
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Chapter 116 – Living Only for You


    Asking for his condition? I didn’t have the heart to do it.


    I was a mere stranger, I had no rights to brazenly ask about his condition from his family. Their pain was incomparable to mine after all, I had a conscience.


    Ever since I received Tsuru’s message about him, my mood started to become unstable.


    He should be fine. He would wake up one day and tell me one of his jokes again. This was Sui we were talking about, there was no way that he would stay like that forever. But, no matter how many times I tried to convince myself with those thoughts, my anxiety wouldn’t go away.


    Little by little, my thoughts were dominated by despair.


    I would never be able to speak to him again.


    Nor would I be able to hear one of his jokes again.


    And his answer, I would never find out what it was.


    Sitting on my bed while hugging my pillow, I tried my hardest to drive the despair away. 


    It was my fault that he became like this, wasn’t it?


    I was the one who kept hurting him, hitting him like a crazed idiot. As a result of that, his body couldn’t handle the abuse anymore and broke down like this. It was written clearly in my notes that I quickly got violent whenever I hung out with him. Both Tsuru and Shirona confirmed that fact too. An intense feeling of guilt rose from inside my heart.


    What a terrible person I was. My late father’s abuse should have taught me something about violence, yet what did I do to him? Exactly the same thing as what my father did.


    This mood persisted for a whole week. I couldn’t concentrate on my studies at all because of it.


    The only thing I could do was lay down in my bed while staring listlessly toward the sky outside. Tonight, I could see the moon floating majestically in the sky. The cicadas’ voice was the only voice I could hear. I closed my eyes and cowered. I should stop thinking. The more I think, the more I’d come to hate myself.


    Suddenly, my phone rang.


    I quickly picked it up and checked the screen.


    Sakaki Ugin.


    I put my phone to my ear.


    “Arina-san?”


    “…Yes.”


    There was no trace of emotion in her voice. It was scary. She’ll start blaming me in a few seconds, I’m sure of it.


    I braced myself for it, but her words betrayed my expectations.


    “Can I meet you?”


    *   *   *


    Rattle, rattle.


    It was the familiar sound of the train treading through the rail. I was currently inside the underground train. I noticed my reflection on one of the windows. I looked worse for wear. If Sui were to see me like this, I would be an easy target for him to tease.


    Eventually, the train reached Sendai Station and I could finally get off. I walked to the escalator and went to the ticket gate.


    It had been a while since I went outside, but this place still looked the same. Well, obviously there wouldn’t be any major changes in a few weeks. The lack of changes felt detestable to me, though. Isn’t the world supposed to move forward, regardless of the condition of the person that I love? Why the hell is it still like this? I’m being unreasonable, I know. Sadly, my emotion was unable to comply with my reasoning.


    From the station, I went south. It was the familiar route that I always took whenever I went to school, except that my destination this time was different.


    A general hospital.


    I sat in the waiting room and looked around the hospital, trying to look for Sui. I knew that there was no way that he would be here, but it wouldn’t hurt to hope for it a little, right?


    Half an hour later, Ugin-san appeared. It was around the time that I realized that I actually came a little too early.


    “Here’s your visitor’s card, Arina-san. Wear it around your neck, please.”


    After a light greeting, she led me through the hospital.


    “I knew that I shoulda contacted you sooner, but things happened… I’m sorry, Arina-san, I left you hanging for too long…”


    “It’s fine. You don’t need to worry about me.”


    “Arina-san, are you okay?”


    “…Yes, I am.”


    To my surprise, instead of blaming me, she showed me a concerned look.


    “Arina-san, you like my brother, don’t you?”


    “T-That’s…”


    “You don’t need to be shy, I’m a girl too, I understand your feelings. Thank you for that, Arina-san. Honestly, I’m glad that someone actually fell in love with that good-for-nothing older brother of mine.”


    My answer to her words was a deep silence.


    Eventually, we reached the elevator and entered it. Ugin-san then pushed the button to the fifth floor.


    “My brother… He collapsed because of cardiac arrest. The cause was high blood pressure. Currently, he is in a coma because his brain suffers from oxygen deprivation, the side effect of the cardiac arrest. The doctor said that his cerebrum isn’t functional currently, but his brainstem and other organs are, so he is still pretty much alive… It’s just, he will stay this way for who knows how long. Honestly, I wish that everything is a poor joke…”


    “…About Sui… I…”


    “Yes, Arina-san?”


    “He… Most likely collapsed because I’ve been hitting him…”


    When those words left my mouth, Ugin-san grabbed my sleeve.


    “No! It’s not your fault, Arina-san!”


    “But, I…”


    “Calm down and think about it clearly. Even if you hit him with all your might, he would still be fine. He’s stronger than you think, Arina-san. Even if he acted like he was in pain, that was just him messing around. He always overreacts to everything as a joke.”


    “But, I slapped him in the face–”


    “That is nothing for him. Like I said, even if he acted like your slaps hurt him to the point that he was dying, it was all but just an act. He called you a gorilla once, right? That was a joke. Seriously, he’s such an idiot. From the way he described you, he made it as if you were an oversized female gorilla and it shouldn’t take a genius to understand that he was just messing around.”


    When those strings of sentences came out from her mouth, I started to tear up.


    “Remember this, Arina-san. My brother is the strongest member of the going-home club in existence. He won’t go down from a mere mortal’s attack.”


    Before entering his room, Ugin-san had a word with the doctor. The doctor then gave me the permission to visit him.


    I stopped right in front of the door to his room.


    Sakaki Sui.


    His name was written on the nameplate.


    As my feet were glued to where I stood, Ugin-san opened the door. She then entered the room ahead of me.


    I cautiously followed her behind. There he was, laying down in a bed by the window.


    “Sui?…”


    His expression looked calm and he didn’t seem to be hurt anywhere. Underneath the patient gown, I could see his chest slowly moved, a sign that he was breathing properly.  It was as if he was sleeping. But, the presence of various medical equipment and tubes was a definite proof that he wasn’t simply oversleeping. This wasn’t one of his usual jokes either.


    I sat down on the round chair beside him.


    “Sui…”


    Once again, I called his name.


    “Whether he wakes up or not, it’s up to him. There’s still hope that he’ll wake up. Like I said, his brainstem is still functional, so his organs can still work properly, but… There’s a chance that it’ll stop working… And that would be the end…”


    There was no hint of emotion when she said that. How could she be so calm when faced by the possibility of her brother dying? I was a stranger, but I couldn’t even speak properly, yet she…


    “Arina-san, you should give up on him.”


    I had no intention of doing so. I stood my ground and confronted her.


    “And why should I do that?”
 “Realistically speaking, there is only a very little chance that he will wake up. It has been a week and there’s no sign of it ever happening. In a situation like this, he would probably say something like, ‘There are billions of men in this world, so just forget about me and move on’ and I agree with that.”


    “There’s still a possibility that a miracle would happen. I won’t give up on him that easily.”


    “Even if that happens, he will still be affected by the aftereffect. The doctor said that he might not even remember about us and he wouldn’t be able to speak properly. There’s a chance that he wouldn’t be the same person as we know anymore.”


    The way she talked… It reminded me of him…


    He wasn’t an idealist. He wouldn’t talk about something like dreams or ideals. That guy only saw everything in the view of a realist. However, I was the opposite of that. I believed in dreams and ideals.


    I believed that one’s dreams and ideals were a strong enough factor to change reality.


    “About Sui… I love him… I really do.”


    I shifted my gaze to Ugin-san. Her eyes widened in surprise.


    “Ugin-san, I know that you’re saying those words to make me feel better, to make me move on with my life, but… I need him… I don’t think I could be happy without him by my side.”


    “…Are you sure that you actually love him and it isn’t something like a slight crush?”


    “Yes, I’m perfectly sure. Besides, I’m still waiting for an answer from him. I won’t leave him until I get my answer.”


    Hearing my words, Ugin-san showed me a bitter smile as she started to tear up.


    “I promised… Not to cry in front of him anymore… Yet…”


    I will never give up on him.


    Sui was the strongest member of the going-home club. There was no way that this would be his end. He will definitely wake up and I’ll be here waiting for him.

  


  
    Chapter 117 – Last Spurt


    It was currently mid-August. I planned to meet up with Tsuru at a Starbucks in front of the station.


    Our houses were far away from each other, so it was more convenient for us to meet up in this area. She was the one who invited me today.


    “Long time no see, Arina.”


    She was wearing a summer robe. Since the table was filled with my notes at this point, I made some room for her and placed some of the notes away.


    “You tanned yourself?”


    “Well, I went back to my parent’s place. It was near the sea, so might as well. Your skin is as pale as ever, Arina.”


    “I don’t feel like going outside.”


    “I can’t imagine you going outside either.”


    She put down her iced coffee and laid out her study materials and notes.


    Our plan for today was catching up with each other and studying for the exam while drinking some coffee.


    “So, how’s it going for you?”


    “Same as always. What about you?”


    “Same old, same old.”


    “Studying is boring isn’t it? I can’t believe that there are people out there who unironically enjoy it.”


    “Right. Funny enough, I know one person who does. Remember one of the guys in your team back in the sports festival? He’s always getting second place in the exam ranks.”


    “Namakura Takazo?”


    “Yeah, that guy! Can you believe that guy? During the festival, I was just chilling in the broadcasting booth, but suddenly he and Sui– Ah…”


    There was a discomfort on her face as she stumbled on her words.


