else…


    In the end, I ran to the classroom.


    When I sat down on my seat, a boy that reeked of perfume came out of nowhere and approached me.


    “Arina-san, you aren’t going to give anything to him?”


    He tried to act like a gentleman but he looked pathetic instead. A mere empty lump of meat with little life experience couldn’t compare to a real thing.


    I wasn’t so generous to pay any attention to him, so I ignored him. Most boys would give up if I ignored them.


    And he was no different, he immediately moved away from me. Seriously, why were the boys reeking of perfume?! They should jump into the sewer or something, that would fit them more.


    Anyway, I still had to think of a way to give this thing to Sui. I went through the trouble to make it, I didn’t want to make it a waste.


    I deceived him by saying this was the wish of my other self, after all. I had to give it to him properly, or else the sacrifice of my other self would be in vain.


    If my other self were to come out and talk to him, he would definitely try to thank her. She didn’t know anything about this and she would definitely be confused. If that were to happen, that would be the end of me.


    I should write everything on my note.


    Time passed and recess came.


    I wandered down the hallway, looking for an opportunity to hand it over to him. A group of noisy beggars begged me for chocolates, so I gave them my middle finger before continuing to look for Sui. Sadly, I couldn’t find him and went back to the classroom. If I were to stay in the hallway a few minutes longer, I would be surrounded by the boys again.


    The next recess came and I wandered around again. He didn’t appear again, so I decided to peek into his classroom.


    There he was, sitting at his desk.


    His posture was strange. He straightened his back while staring absent-mindedly at the blackboard. It was actually an exemplary way to sit, but he was unmoving, like a sheep being eyed by a group of wolves.


    On the next recess, I checked on him again, only to find out that he was still doing the same thing. Had he been doing that all this time? What was he doing?


    Lunchbreak came. I ate together with Shirona and the others. While we were eating, the smell of perfume became stronger. It seemed like flies started to come from other classes too.


    “You’re amazing, Arina-san…”


    Muttered Shirona.


    “It’s worse than last year… I’m sorry…”


    “It’s okay. Everyone wants to receive chocolates from you, huh? But you don’t want to give them any, right?”
 “Yeah…”


    They should read the room and stay away when I am eating. Seriously, I was this close to rip their guts open.


    “Did you give any to Sui, Arinan?”


    Asked Yuri suddenly. That surprised me. I dropped the rice that I was holding with my chopsticks back into the box.


    “I won’t give anything to anyone.”


    I answered.


    “Oh, you dropped your rice.”
 “My, it seems like it doesn’t want to be eaten by me.”


    “Who doesn’t want to be eaten by you, Arinan? The boys pretty much want to if you ask them.”


    “Yuri, they said that your intestines are long enough to be used as jump ropes. Want to find out?”
 “Scary~”


    I lied, but I didn’t care. It was supposed to be a secret that I would give him chocolates anyway.


    After a while, Shirona put down her chopsticks and started to go through her bag. She took out two small paper bags with cute patterns and handed them over to Sui and Takane Makoto, who were at the door.


    Should I follow her footsteps and give it to him now?


    Such thoughts crossed my mind, but no, it wasn’t the right time. Besides, I just said that I wouldn’t give anything to anyone. I continued my conversation with Yuri and Ran.


    Before I knew it, lunch break was over.


    I began to feel impatient. At this rate, I wouldn’t be able to give it to him. I really wanted to do it, but I couldn’t escape the other boys’ gazes. Ugh, so annoying!


    Should I text him? But if I did it, wouldn’t he blabber to everyone about it? Besides, even if I were to do it, looking for someplace for us to be alone would still be impossible.


    Time passed and school was finally over. I had no plan to meet up with him, so he should immediately go back home after this.


    Wait, go back home?


    ‘I should just wait for him at the school gate!’


    I didn’t need to give it to him at school! Why was I so caught up in that line of thought? The boys wouldn’t be following me on my way home and they should’ve given up at that point. Perfect.


    As soon as I finished cleaning, I packed my stuff and ran out of the school building. He might have already left the school, but waiting wouldn’t hurt. If he didn’t come in an hour, that meant I missed him and I should give up. I decided to wait a bit further away from the school gate.


    Ten minutes later.


    He came out of the school building.


    ‘What’s with that face?’


    He wore a determined expression as he walked to my direction. It seemed like he was going on a new journey or something.


    When he stepped out of the school gate, he stopped and put his hand on his chest. I got second-hand embarrassment from watching him, but if I didn’t call out to him now, I would miss my chance completely. I called out to him.


    “My… I’ve been waiting for you.”


    *   *   *


    Sui’s PoV


    Hiwa Arina was there.


    Why was she standing there? An ambush? Did she place a tracking device on me?


    “Eh? What are you up to?”


    Could it be? No way.


    “I’ve been waiting for you. Let’s walk together.”


    Walk.


    Right foot out, left foot out. Seventy centimeters forward. Repeat. Repeat. Thud. Thud.


    It was the first time in my life that I was having trouble walking. Being born as a biped was tough. I could appreciate the human race more now.