    “What happened?”


    “Um… He just started rambling something incomprehensible! Seriously, that guy is a weirdo. I guess that makes sense, only a weirdo would enjoy studying.”


    “Why don’t you try to study together with him? He seems to like you.”


    “W-What?!”


    “Think of the benefits. The definite first and second ranker studying together, both of your grades will definitely improve.”


    “NO. WAY. Doing what with who? That’s impossible for me!”


    “Poor guy…”


    Tsuru’s choice remained unchanged, the Faculty of Law somewhere in Tokyo. Meanwhile, I would be trying to go to Tohoku University’s Faculty of Arts and Letters.


    That was where it hit me. Everyone wouldn’t be together anymore.


    My classmates were planning to leave the prefecture. Everyone would be scattering all over the country. I started to realize that, soon, I would no longer be a kid anymore.


    I wonder what kind of future I would have as an adult? What kind of job would I be getting? Where would I live? Would I live a happy life?


    As I imagined my future, I started to think about Sui. He always crept into my mind lately. Whenever I looked at the back of someone with a similar height as him, I would stare at that person, thinking that it was him, walking in front of me. Of course, that was just an illusion. The real person was still in a deep sleep inside that white room.


    Perhaps noticing the state of my mind, Tsuru suddenly called out to me.


    “Arina, have you visited Sui?”


    I moved my hand that had been stopping for a while.


    “I have. What about you?”


    “I haven’t… I want to visit him, but I don’t want to bother Ugin-chan… How was he?”


    “I don’t know what to say… He was just sleeping peacefully there…”


    “Really? You aren’t trying to hide anything from me, are you?”


    “Of course not. Don’t worry about him too much, he’ll wake up before we know it. And the first thing he’ll do is to piss us off again like usual.”


    “If you say so then… By the way, have you tried kissing him?”


    “W-What?!”


    “Maybe he’ll wake up if you kiss him. You know, like Sleeping Beauty? Only this time, the gender is reversed!”
 “There’s no way that would ever happen, dummy!”
 “You won’t know unless you try! ”


    “Ugh, you…”


    “Hehe, sorry, sorry. You’re so cute when flustered like this~ You really love him that much, don’t you?”


    She then laughed while holding her stomach.


    Seeing her smile for the first time in a while made me feel like smiling too. Come to think of it, Sui wouldn’t want to see my gloomy face when he wakes up, would he? I should try to cheer myself up more often.


    “Thank you, Tsuru. My chest feels a little lighter now.”


    “Really? They still look heavy. Can I have some of them?’


    “…You know that’s not what I meant.”


    *   *   *


    For the rest of the summer vacation, I did nothing but study.


    Such was the day of students preparing for exams. My whole summer was only filled with studying, occasional walking and sometimes, reading a random novel. 


    Once the vacation was over, I could feel that everyone would be all tense because of the upcoming exam. Other than that, the only thing that they would be talking about would be something like job hunting.


    I entered the classroom for the first time in a month. All my classmates seemed to have tanned a bit. Except for me, it seemed like they were able to enjoy their vacation.


    Of course, Sui wasn’t here. His seat was empty as he was still sleeping peacefully inside that pure white room.


    “Hiwa, do you have a moment?”


    When I was packing up my stuff, Makoto approached me. Based on his grim look, I knew that he was going to ask me about Sui. I stood up silently and went out of the classroom with him. We went outside the school building.


    “Is Sui really?…”


    “Yes. He’s still in the hospital as we speak.”


    “So everything was real… No way…”


    He squatted down as he held his head in his hands.


    “Ugin-san didn’t tell you?”


    “No. I heard everything from Tsuru, but I didn’t believe her words… I thought it was just an elaborate prank from the two of them, but when I tried to get in touch with him, I couldn’t reach him… I tried to get Ugin-chan’s contact information from Tsuru, but I got scared… What if everything was real? What if I’ll never talk with him ever again?…”


    “Don’t worry, he’s sleeping peacefully. He’ll be okay.”


    “Is he really in a coma?”


    “I tried to call his name and he never responded, so yeah, he still hasn’t woken up yet. At least he is okay for now.”


    “Ugh… Fuck… How could this happen to him?!”


    I explained Sui’s condition in detail to him. He kept looking at the ground with a frustrated look.


    “There’s a chance he won’t wake up… Haha… That’s gotta be a lie, there’s no way…”


    “Yeah. He’ll wake up, don’t worry. Believe in him. All we need to do is to wait for him, okay?”


    “…Yeah, I guess you’re right. He’ll wake up eventually. If the earth is in a crisis, he’ll surely return like a hero. And the first person he’ll come to would be you, Hiwa.”


    “I’m surprised. So you can make a smooth line like that, huh?”


    “In any case, can you contact me if there’s a change in his situation? I would ask Ugin-chan myself, but I don’t know her very well and I don’t want to be a bother… Sorry, this request must be troublesome for you. You’re going through a rough time and–”


    “Don’t worry, I won’t feel troubled by that much. I don’t have your contact information though.”


    “…Right. Could you tell me yours?”


    “Yes. Fork up the cash first. 100 million.”


    “Sui’s bad habit is rubbing on you…”


    After this, things became slightly more difficult for me.


    The homeroom teacher talked about today’s schedule and our future plans like usual, but at the end of the session, they also mentioned Sui’s condition. Not in detail, of course, only the part where he had to be hospitalized because of a certain illness and it would be hard for him to attend school. When they heard about it, the whole classroom went into an uproar and I could feel their gazes suddenly focusing on me.


    We had to prepare ourselves for the opening ceremony, but everyone walked up to mine or Makoto’s seat instead. It was because we were the one closest to Sui, they started to bombard us with various questions about him. I only parroted what the homeroom teacher said without adding additional information.


    I wonder what would happen to Sui?


    Would he become a drop out? Or would they still let him attend classes later when he wakes up? School without him felt boring. Maybe because he was the one who brought color to my life. I know it sounded cheesy, but that was how I truly felt. If my life was a romance movie, my daily life without him would be painted in monochrome.


    After the opening ceremony, I saw Shirona walking out of the gym. I contemplated on whether I should call out to her or not. I knew that she liked Sui and I knew that he rejected her because he liked me instead. I had been feeling awkward around her before the summer vacation started and now, that feeling has become stronger.


    As I contemplated, Shirona approached me.


    “Are you okay, Arina-san?”


    “Yes, I am okay…”


    “You sure? You look so pale…”


    “Is that so? I’m feeling alright, though.”


    “If you’re worried about Sui, don’t. He won’t like it if you worry about him, Arina-san. Besides, he will be fine, so there’s nothing to worry about!”


    “Yeah, you’re right, he’ll be alright indeed. Thank you for worrying about me, Shirona.”


    She was clearly crying inside, yet she still managed to put up a strong face. This girl had been loving him since they were in middle school, the pill she had to swallow must have been even more bitter than mine.


    I envied that strength of hers. I should try to be more like her. That way, I wouldn’t look so pathetic when a certain idiot wakes up from his long sleep.


    The summer was ending. The last spurt of my high school life began.

  


  
    Chapter 118 – Love Transcends All Logic


    September was a special month for me.


    It was the month when I met Sui. In this very same library, he came to me because of Akakusa-sensei. He started talking to me even though he looked very reluctant about it. That was the start of my strange high school life with him.


    But, everything about that was merely something that was written inside my notes.


    I remembered that I was talking to someone, but I wasn’t even sure that it was him or not. I knew that what was written in the notes was all true but, to me, reading it didn’t trigger any kind of memories whatsoever. Whenever I read it, it felt like I was reading a history book or a fictional story.


    When will I be able to remember everything about him?


    Since there was no need for it anymore, I stopped writing in my notes. Though, I was thinking of writing again. But this time, it wouldn’t be for my other selves to read, but for me to reminisce.


    So I decided to start writing a diary.


    I bought a diary at a big store in front of the station and started writing ever since.


    Day by day, I wrote what happened, what I did and what I decided to do on the diary pages. I was good at writing, so my writing was smooth.


    I doubt that I will be writing as much in the future though. I could see these strings of words would be lessened as I grew older. Pens would start becoming decorations and paper would become a dead medium.


    I had always enjoyed writing. Probably because I loved reading whatever books I came across. That was the reason why I wanted to be a writer.


    “Go for it, Arina! Even if you fail, you can still apply as a model or an entertainer.”


    That was what Tsuru said to me when I told her about my dream during the lunch break.


    “I hate to be the center of attention.”


    “You don’t need to enjoy it, just do it for the money~ Anyway, writer, huh? Do you want to be a novelist or journalist?”
 “Probably a novelist.”


    “What kind of novel do you want to write?”


    “Just normal ones?”


    “Hmm… Well, I don’t know what kind of advice I could give you. But, if that’s what you want, then go for it. Honestly, normal jobs like office lady or waitress don’t suit you anyway. Seriously, you’ll be perfect as a model!”


    “You’ll fit the job more than me. I mean, you’re this pretty, you know?”


    “Nah, I want to study the laws, I can’t be a model. Then again, if I ever need more cash, I should try it as a side gig.”


    I knew what to do in the future.


    My life became easier when I had a concrete goal like this. If I just went with the flow, my regrets would pile up for sure and I would be unmotivated to do anything.


    Since I decided on my goal, my day felt brighter and more beautiful.


    On the sidewalks, there were children running briskly in their school uniforms. There were cars moving along beside them impatiently. Everything that moved around passed me by, leaving me behind with the trees that were sitting around the station. The gap between the leaves made countless pinholes of sunlight on the road and I was treading on those numerous tiny balls of light.


    “Even when you’re walking normally, you look so picturesque, Arina-san. I feel like I’m watching a movie.”


    In front of me was Ugin-san. We planned to meet up here since we were using the same station.


    “It’s been six months. How was school? Fun?”


    “Yeah. I enjoy it, everything feels fun… You know Arina-san? You sounded like my brother just now.”


    “Is that so?”


    Whenever I saw those jewels in her eyes, it reminded me of Sui’s. They looked so much alike, a solid proof that those two were siblings.


    “I forgot to tell you this, but you’re free to visit him whenever you like, Arina-san. You only need to fill the form. I’m sure he will be happy if you visit him often.”


    I thought only relatives could visit him. Ugin-san’s words surprised me.


    “Thank you. I won’t hold myself back then.”


    “Jeez, my brother sure is lucky. Being loved by someone as kind as you. Why can’t I be like him?”


    “Aren’t you popular at your school, Ugin-san? You can try to get a nice boyfriend of your own, can’t you?”


    “Honestly, yes. There’ve been people confessing to me, but I rejected them all. Every single one of them was childish. Besides, they have to beat my brother in a fair fight first before they could take my hands!”


    “Your standard is too high, Ugin-san.”


    “Really? By the way, Arina-san. Why did you fall in love with that stupid brother of mine?”


    “Eh?”
 “I mean, he is a well-known weirdo, isn’t he? If I were you, I wouldn’t even consider breathing the same air as him.”


    She threw that question with a huge grin on her face. The grin that was so much alike with Sui’s.


    I wonder what I could say to her? If I were to tell her my past, the fact that I had a dual personality and a victim of abuse, the fact that I lost my memory about Sui… That would definitely make her feel uncomfortable.


    “Why did I fall in love with him, huh? …I don’t know. Before I knew it, I had already fallen in love with him.”


    “That’s called the power of love, Arina-san. The power that makes you lose all reasons, the all-powerful power of love.”


    “I’d like to believe that I’m not a lost cause yet.”


    “Yet. Hehe, I knew it, I’m right. Love truly is something that transcends all logic.”


    She nodded her head a few times.


    Looking at her like this, a question popped into my mind. Did she already find her purpose in life? Well, it was probably a pointless question. This girl was similar to Tsuru, extroverted. She most likely had one or two goals in mind already.


    We hung out for a bit after that. Shopping for clothes, having some tea while talking over our school life and giving each other updates on what was going on. It was fun. Thanks to this, the stress I had been feeling because of the upcoming entrance exam had eased.


    After we parted ways, I headed to the hospital by myself.


    Ugin-san gave me permission to visit him whenever I wanted to, so I immediately went there. I missed him so badly. As soon as I arrived at the hospital, I filled out the form before receiving the permit to visit him.


    “Wake up, Sui…”


    As usual, he was sleeping. Except now, his weight loss was noticeable.


    I held his left hands and moved his joints. The doctor told me that I should do this regularly, or else his joints would become immobile.


    “Your hands are so big…”


    They were also filled with his warmth.


    “You know, I’m thinking of writing a story. I haven’t thought of anything yet, but I should be able to come up with something after the exam. What do you think I should write? Do you have any requests?”


    I looked at his face as I asked him that.


    Jeez, I truly love him, don’t I?


    That should be the only explanation why I missed him so much even though I had forgotten everything about him. He made my heart feel warmer than the summer sun. It felt like I wouldn’t be shivering in the cold during the winter if I were to be by his side.


    “I have to go now. Hurry up and wake up soon, okay?”


    I stood up and looked at his face.


    Suddenly, I remembered Tsuru’s words. Should I try kissing him? Maybe that would actually wake him up?


    My face immediately heated up as my mind rejected the idea. There was no way that a kiss could solve everything. If it could, there would be no war in this world. But, a part of me wanted to believe in Ugin-san’s words. To believe that love transcended all logic.


    Such conflicts raged in me for a little longer.


    In the end, I left the room with a smile on my face.


    I could kiss him, but it wouldn’t be fair for him, would it? I still hadn’t heard his answer yet. I’ll keep waiting for it. While my summer vacation had ended, his summer vacation hadn’t ended yet.

  


  
    Chapter 119 – The Sun and the Comet


    As the day of the exam was getting closer, the atmosphere between the third years was getting more tense.


    I wasn’t feeling different from any of them. On the train, I would try to increase my English vocabulary and whenever I got home, I would try to solve the past exams’ questions. My mock exam’s results were good enough, but I had no intention to let that go over my head.


    By this time, we’ve changed into our winter uniform because the cold season is approaching. Spring, summer, autumn and winter, the season changed as such this year and next year, we would experience the same thing all over again.


    They held the cultural festival again this year, but I wasn’t involved in it. Me and the rest of the third year students had to focus on studying, after all. Though, some of them lent a hand when they weren’t busy. They held another fashion festival this year and like last year, they invited me to participate. I declined their invitation. There was no point to participate as he wouldn’t be there to see me.


    On the day of the festival, I slowly walked through the school grounds while taking a look at the various events. This would be my last time to attend an event this big as a high school student.


    Last year, I spent the festival with Sui. I still didn’t remember him, but I remembered that last year I wasn’t alone like today.


    “Arina-chan.”


    I turned around at that familiar voice.


    There was a woman, standing in the corridor where the visitors were passing by.


    “Akakusa-sensei…”


    She was Akakusa-sensei, dressed in casual clothes.


    Sensei seemed to be happy to see me but, gradually, her expression turned gloomy.


    “What’s wrong, Arina-chan? Where’s Sui-kun?”


    “Sensei… Sui is… Sui is…”


    Then, I started to cry. The tears I had been holding back were flushed out like a river as I buried my face into Sensei’s chest.


    *   *   *.


    We sat down on a bench in the courtyard as we watched the various stalls and the people passing by.


    We didn’t speak the entire time as Sensei was waiting for me to calm down without asking anything. I rubbed my eyes, before taking a deep breath.


    “Sui is currently in the hospital… He is in a coma right now…”


    “How did that?…”


    “High blood pressure… They said that his heart and breathing stopped for a while. They managed to avoid the worst case scenario but, due to his brain failing to receive enough oxygen during that period, it received severe damage… Right now, he’s still unconscious… This has been going on since the summer vacation…”


    “Hypoxic encephalopathy… Lack of oxygen… I understand that, but how did he get high blood pressure in the first place?”


    “…Too much salt intake. This is the aftereffect of him drinking too much tomato juice…”


    “What? I know he loves tomatoes, but did he really drink that much?”


    “He drank several cans a day, Sensei… Too much is an understatement…”


    She leaned back as she looked up at the sky. Then, she closed her eyes and fell silent.


    “…Have you remembered about Sui-kun?”
 “You know about my memory loss?”
 “Sui-kun told me about it. Before the spring break, didn’t I talk with you two in the infirmary? When I told you two about my transfer?”


    “Yeah, we did.”


    “After you left the room back then, he told me about it… I was so surprised when I heard it… By the looks of it, it seems that you haven’t remembered about him.”


    She had a pained look on her face as she said that.


    “Sensei?”


    “I remember the conversation I had with him back then…”


    I wanted to ask what kind of conversation they had, but I couldn’t.


    “So, how’s your school life? Have you learned how to treat other people better?”


    “Yes. My school life has been fun lately. Too bad, I have to focus on studying nowadays though…”


    “Is that so? That’s great. I’ve been worrying about you two ever since I transferred away. I wanted to visit you two during the sports festival, but I was too busy to come. I guess my only worry right now is your sleeping prince, huh?”


    “M-My sleeping prince?”


    “Hehe, I’m jealous of you. If only I met my prince back when I was in high school.”


    “How about your co-workers at your new school, Sensei? Are the men there not good enough for you?”


    “Children shouldn’t pry into adult’s matter, Arina-chan.”


    “I turned eighteen this summer, though…”


    “You’re ten years younger than me, you’re pretty much a child to me. Jeez, thinking about my age is making me feel depressed…”


    She said that in an exasperated voice. Even though she looked young enough, it seemed like she was having a hard time with the reality of her getting older as time passed by. On the contrary, I wanted to become older as soon as possible. There were so many things that children like me couldn’t do after all and I wanted to finally become free.


    “Arina-chan.”


    Sensei turned to me. Her voice sounded serious.


    “You don’t need to worry, Sui-kun will wake up one day.”


    “I know, I believe in him.”


    “You two remind me of the sun and the comet.”


    “Huh?”


    “Hiwa Arina, Hi (日/sun) from Hiwa (日羽) and Sakaki Sui, Sui (彗) from Suisei (彗星/comet). Comets would usually approach the sun, then it will go away after it gets close enough but, later on, it will definitely go back to the same sun to approach it once again. The process takes a really long time though.”


    “That’s a romantic way of putting it… I never thought about it that way before…”


    “Of course, you didn’t. You know, Arina-chan, I love romance stories. I love to fantasize about this kind of thing… Now, I’m feeling really jealous of you, Arina-chan. Can you introduce me to a good man that you know?~”
 “Sensei, I’m a high school student…”


    “I’m kidding.”


    She let out a giggle before standing up.