    In contrast to my nervousness, Arina took calm strides, her expression was as cold as usual as her beautiful hair swayed through the air. There was a shade of pink on the tip of her nose, it seemed like she had been waiting at that spot for a while.


    “Ugh!”


    A strong impact hit me on my right side. My body bent in an unnatural way and for a second, I saw the surface of the Sanzu River. It was the second time that I’ve seen it. My dead pet was waving at me from the other side.


    I heard the sound of rustling paper and I took a glance at her outstretched hand. She was holding a red paper bag with an abstract design on it.


    “Here. It’s a token of my appreciation.”


    She said while looking straight ahead to cover her embarrassment.


    I accepted it with gratitude.


    “Thank you. Honestly, I didn’t expect that you’d actually give it to me. I’m going to be the messenger of peace as my way of thanking you.”


    “Is that so?”


    I was so happy. Seriously, I almost got a mental breakdown. I had been waiting for this impatiently since earlier this morning and finally I got what I had been waiting for. I was so happy, I could turn the desert green! Ahh!!


    I wanted to scream! Cauliflower! Why cauliflower? I didn’t know! Who gave a shit, I just wanted to scream!


    “Is this handmade?…”


    “Yes… Taste it if you don’t believe me…”


    “Ah… Dear heavens…”


    Arina-san seemed really cute right now. Even Ugin paled in comparison.


    I couldn’t wait to open it and eat it, but eating it right now would be a disservice to her, so I had to be patient.


    Her eyes were fluttering and she kept staring ahead. She seemed expressionless, but the fact that she didn’t notice her scarf was sticking out of her bag suggested that she wasn’t in the right state of mind.


    Suddenly, I heard a buzzing sound. I checked my pockets, thinking that my phone was ringing, but apparently, it was Arina’s.


    “Arina, your phone, your phone!”


    I sounded like a caveman when I called out to her but she seemed to be thinking of something and ignored me.


    I grabbed her shoulders and shook her. Her collarbones entered my line of sight. I was a sinful man…


    “Help! Sexual harrasser!”


    “Arina, your phone, your phone!”


    “What?”


    “Arina, your phone, your phone!”


    “Huh? Ah…”


    Finally, she picked up her phone.


    Apparently, it was from her mother. I decided to think about what to give her for White Day in the meantime.


    Should I give her a handmade one too? Or should I just buy an expensive one for her?


    I couldn’t decide! I didn’t know enough Chinese characters to decorate a chocolate. Meanwhile, I didn’t know how far I should go to satisfy this prideful girl. I knew that the angelic Arina would be pleased with handmade ones though. In that case, should I prepare two? Wait, did they have the same taste? In the first place, did they share the same soul? Should I ask a philosophy teacher for this?


    When I came to, Arina wasn’t by my side. I never knew that she was also a cat-shaped time traveler. (T/N: Doraemon reference.)


    I turned around and saw her standing still while holding her phone to her ear. She was still staring ahead, but there was a strange look in her eyes as she stared at mine.


    “What’s wrong?”


    I asked, yet she remained frozen.


    “What happened? Are you turning into a statue?”


    Arina pulled her phone away from her ear. The display of her phone said ‘connected’.


    I pointed it out at her, but she ignored me. When I thought that something really bad had happened, she finally opened her mouth.


    “My dad… My dad is dead…”

  


  
    Chapter 92 – When The Familiar Me Disappeared


    Arina’s PoV


    We had always been arguing about the value of life.


    It had always been a controversy whether it was okay if someone were to be left alive or not.


    I didn’t particularly have any opinion about death penalty and I chose not to think about it. Mostly because the arguments for both sides were ridiculous since they sacrificed logic for either emotional attachments or religious value.


    But in the end, my opinion didn’t matter, the majority ruled and Japan retained its death penalty.


    When mom said that my dad died, my first thought was that he was sentenced to death.


    Sui was saying something to me, but both my vision and hearing were blurred, as if I was deep inside a swimming pool. I could feel a small pressure on my neck.


    If someone were to ask me if my dad deserved to die or not…


    If my words could decide the fate of the man who abused me, violated my mind, tormented my mom and ruined my life…


    Would I have said that he deserved to die or not?


    Was he someone who deserved to die?


    How did you decide that in the first place, anyway?


    Honestly, I didn’t want him to die.


    I just didn’t want to see him. I just wanted him to stay away from my life.


    *   *   *


    After that, Sui brought me home.


    There was a police car parked right in front of my house and there were two police officers speaking with my mom right at the doorstep. The first thought that appeared in my mind was that mom did something to my dad and that made my heart beat faster.


    I couldn’t understand the swirl of emotions that were shown on mom’s face. Was she sad? Relieved? Confused? Or perhaps, a mixture of all of them. I probably wore the same expression on my face.


    Sui left without saying anything. I felt sorry for the troubles I caused for him, but I didn’t have the strength to apologize to him.


    I didn’t pay any attention to the police’s explanation as they brought me and my mom into the car. One of them mumbled something into their radio before starting the car. Where would they bring us to? I didn’t know.


    My eyes were locked to the passing city lights outside the window. I wanted everything to end quickly. The inside of the car was dead silent, save from the occasional sound coming from the radio.