    “In any case, do your best for your entrance exam, Arina-chan. I know you’re going through a lot, but you still have to do your best. Remember that Sui-kun is also cheering for you in his dreams.”


    “Thank you for your words, Sensei. I hope that you’ll be able to find a prince of your own too…”


    “Thank you.”


    She started to walk away from me.


    I remembered everything that she had done for me clearly. She listened to me properly when I told her about my condition. She complied with my requests and even gave me a hand whenever I needed to. I remembered every conversation I had with her.


    I wonder if she ever got curious about my memory loss? Was she worried that I’d forget about her? I wanted to ask her that, but I didn’t have the heart to.


    After that, I helped my class when my shift came around. When my shift was over, I would sit on the grass outside while enjoying the gentle breeze. With my earphones in my ears, I watched over the people who were passing by listlessly. I had been busy studying for the past few months, a relaxing moment like this was rare. I decided to not think about anything that could stress me out.


    *   *   *


    After the festival was over, our usual daily life began. Between the current time and the time for the exam to start, there wouldn’t be any big events anymore.


    According to the annual school year schedule, the upcoming important events for us would be the center exam, application period for secondary exam, winter break and finally, the graduation ceremony. Lately, the teachers had only been parroting the same words over and over, ‘Focus on the exam’, ‘Your remaining time here is crucial’ and so on.


    Their words made me realize that I was standing at a crossroad. The weight of my choice here was far heavier than back when I took the high school entrance exam.


    Taboo words began to circulate among the third years as the air became colder. Winter hadn’t come around yet, but the atmosphere was just as cold as the winter wind.


    I managed to keep a good performance on the various mock exams with my straight A’s.


    My teachers kept encouraging me to keep it up or even work harder if I could. Meanwhile, my mom prioritized my well being. She would cheer me on and occasionally gave me warm cocoa. ‘Don’t overwork yourself and get sick, okay?’, she would keep telling me that.


    November came and everyone had pretty much decided on their career paths.


    Some of them even found a place they wanted to work in or received a recommendation to attend the university of their choices. Among those guys were Tsuru, not to anyone’s surprise.


    “You’re amazing.”


    “Of course I am. Do you think my first rank streak is a fluke?”


    She managed to pass the AO exam and was admitted to Keio University’s Faculty of Law. I knew that she was aiming for a prestigious university, but I never imagined that she would be admitted to Keio.


    The day her acceptance was announced, everyone was congratulating her, so it was hard to talk with her. I had to wait until the next day before I could do it.


    “It’s nothing much. You can do this much if you take the exam yourself. Why didn’t you take it?”


    “My grade is high enough, but everything else is… You know…”


    “Ah, I see…”


    Honestly, I could probably pass the exam questions no problem, but I had a bad track record in my school life. During the first year, I was a problem kid, the other girls hated me and my tongue was problematic, to say the least. During the second year, I was unsociable, though meeting Sui made me better somehow, but it wasn’t enough to drive the problem kid stigma away. On top of that, I wasn’t a part of any clubs. I didn’t join any of the school committees, nor did I win any inter school competition. There were more bad things in my track record compared to the good things.


    “I didn’t get the chance to tell you this yesterday, but congratulations, Tsuru. I’m happy for you.”


    “Thank you! Now, I have so much free time until the time we graduate! I can help you with anything, studying or whatnot, just ask me if you need my help! I’ll be there for you 24/7!”
 “I’ll be counting on you then.”


    When she heard my words, she showed me her smug face as she clapped her hands.


    Suddenly, a boy approached us.


    “Woah, it’s the runner up boy, what’s up?”


    He was Namakura Takazo. I hadn’t seen him since the sports festival.


    The boy was standing in front of us, his fists were shaking.


    “Niwatari Tsuru. I… Ugh, damn…”


    “What? What are you trying to say? If it isn’t important, can you leave us alone? We’re having our lunches here.”


    Tsuru gave him a glare. Meanwhile, the boy was gritting his teeth in frustration. What was wrong with him?


    I turned my gaze to Tsuru and let out a murmur.


    “Maybe he’s trying to confess to you?”


    I said that nonchalantly and Tsuru only passed it off as a joke.


    But after hearing my words, Takazo looked extremely troubled.


    “Shut up, Hiwa Arina! I didn’t come here with such impure feelings!”


    “Then why are you here?”


    “I told you to shut up! I’m only here to congratulate Niwatari Tsuru!”


    Thinking that it would be troublesome if I were to retort to him, I decided to shut my mouth.


    Takazo then turned to Tsuru and pointed at her.


    “This is frustrating, but congratulations are in order, Niwatari Tsuru! It’s my loss!”


    “I don’t care.”


    “And, I like you!”


    “Huh?”


    Tsuru’s face instantly turned ugly.


    “I say, I like you!”


    “But I don’t like you!”


    “…Hiwa Arina, come with me!”


    I thought he was confessing to Tsuru, but why did he call out to me instead? My brain that had been overworked from studying couldn’t comprehend his bizarre actions.


    Tsuru told me not to go, but I had a feeling that he was going to ask something important, so I followed him despite my confusion.


    “What was that all about?”
 “Forget about that. I actually came for a different reason than that.”
 “So, you don’t like Tsuru?”


    “…I do, but we aren’t talking about that now. I want to know about Sui. You like him, don’t you? I’ve been waiting for the right moment to ask you about this, I think I’ve waited long enough for you to calm down.”


    That explained things. But the way he worded everything made me sympathize a little with Tsuru’s hostility toward him.


    I explained to him about Sui’s condition.


    “Thank you for telling me. That cleared my confusion. I’ve heard the rumors about him here and there, but I had no way to confirm it.”


    “I see.”


    “I’m indebted to Sui. The sports festival was the best time of my life. Thanks to him, I was able to enjoy running for the first time in my life.”


    “You were riding a bike, though.”


    “I wasn’t only talking about the relay itself. I enjoyed our time practicing together thoroughly too. Thank you for everything.”


    He seemed satisfied after saying all that. After that, he walked away.


    As soon as I returned to my seat, Tsuru, in her agitation, called out to me.


    “What’s with that guy? Did he harass you?”


    “He didn’t, don’t worry. Be kind to him, he likes you so much, after all.”


    “NO! A freak who’s only thinking about studying like him isn’t my type!”


    “Poor guy.”

  


  
    Chapter 120 – The End of the Exam


    The snow that covered the schoolyard glittered when the gentle winter sunlight touched it. I was admiring the sight when I heard the school bell echoed throughout the building. Lunch break was over. The students started to move back to their chairs.


    The white snow reminded me of Sui. His skin had turned white because he hadn’t been walking under the sun anymore. Would his lips also turn as white too, someday? The hospital staff always made sure that he was exposed to the sunlight, but the pale tone of his skin planted doubts within me.


    At this point of our school days, we practically had no classes anymore as every class had been replaced with self study.


    I spent most of my time studying. The winter break, the new year’s, time passed with me reviewing everything that I had learned. This was normal for the students who were preparing for the entrance exam. After all, the center exam will start this Saturday. After all the study I had done up to this point, I stopped worrying about the result of the exam. Rather, I was worried about my physical condition on the day of the exam.


    My last year of high school went by in a flash. My life wearing this school uniform was now only a few months away from ending. Compared to back when I was in grade school, each year in high school passed much faster.


    They said that a human’s lifespan was long, but it didn’t feel that way to me.


    *   *   *


    The day of the center exam.


    It was a cold day. January in Sendai was always cold. My breath was white and I could barely feel my toes.


    Under such cold weather, teachers and other people who came to encourage the students taking the exam were crowding around the exam site. Among those people was Tsuru.


    “Why are you here?”


    “To cheer on you, of course! How are you feeling? You didn’t forget anything, right? I brought a watch with me if you need a timer.”


    “I’m all good here. Seriously, take care of yourself too. What if you got sick because of this cold weather? Still, I’m thankful that you came…”


    I stroked her cheeks, which had turned pink because of the cold, and thanked her.


    “Remember that the center exam is just an entrance ticket! It’s important, but the secondary exam is more important, okay? Don’t rush and give it everything you got!”


    “Mm. I have to go now, I don’t want to forget everything I’ve learned because of this cold…”


    “Kya! Alright, go quickly then! Monopolize all the warm places, okay?”
 “Yes, yes. See you later, Tsuru.”


    She pushed me away.


    Up until the moment I entered the venue, she was waving at me.


    *   *   *


    Once the exam started, all the tension I had accumulated quickly disappeared.


    I solved one problem after another as I flipped through the papers. When I got to the end, I went back to the beginning to check on every possible mistake that I might have made. It was the same thing as I always did in mock exams.


    When I was finished with the two days exam, it was still snowing. The road around the venue was wet because of the snow and it felt horrible walking on it. The only thing that kept me from going crazy was the sense of relief I felt because the exam was over.


    After the preliminary result came out, it was pretty much decided that I was qualified to take the secondary exam to Tohoku University.


    Then, I spent the rest of the month studying for the secondary exam. I was way more relaxed this time because the subjects were narrowed down, so I could concentrate more on it. However, I still couldn’t let my guard down.


    I was still studying hard even for the following month.


    I didn’t even spare any of my time to visit Sui. I knew better, after all. If he was awake, he would scold me if I ever visited him. He would kick me out and tell me to focus on studying. 


    My voluntary attendance at school became nothing more than a routine and I couldn’t help but feel lonely about it. Mostly because some of my friends had stopped coming to school. After graduation, we wouldn’t be able to see each other as often anymore. Thinking of that inevitability, I felt even more lonely.


    Tsuru and I were still keeping in contact with each other. She even let me know what our friends were up to.


    Makoto was accepted to a culinary school, Shirona was accepted to a cosmetology school, Tanaka Masao got a recommendation to a university that was focused on judo.


    The places where I studied were varied. I mostly did it at home, but sometimes, I went to a library in Nagamachi, a nearby coffee shop or a food corner in a shopping mall. Sometimes, I also walked around as an exercise. This routine lasted for the whole month.


    Time passed and the day of the secondary exam had arrived.


    I had nothing special to say. I had been there before for a visit and I left the place immediately after the exam was over. At that point, I just wanted to go home as soon as possible. I had been studying for a year and from tomorrow onwards, I didn’t need to do it anymore. Goodbye textbooks, I wouldn’t miss you, for now.


    When I got home, I immediately went to my room and collapsed onto my bed. I stared at the ceiling, not thinking about anything in particular. I stretched my limbs like it was the most natural thing to do. It felt refreshing. I could probably die without any regrets, it was the kind of feelings that I felt. Whatever the result of the exam would be, I was just glad that everything was finally over.


    “Sui…”


    I, once again, confirmed that I love Sui. I felt like an idiot for falling this hard for someone.


    The next day, I went to the hospital to visit Sui. But, this time, I wasn’t alone. Tsuru, Shirona, Makoto and Ugin-san were with me. When I told Tsuru that I finished my secondary exam and I planned to visit Sui, she proposed to go together with everyone.


    “So it was true… He hasn’t woken up since then?”


    Muttered Makoto as he took a step back. He seemed to be so flustered to even speak.


    I sat down beside Sui and held his hand. Holding his big hand always made me feel safe.


    Tsuru fearfully bent down and came up closer to me.


    “This is… He’s still breathing properly, but…”


    “He’s alive at least.”


    Shirona was covering her mouth with a handkerchief as she held back her tears. Ugin-san came up to her and held her in her arms.


    “Sui, hurry and wake up, okay? I-I’m graduating soon, but don’t worry, I’m staying in the prefecture! If you want to have a party, call me anytime, I’ll be your chef, okay?”


    Makoto said to the sleeping Sui.


    You have a good friend, don’t you, Sui? I’m glad for you.


    “Me too! I-I’m staying in Sendai, so I can cut your hair when you wake up! Of course, it will be for free! You’ll have to pay me if I become a pro by then, though!”


    Shirona also followed suit. Ugin-san, who was standing beside her made another expression that was similar to her brother’s.


    “Good for you, Brother. Being surrounded by three cute girls and a loyal friend like Makoto-san. You have no right to complain about anything anymore!”


    She smiled as she glanced at us.


    In any case, seeing him for the first time in a while made me happy. He was still sleeping like usual, but seeing his face warmed my heart.


    It didn’t need to be mentioned that I also felt sad about this. He had been sleeping since summer and winter was about to end. I had been waiting for his reply for what felt like forever now.


    But still, you don’t need to rush, Sui. I will still be waiting for you, no matter how long it will take.

  


  
    Chapter 121 – Graduation


    The result of the secondary test was announced online. I passed.


    After that, things started to get a little busy. The campus wasn’t far from Sendai Station, so I could live in my mother’s home if I wanted to, but she insisted that I should live by myself. She told me that it would be better for me to become independent earlier so I could be more prepared to deal with problems that come when I become a part of the workforce.


    And so, we looked for a place for me to live in and decided on an apartment near the Hirose River. It took two weeks for us to finish the whole process from finding the place and finishing the necessary procedures.


    “I will send you some money, but you still have to find a job for yourself, okay? This is for your own good as well. Don’t worry about me back home, just do your own thing, Dear.”


    She seemed to be happier than I was as she walked through the streets. It was as if she regained the youthfulness she had lost all these years.


    I, on the other hand, felt a little anxious. I didn’t know anyone and, unlike my mom, I had no confidence in my social skills. I heard that there would be no fixed classroom like in grade school through high school, so it would be harder for me to gain some friends this time.


    “Can’t you just join a club or something?”


    My mother asked when we were eating out.


    “No, I have something I want to do, I won’t have any time for club activities.”


    “My, I see. Well, back in my day…”


    She began to reminisce again. I had heard this story many times before. She was born in Sendai, moved to Tokyo for work and eventually came back to Sendai. She told me that people from Sendai would eventually settle down in Sendai and that made me hopeful for Tsuru. Maybe she will be back here too one day.


    I wasn’t picky about where I lived. If someone I knew was nearby, I would be content with it. Makoto, Ruka and Shirona were here in Sendai, so I was content with staying here. What I was worried about was my university life. All my friends were introduced by Sui. I didn’t know if I could make friends on my own or not.


    “Do you still meet up with your high school friends, mom?”


    “I used to meet up with them a lot before you were born, but I haven’t seen them for a long time now. That’s just the way it is, Dear. Once you have a child of your own, you won’t have the time to see your friends because your child comes first. In our case, we became too considerate with each other to the point that we just drifted apart.”


    “I see…”


    “But that was me, in your case, it should be different. Back in my day, we only had a home phone. So, once we left our homes, we couldn’t reach each other anymore.”


    “It was hard to contact them even if you wanted to back then, huh?”


    “Yeah. Even when cell phones started becoming a thing, it was still hard for us to contact each other. After all, we hadn’t seen each other for so long, we didn’t even know each other’s phone numbers. I was a bit luckier compared to my other friends, though. I was a model and appeared quite often in magazines, so my old friends noticed that and managed to contact me.”


    “We live in a different era, huh?”


    *   *   *


    As the graduation day approached, everyone started to disappear from the classroom.


    And with each passing day, more boys confessed their feelings to me. The kouhais approached me because they thought this would be the last time they would be able to see me. Even my classmates confessed to me one by one, for some reason. Honestly, they were creeping me out. Most of the time, I rejected them outright, but there were persistent guys who didn’t give up after a rejection. In that case, I just said to their faces that my heart was reserved for Sui.


    More time passed as we got closer to graduation day. The reality of my rapidly ending school life hit me once again.


    One day, they distributed our graduation album.


    It was a memory of our three years together from our daily school lives, school trips, sports festivals and cultural festivals. I could see myself in random pictures with Sui by my side. I didn’t know when they were taken. I recognized some pictures from the sports and cultural festival though. It has been a while since I’ve seen Sui with his eyes open.


    The last pages of the album were the portraits of the graduates. Obviously, Sui wasn’t in it. I knew this outcome was inevitable, but I couldn’t help but feel depressed about it.


    *   *   *


    Sui, we finally graduated.


    We were not high school students anymore. The graduation ceremony ran like a normal graduation ceremony did. The school called out the graduates’ names one by one and we got up from our seats in response. The principal gave us a congratulatory speech and then, each of us went up on the stage to receive our diplomas.


    After that, the school was filled with tears. All the girls except for me were crying. Tsuru in particular, cried the hardest among my classmates. My uniform was wet from her tears because she hugged me tightly while crying. After this, I wouldn’t be wearing this uniform anymore. It felt kinda lonely.


    I took pictures of the scene. I wasn’t particularly good at it, so I only took a few. I only did it so you could see this scene, Sui. This way, it would be easier for me to tell you everything when you finally wake up.


    Before I left school for good, I went to that place.


    The rose garden. The old staff’s room. The place where I spent most of my time with you. Sorry, I still haven’t remembered you even to this day. But I knew everything that you have done for me from my notes.


    It was the place where you tried to change me. You stayed here with me after school, doing your crazy antics while trying to cure my venomous tongue.


    “And you managed to change me…”


    It felt lonely here. The only sound I could hear was the sound of your ECG.


    There was no school bell here and no one was talking inside this room. Like the Sleeping Beauty, you were sleeping in peace inside this pure white room.


    Sometimes, I couldn’t help but wonder, what exactly were you dreaming about.


    


    In that dream, were you making your trademark jokes? Were you trying to make someone laugh like you always did?


    I hoped that was the case. After all, I didn’t want that part of you to change.


    That was why… That was why… I kept repeating this sentence, so that it would reach your ears someday…


    “Wake up, please… I miss you…”


    Yet, no matter how many tears I shed for you, you still haven’t woken up.


    I wanted to graduate with you. I wanted to cry at the graduation ceremony with you.


    “Look at how skinny you’ve become. And you called yourself the strongest going-home club member…”


    I wrote down my name, my new address and the phone number of the apartment where I would live on on a note. I tore it off and put it under the vase on the room’s desk. 


    “Call me when you wake up, okay? I’ll fatten you up with my cooking.”


    I sat and put my hand on the door of the hospital room.


    Oh, right, I forgot.


    I went back to his side and pulled out a picture.


    “This was from the graduation ceremony. My last time wearing the uniform.”


    It was the picture of mom and me in front of the graduation sign. I put it under the vase along with the note.


    “See you later, Sui.”


    I left the room and walked down the hallway. There were some nurses that knew me, so whenever I came across them, I bowed to them. Apparently, there was a story running around in the hospital about me, the girl who was waiting for his boyfriend to wake up.


    And so, this life without him became my new daily life.


    I still occasionally saw his shadow on the streets. Even the other day, I almost chased after his shadow like a moron. Luckily, I came to my senses very quickly.