    *   *   *


    Setoyama Akira.


    The doctor mentioned my dad’s name.


    In order to clarify whether it was actually him or not, they brought mom and I here.


    I was aware that the name I was using in grade school was Setoyama Arina, but I had no recollection on referring to myself with that name.


    The cause of my dad’s death was suffocation.


    He was so drunk that he fell asleep on the street, vomited and suffocated to death. There was no sign that he suffered from it because his body had been cleaned thoroughly. Until the end of his life, he was still addicted to alcohol.


    Mom said nothing. I could only see the tip of her nose since her bangs were covering the other parts of her face. She confirmed to the doctor that it was dad’s body, but she said nothing else after that.


    I had to wait in another room after that was done. Someone approached me, they looked like a counselor, but since I had nothing to say to him, I declined his service and patiently waited for my mom.


    ‘Your dad died…’


    Suddenly, mom’s words came back to me.


    I felt a stir in my chest. Someone had died. A death that was far more impactful and real than the ones I heard on the news. It was disturbing. It was hard to breathe. 


    I wanted to run away.


    I didn’t want to feel anything.


    My stomach churned as I curled my back and placed my forehead on the desk.


    It was only two months ago, December 30th, that he visited me. I still wondered if he really had repented on his mistakes.


    The words he said back then, were all of them true? He said that he had reformed, he regretted everything that he had done and he would make amends to me.


    There was no way to find out now. The dead tells no tales after all.


    *   *   *


    They didn’t detain me for long because I had nothing to do with this incident. They said that they would contact us again, but it was directed to my mom more than me.


    The Setoyamas would be in charge of his funeral.


    We refused to attend it and they didn’t say anything about it. It was a tacit understanding since they knew about our situation.


    When we got back home, mom told me that I should take a day off tomorrow before disappearing into her room. She looked disheveled and worned out. Was she okay?


    I entered my room and sank onto my bed.


    It was currently midnight and I was still in my uniform. I didn’t feel like changing, so I closed my eyes.


    His death meant nothing to me, but why did I feel uneasy?


    Wouldn’t I be able to live in peace now?


    I had been freed from my trauma.


    Yet, why was I feeling anxious?


    *   *   *


    My consciousness slowly surfaced and regained its senses.


    When I woke up, I felt lethargic. My ribs felt sore and my chest was in pain, probably because I slept in a bad position last night. When I got up and took off my uniform, I felt nauseous.


    That wasn’t enough to make me vomit, though. I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself down. My head felt strangely heavy even though I didn’t oversleep nor had trouble sleeping. Something was wrong.


    I unbuttoned my shirt and a wall board entered my vision. It was a handmade board, made by a fourth grader by the name of Setoyama Arina.


    My fingers froze.


    I recognized this board. I made this board back then in art class. I remembered how much fun I had varnishing the wooden parts of the board. That day, I smelled so bad to the point I couldn’t even smell anything else properly.


    A certain memory that I shouldn’t have remembered came rushing.


    “Ugh…”


    I stood up and held my head.


    My dad’s face came back to me. I remembered the time when I graduated from grade school. The memories of my time together with Aki-senpai. The memories when I used to play basketball. My dad’s arrest. My mom changed her name back to her maiden name. Everything that the other me experienced. All the abuse that I suffered by the hands of my dad.


    It felt like everything came together to form a picture.


    “Why?”


    How could I forget about this?


    
 How was it even possible?


    I suffered from amnesia, I thought I would die alone, not knowing who I was for the rest of my life, yet when they finally returned to me, I was confused.


    I remembered everything. The unfamiliar arrangements of everything inside my room became familiar in an instant. Everything began to clear up for me.


    However, I felt like I had lost something.


    Was I mistaken? I remembered everything now, from my lost memories to the friends I made in high school. Yet something still felt strange. Was it my dad’s death?


    This uneasiness I felt, I failed to dispel it.


    *    *    *


    Sui’s PoV


    Three days passed since then and Arina hadn’t come to school once.


    I was curious about her dad, but I wasn’t inconsiderate enough to ask her about it.


    After Valentine’s passed, everything returned to normal, the hosts disappeared and there were no dumbasses wandering around wearing perfumes anymore. People moved on and talked about class changes and entrance exams instead.


    “I saw Hiwa just now.”


    As I put my finger on the lid of my can, Makoto said that.


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, I saw her walking with Shirona.”


    I went out into the hallway and saw Arina and Shirona’s backs.


    “Oi~ You’re finally here.”


    They turned around and looked at me.


    “Are you alright now, Arina?”


    She didn’t answer me, instead, she covered her mouth with her hand and whispered something to Shirona’s ear. The latter seemed surprised before laughing it off and patting Arina’s shoulder.


    Arina seemed puzzled as she furrowed her eyebrows.


    “Sui, are you fighting with Arina-san?”


    “Same old, she’s just abusing me one-sidedly.”


    Did I do something to offend her?


    Maybe I did something rude when I dropped her off the other day?


    No way, right? If I did that, I wouldn’t be alive now.


    Arina tilted her head and looked at me.


    “Sorry, but… Who are you?”
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