    Since my apartment is filled with enough furniture and household goods now, starting from today, I would start my new life there.


    The night before I started living alone, mom gave me a present.


    “What is this? Can I open it?”


    Mom nodded silently.


    Inside the small box was a watch. The dial was painted black with silver edges. The glass seemed polished and the hands of the watch moved smoothly.


    “It’s my old watch. It’s beautiful and it makes a pleasant sound when you hold it close to your ear. If you take good care of it, it’ll last you a lifetime.”


    I looked at the clock in my hand. It was indeed beautiful. So beautiful that I couldn’t help but fall in love with it.


    “Thank you for everything, mom…”


    “You’re welcome. I’m glad that you grew up to be a great daughter.”


    “From tomorrow onwards, I won’t be living with you anymore, mom… You should meet up with some of your old friends if you feel lonely.”


    “Yes, I’ll try to do that…”


    My school life was over and my university life was about to begin. The girl with a venomous tongue, the rose ridden with thorn was no more.


    This year, this Hiwa Arina will turn nineteen.


    I closed my eyes, thinking about my future.

  


  
    Chapter 122 – College Life


    Once I got used to it, living alone was easy.


    At first, I got unnecessarily anxious about everything. Oftentimes, I would check on my doorknob multiple times before going outside to make sure it was locked. I also got scared whenever I lit the gas stove, thinking that if I mishandled it, it would explode and kill me.


    Since my apartment was next to the Hirose River, I would also sometimes get anxious about the possibility of it flooding. Though, that was a needless worry since the building was located on a high ground.


    *   *   *


    It is currently April.


    Spring was supposed to come around this time, but the weather was still cold. I still wore long-sleeved clothes whenever I went outside.


    Outside was the Hirose River. I’ve seen people fishing there often whenever I walked on the bridge while listening to the song I’ve been listening to since high school, ‘On the Nature of Daylight.’ This song calmed my mind whenever I listened to it. (T/N: It was a song by Max Richter, you probably heard of it if you’re old like me.)


    Life in the university was confusing at first, but I quickly got used to it.


    Unlike in high school, I was pretty much free to do whatever I wanted. No more waking up early in the morning or being forced to study about something I wasn’t interested in.


    My major was Japanese Literature. The main subjects of my major were to study and explore the arts and literature that originated from Japan. I learned that there were actually a lot of people who loved to read books, like me, studying here.


    Just like in high school, I was popular.


    I could sense people’s gazes on me whenever I walked around the campus. There were a lot of club members trying to block my way and using recruitments as an excuse to talk to me. Of course, I rejected them all. Not only them, the boys also tried to pick me up randomly whenever I came across them. Everytime they did that, I just told them to their faces that I had someone I liked already and they would leave me with wry smiles.


    One day, I was standing in line at the cafeteria.


    My campus’ cafeteria was the type of cafeteria where you put the food you want onto a tray, then you could pay for them after you were done picking them. Among the drinks selection, a carton box of tomato juice stole my attention. Yeah, it was the drink that Sui loved. When I was about to pick it up, I heard someone’s voice from behind.


    “Do you want this one?”


    I asked that person.


    “No… Um, you’re Hiwa-san, right?”


    That would be my first meeting with the girl that would become my first friend in college. Sakuraba Chiho.


    She was an Economics student, but because of my fame in her club, she came to know about me. Later, I found out that it wasn’t a coincidence that she was standing behind me at that time as she had been trying to strike a conversation with me for a while.


    Chiho was what everyone would call a fashionable college girl. She often wore long and cool skirts, following the current trend. She often took me to clothing stores because my sense of fashion was lacking and I only had simple clothes back at home.


    “Is your boyfriend a salaryman, Arina? Or is he a student like us?”


    I was having lunch with Chiho at a restaurant near Sendai Station.


    Everyone assumed that I had a boyfriend because I’ve been telling everyone that I had someone that I liked. She had been keeping her curiosity in check ever since we became friends and never asked about it even once, but I guess she couldn’t hold it in anymore.


    “It’s complicated…”


    “Ah, are you in an LDR?”


    Since I had no reason to hide anything from her, I told her about Sui. About how he fell into a coma one day. About how I confessed to him and was still waiting for an answer from him. I didn’t tell her about my dual personality or amnesia, though. That was too dark of a topic to bring up.


    “…That’s the gist of it… Well, I wasn’t lying when I said that I have someone that I like, though he isn’t my boyfriend or anything like that…”


    “Pure love…”


    Chiho put a handkerchief to the corners of her eyes and wiped away her tears.


    “So that’s why you didn’t join any clubs. The guys there tend to be nosy, especially the older guys.”


    “Well, I actually have another reason for that. I need more free time, you see?”


    “What for? Part-time job?”


    “Yeah, I’m going to look for one soon.”


    “I see. Alright, if there are still people forcing you to join their clubs, I’ll punch them in their faces, just leave it to me!”


    I had not decided what kind of job I wanted to do.


    I had never worked before and I didn’t know what I was good at. I could look for an interesting job, but that kind of job tends to have lower payments.


    “What about you? Won’t you get a part-time job?”


    “I don’t think so. My parents are too overprotective of me. They send me a lot of money every month so I can concentrate on my studies and they won’t let me get a part-time job even if I wanted to.”


    “Too bad then. You can’t meet a nice senpai at your part-time job.”


    “I don’t want that anyway. I want to find someone like the boy you like, Arina~”


    Chiho crossed her arms and closed her eyes before going into the fantasy world. 


    *   *   *


    I decided to look for a part-time job.


    With the sound of Hirose River as a BGM, I looked up the part-time jobs available for me near the station area. The most common job available was at a cafe or a restaurant. Since I wasn’t confident with my stamina, I ignored those kinds of jobs. The next most common job available was home teaching, but it seemed like a hassle, so I decided not to take it.


    Should I try to work at a bookstore? There was a job available at the bookstore I often visited near the station. I decided to go for it, so I applied for the job.


    Night came and suddenly, my phone rang. I thought it was news about my job application, but it was actually Tsuru.


    “I’ll be home for the Golden Week~”


    Right, Golden Week would be this week, huh? It would be a perfect chance for everyone who moved out of the prefecture to return home.


    “Just give me a call when you’re back. I can hang out with you anytime as long as I don’t have a shift, well if they accept my application, that is.”


    “Shift? You’re getting a part-time job, Arina? What is it?”


    “Clerk at a bookstore.”


    “Oh, great. I can see you walking around with a book in your hands, it suits you.”


    “Well, in any case, if they accept my application, it’ll be a bit harder for us to meet up.”


    “Don’t worry, I can adjust to your schedule! I don’t have anything to do anyway, so feel free to tell me when you’re available~”


    She hung up not long after.


    It had been a while since I last saw her, I wonder how much had she changed? I had not changed at all, but she was a different case than mine. She loved to dress up in fancy clothes, so now that she was free to dress up in whatever outfit she wanted, I was excited to see what she had in store.


    The next day, I received an email from the bookstore and had an interview scheduled with them.


    It was scheduled on the first day of the Golden Week. Aside from that, the day passed without any interesting thing happening. I went to the campus to attend the lectures, had lunch at the cafeteria and walked around the campus like usual.


    Eventually, the Golden Week came and I went to the bookstore for the interview.


    I wasn’t nervous because I had been coming to this place since I was in high school. I went to the clerk and told them that I had an interview scheduled. After hearing that, they brought me to the manager’s office.


    The manager was a woman and the interview was brief. She only asked me a few simple questions like ‘Why did you decide to work here?’, or ‘What major are you in your university?’ and so on. After that was done, she handed me some documents.


    “What time would be convenient for you, Hiwa-san?”


    With that, my application was accepted. I told her the time during the evening when my lectures were less likely to overlap with the job.


    After I filled out the contract and talked a little about the details of my shift, everything was pretty much over. We had a small talk before she let me leave the room. After that, I left the bookstore.


    Hoping that everything will go well for me, I walked back home while skipping my steps occasionally.

  


  
    Chapter 123 – Let’s Meet in Our Dreams


    “Arina~”


    As I was waiting at the central ticket gate of Sendai Station, Tsuru came trotting from the ticket gate with her case in hand. I moved from where I stood and approached her.


    “You haven’t changed much. I thought you’d look like a completely different person.”


    “The current trend is keeping things as natural as possible, I’m just following it~”


    I guess I could call that a change? I don’t know.


    Tsuru left her case on a coin-operated locker to lighten her load.


    “There aren’t many people here, it feels good~ The amount of crowd feels just right! Over there, there are too many people, just moving around is tiring!”


    “Is it that crowded over there?”


    “Well, yeah. Sendai’s rush hour is nothing compared to Tokyo. That place is seriously fucked up! It’s nice that the city prospers, but I wish that there were fewer people there! I swear there weren’t as many people there when I was younger!”


    “My mom said something similar.”


    It was currently Golden Week, so it was actually more crowded than usual here, but according to Tsuru, this much crowd was okay. I’ve never left Sendai, so I couldn’t imagine how bad the crowd was in Tokyo.


    We chose a random restaurant to go to. All we needed was a place where we could talk, so we picked a restaurant near the station.


    “As expected, you don’t drink, do you, Arina?”


    “Of course not, I’m still underage.” (T/N: Legal age for alcohol consumption in Japan is 20, Arina is still 19 here.)


    “That’s great to hear! I don’t drink either, but there are already plenty of idiots in my year that pretty much became addicted already. The welcome party was a mess because of them. Seriously, it was just alcohol, why are they making so much fuss about it?”


    “Only dumbasses could understand what other dumbasses are thinking.”


    “Wow, I thought your venomous tongue was already cured.”


    We ordered soft drinks and toasted.


    The sun was already set at this time, so the cabs and cars’ lights were more pronounced when I looked outside the window. The atmosphere made me feel like I finally became an adult. After all, it wasn’t often that I went out at night to eat.


    “You became even prettier, huh, Arina? The guys are all over you, aren’t they?”


    “Yeah, but they have become quieter nowadays. You’re a pretty girl yourself, Tsuru, so you have to be careful around the guys there. If you let your guard down, they might pounce on you, you know?”


    “Don’t worry about me. If they dare to think of doing it, I can just file a lawsuit against them.”


    “Law students are scary.”


    We caught up with what each other was up to at the university. We both had different majors, so our experiences differed a lot. In high school, we wouldn’t be having this kind of conversation as we experienced pretty much the same thing.


    I guess this was what it meant to be an adult. Children walked in groups. On crosswalks, field trips and school excursions, they would gather in groups. But for adults, that wasn’t the case. Adults had to be independent. They couldn’t walk in groups anymore because everyone else had their own lives and walked on their own paths.


    “…So, have you been visiting Sui?”


    I was surprised that she brought that up. Her expression hardened as she said that.


    I put my glass to my lips and took a sip.


    “In the past month, I’ve been going there about ten times.”


    “That’s once every three days… You’re amazing…”


    “There’s nothing to talk about him though. He’s the same as usual, nothing changed since you visited him a while ago. It’s a relief that his condition didn’t worsen at least.”


    “I see. How is Ugin-chan doing?”


    “She’s doing okay. I went on a date with her the other day.”


    “I don’t know why, hearing you saying the word ‘date’ casually feels strange. You used to be more reserved about it, huh?~”


    “In any case, Ugin-chan is a strange girl. She’s so similar to Sui, their resemblance is uncanny. Do you know that she loves space as much as Sui? She hides that from him though, she said that she didn’t want him to tease her about it.”


    “Really? What is she, a tsundere? She treats him coldly normally, but she actually cares about what he thinks, huh? She’s in her second year now, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Jeez, time flies. I swear I was a middle schooler just the other day. Before I knew it, I’m already a college student. Can you believe that we’re going to be 20 years old soon?”


    “We aren’t so young anymore, huh?”


    “Wearing my old uniform already feels like cosplaying now. Ah, right, the other day, someone invited me to work part-time in a bar. They have this service where the waitress dresses in a high school uniform. You want to work there with me? We can be high school girls again there~”


    “That’s what we call ‘cosplaying’.”


    “I know, but wouldn’t it be interesting? Well, I refused the offer though. I don’t want to talk to old men.”


    Tsuru laughed the same way as she did in high school.


    I was relieved to see that she was doing well. She was one of my few friends, I nagged at her to be careful a lot when we said our goodbyes back at the graduation ceremony. I didn’t want her to be involved in some kind of incident in the big city, after all. But when I saw her smile like this, I realized that my worries were unnecessary.


    We spent 90 minutes drinking and eating at the restaurant before parting at the station. She waved at me and disappeared from my sight while dragging her heavy looking case behind her. We promised to meet again later, but I still felt lonely. Like a rabbit who missed human’s warmth.


    *   *   *


    My part-time job was a perfect job for me.


    My workload was mostly receiving payments from the customers, occasionally, I would put up book covers and give out book recommendations. My favorite part of the work was putting up the book covers. It made me feel like the books were my children and I was taking care of it.


    My co-workers were mostly college students who loved books as much as me. Being surrounded with books all day made me feel happy. Ever since I worked here, there wasn’t a day when I wasn’t happy. I never had a bad day and even on ordinary days, it always felt like it was the best days of my life.


    Two months after I started working, I bought a tablet PC with my savings.


    It was something that I would use at university, but the main reason why I bought it was to write with it. The days of writing stories with a pen and paper were a thing of the past, nowadays, a single PC was all we needed. Well, I still had to print sometimes, but I’ll leave that for future Arina to think about.


    “Story…”


    I muttered to myself as I finished the setup and stared at the blank screen.


    What kind of story should I write? I put my arm on the open window and leaned my weight against it. The sky was dark, but I could hear the songbirds chirping from where I sat.


    It was already summer. It had been a year since he fell asleep.


    He probably was still living in the last summer. The doctor told me that if he didn’t wake up within a few months, his chances of recovery were slim. I was still in high school when he told me that and for a time, I wallowed in despair because of it. But it didn’t last long, my despair quickly dissipated after I found out that there were people who managed to wake up after going through the same thing as he did.


    I laid down on my bed and was about to fall asleep, but then, I realized that I hadn’t written down in my diary today. I started writing on it last September and had not skipped a single day.


    Today I was thinking of writing a story.


    I haven’t decided what kind of story it will be, but I have a goal in my mind for it. I want to write a beautiful story that will make the reader satisfied when they close the book. The story that will give them warmth that they will want to hold the book close to their heart.


    I closed my diary, went to the kitchen and brushed my teeth.


    As I did that, I started thinking about what I would do tomorrow. My reflection in the mirror looked so happy that it made the gloomy-faced me in the graduation book look like a different person.


    I turned off the lights and closed my eyes. The humidity felt unpleasant, but it wasn’t unpleasant enough to prevent me from going to the dream world.

  


  
    Chapter 124 – My Own Universe


    “A book cover, please. No bag needed.”


    Even when I didn’t think about it, my body was able to respond to the customers’ orders without any hiccups. At this point, I was proficient enough for my part-time job to the point that they allowed me to teach the newcomers who came in during the summer break.


    The customers rarely caused any troubles and my co-workers were all pleasant to work with. I enjoyed working here, listing up the new books gave me a huge amount of joy. If possible, I wanted to work here as long as I could.


    The book the customer bought was a book about space, written by a rather famous astrophysicist that even I knew about. I scanned the barcode and put the book cover on. When I was done with everything, for some reason, there was no money on the tray. I took a glance at the customer.


    “Ah…”


    “You’re too slow to notice me, Arina-san!”


    The customer was Ugin-san. It seemed like she was on her way home because she was still wearing her uniform and it was currently a weekday. It was the first time someone I knew visited me here, so I didn’t know whether to treat her respectfully as a customer or treat her casually as a friend.


    The result of my inner conflict was a weird line in between.


    “Can you wait for me? I’ll be done in an hour.”


    She chuckled in response, paid for the book and left.


    After an hour, I opened my phone and saw a text from Ugin-san. She said she’d be waiting for me at Starbucks on the second floor of the building. I changed my uniform, left the store and took the escalator up to the second floor. I thought she was waiting for me at the store front, but she was already seated inside. When she noticed me, she gave me a small wave.


    “Had you waited, I would’ve bought you a drink.”


    “Don’t mind it, I’m the one who invited you here, so it should be me who buys you a drink!”


    “Still, I want to buy you one… Wait a moment, I’m going to order, look after my stuff, okay?”


    There were people queueing up in front of the cash register. From adults going home from work to students in their uniform. I waited a little there, bought a cold latte when my turn came and returned to my seat. When I got there, Ugin-san was reading the book she bought earlier.


    “How could you read such a difficult looking book?”


    “I’m just really interested in it. There are so many unknown things in the universe, you know?~”


    She closed the book and sipped her iced coffee. I followed suit and sipped my latte.


    “You surprised me. I didn’t expect you to come to see me. Did something happen?”
 “Nothing, really. I didn’t even know that you worked there, Arina-san, it was just a coincidence. You told me about your part-time job, but you’ve never told me where you work at. I was also surprised, you know? I was only planning to buy this book, after all.”


    “I see. Well, thankfully, you came when my shift was almost over. I don’t have anything else to do for today, so we can hang out for a bit longer.”


    “Really? Then, can I consult you about my career path? I’m going to be a third year next year, so I wanna start thinking about it.”


    She became a second year this autumn, so it was natural for her to worry about her career path.


    “Isn’t your career path pretty much decided already, Ugin-san? You want to study more about space, right? Then, going to the university is the only way to go.”


    “Is there really nothing else to talk about for my career path?”


    “I know you want an excuse to hang out with me longer, but you can just say so, you know? I understand your feelings, after all.”


    “NOO! I can’t believe you saw through me like that!”


    Until half a year ago, I was still afraid to have any kind of contact with her. She told me that what happened to Sui wasn’t my fault, but in the corner of my mind, I always had a suspicion that she was holding a grudge against me. I thought that she was a cunning girl who could mask her expression perfectly from me.


    Honestly, it was possible that she actually felt that way, but I decided to stop thinking about that possibility and started thinking positively about her.


    “Have you found a boyfriend yet, Ugin-san?”


    “O-Of course I haven’t, jeez! I’m surprised that you can joke about this, Arina-san. Don’t you still love my brother?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “I wish I could love someone wholeheartedly like you do, I’m so jealous! Finding someone you could love like that is hard, you know?”


    “Really? I don’t know much about other people’s love life, so I don’t know about that. My standard is probably skewed. Well, in any case, you don’t need to rush to get a lover, you can take your time to find that special person.”


    “Yeah, I know. Arina-san, do you know this? One of the differences between humans and animals is that we, humans, understand love and we think that love is the best thing that happened to us. They said that loving someone is a sure way to reach happiness and I agree with that.”


    Then, she went on to talk about her views on love. It was surprising to find out that she had the exact opposite view from Sui’s. Her view was pure and untainted, like that of a young child.


    “Love is like magic! No matter how far apart you are from your loved one, you two are connected by love! It’s exactly what happened to you, Arina-san. My brother isn’t together with you, but your thoughts of him influenced your actions and you still haven’t given up on your love since a year ago! That’s what I call the power of love!”


    “That makes my feelings for him sound like something really special somehow…”


    “It is! The power of love is a mysterious power, it’s like something mystical. It has no form, but it can influence your actions and thoughts deeply… Well, what I’m trying to say is… Please don’t give up on my brother, Arina-san.”


    She suddenly gave me a deep bow. Her action was unexpected. I couldn’t even form a sentence to respond to her.


    “Lately, I started thinking that he might not make it and it’s better for me to give up… I kept trying to not think about it, but that thought kept on coming… Day by day, I’m growing more afraid that this daily life without him will eventually become something I’ll get used to… But then, I see you, Arina-san. Unlike me, you kept on going. Unlike me who’s trying to believe that he would make it, you placed your complete trust in him.”


    That wasn’t something unthinkable. We both had different ways of thinking, after all.


    Both Ugin-san and Sui had the tendency to think about everything rationally, so they tended to think about the worst possible situation. Meanwhile, I had none of that tendency. Unlike them, I saw everything in a more optimistic point of view. That was why I could place my complete trust in Sui. I believe that he will wake up one day.


    This situation reminded me of something. I decided to bring that up to cheer her up.


    “Ugin-san, do you know about the multiverse theory?”


    “The theory that said there’s more than one universe?”
 “Yes. I don’t know the details, but it was said that those multiverses are just various versions of our universe that went through different possibilities. When I heard about this theory, I thought that it would be more fun to think the other way around.”


    “The other way around? Like, the multiverses are bull and there’s only one universe?”


    “No. What I’m thinking about is that there’s a universe for each of us. The universe you’re seeing and the universe I’m seeing are different, even though it seems like we’re living in the same universe. We’re the main character of our own universes, so when we die, the universe will cease to exist.”


    “In other words, you’re saying that the universe revolves around us?”


    “Yes. Ugin-san, what you just said about love can be interpreted like ‘thoughts can change your reality’ and I agree. Since I’m the main character of my own universe, all my thoughts will definitely come true. So, if I think that Sui will wake up, he will wake up. So, Ugin-san, if you think that he wouldn’t wake up, then he wouldn’t wake up in your universe. Because of this line of thinking I could live without worry. I believe that he will wake up because that is my will and the universe will fulfill it because it’s my universe.”


    Her expression gradually softened.


    “You see, I’ve been thinking about writing a story.”


    “Story? Like a novel?”
 “Yeah. That’s why I did a little research on multiverses, I thought that it might come in handy later.”


    “Does your story have something to do with that?”


    “Um… Kinda, yes.”


    “You made me curious, Arina-san! Have you thought of a title yet?”


    “I have, but… It’s embarrassing…”
 “C’mon, tell me, tell me~”


    In the end, her passionate call won me over. I decided to tell her the tentative title of my story.


    “My Beloved Comet.”

  


  
    Chapter 125 – 17:05


    College break was long. Before I knew it, summer had ended and winter was coming up quickly.


    The streets were lined with bare trees with fallen leaves decorating the sidewalks. It made crunchy noises whenever you stepped on them.


    It was the first winter after I graduated from high school and became a freshman in the university. Looking back, my daily life was peaceful.


    My social life was good and stable. Back in middle and high school, school was the only real place I could go to and even then, the teachers were monitoring the place closely. Compared to that, the real world was colder and more indifferent.


    New Year came, another cycle of seasons repeated again this year.


    When I was younger, I used to imagine that the world the adults around me lived in was like a completely different world. If I stepped in that world, it would feel like I stepped into a foreign country with a whole different language and culture. The old photos at my mom’s house were the only way for me to tell that I’ve grown up ever since then. Deep inside, I still felt like a kid. Maybe I stopped growing mentally when I reached middle school. 


    “You’d probably be surprised.”


    I’ve lost count on how many times I came to visit you.


    “Last winter was fun. It was my first winter living by myself so I was a little nervous about it, but I could invite my friends over for dinner. Living by myself isn’t as scary as I had thought. I can do everything I want as long as I feel like it.”


    I flipped through my diary and opened the spring entries.


    “I became a second year last spring. Yeah, I’m already a second year. I know, right? I’m surprised too. I’m doing well in the university, I haven’t failed a class yet. Oh yeah, do you remember Makoto? I heard he broke up with Ruka. I don’t know the details, we haven’t been able to meet because he has been busy. You should ask him yourself when you’re awake, okay? 


    I turned the diary page over. There weren’t many interesting things happening, at most, it only happened once a month or so. Unlike other people my age, my daily life was monotonous. I bet if those people were to keep a diary like me, they would have a more exciting one.


    I told him about my daily life without missing anything. I knew he couldn’t hear me. But I’ve heard somewhere that there were cases where coma patients were actually conscious. They could hear you well, they just couldn’t move their bodies. I imagined him living in that kind of hell and instinctively gripped his hand tightly.


    Eventually, I reached the last page of my diary. From there onwards, the remaining pages were blank pages that would eventually be written by me in the future.


    “I’m already an adult now. Just a while ago, I turned 20 ahead of you. Time doesn’t stand still even when you’re asleep, so you’re already 20 too… We’re slowly turning into the elderly.”


    The curtains swayed slowly as a slight cold breeze blew through the window. That time of the year was approaching again, huh? I turned my gaze to his closed eyes.


    “It’s been two years since you started sleeping like this. I’ve been waiting for you since that day. I’m a university student now. I’m already twenty years old now. Ugin-san has already taken her entrance exam… Two years have passed, but you still haven’t woken up and I still haven’t remembered anything about you… Yet, I miss you so much… If God really does exist, he is quite terrible, isn’t he?”


    I looked at my watch. 17:00.


    I let go of his hand and slung my bag over my shoulder.


    “I have to go now. See you soon.”


    When I put my hand on the door, suddenly my whole body stiffened.


    17:05


    I was in the library. I felt really sick that day. My skirt was torned by someone. I hated everything around me except for books. On that day, I was looking for an interesting book. I brushed the dust off the books with my fingers.


    17:05


    At that time, you suddenly appeared. You spoke to me about curing my venomous tongue.


    After school. In the Rose Garden. I swung a tennis racket on the tennis court. I enjoyed that time. We went to the art club. The art club members painted me earnestly. I remember the cocoa you gave me back then. It was at that moment I realized that you were a genuinely good person.


    17:05


    We went to the cultural festival and it was fun. You complimented the dress I was wearing in the fashion show and that made me feel happy. I acted like I didn’t want you to see me, but in truth, I wanted you to look at me. I put a lot of effort into wearing that dress, after all.


    We followed Makoto and Ruka’s date at the aquarium. That was my first date. I wanted to do it with you more.


    17:05


    You were distraught when Shirona confessed her feelings to you. Then, you told me that you liked me. We had a New Year’s party with everyone. It was wonderful. I hoped that the next year would be as wonderful as the party. Then, New Year came and I went to your house. I was really nervous. It was true that the house of someone you love felt like a sacred place.


    17:05


    I worked hard to make chocolate for you. It was hard for me to tell you about my feelings at that time, so I made up an excuse so I could give it to you properly. I regretted it. I should’ve told you how I felt at that time. Back then, if you confessed to me like the other boys did, I would definitely have accepted that confession. We’d become a couple after that.


    We were younger back then. That was the moment when I forgot about you.


    I was glued to the watch mom gave me. My tears started to fall on the watch. I turned around and immediately ran to Sui’s side.


    “I remember! Finally… I remember everything about you…”


    Now, I only need you to wake up.


    Now that I remember everything, hurry up and come back to me, please.


    


    I let go of his hand again and said another goodbye to him.


    *   *   *


    Today was a wonderful day.


    Walking through the Sendai Station brought back my memories of walking with him. I remember the time when I was waiting for the traffic light with him. When I was walking on the sidewalk with him. The coffee shop I went to together with him. Memories of all the places I spent with him flooded my brain. But the most important thing is…


    The fact that after all that, I still loved you.


    I was worried that I would become a different person if I remembered everything about you, but my feelings remained unchanged.


    That should be all for today’s diary.


    I’ll continue writing this diary until the day I die.

  


  
    Chapter 126 – The Past and the Future


    “Can I borrow your bike, mom?”


    After receiving my mom’s permission, I went outside the house.


    I put my bag in the basket and pedaled the bike. The wind felt good. Autumn was coming. The sunlight had started to become colder and soon enough, I wouldn’t need to put on sunscreen anymore.


    I continued pedaling for a while and before I knew it, there was a slope in front of me.  A large bridge came into view. It was the Taihaku Bridge. Below the majestic bridge, the Natori River flew in all its glory. I turned away before reaching the bridge, followed the road along the river and then descended the slope to the riverbed. 


    When I almost reached the rock-filled riverbank, I stopped my bike. This place was covered by shade because of the Tohoku-Shinkansen bullet train line. People didn’t normally come to this area, so it was practically deserted here.


    “So heavy…”


    I took out my bag from the basket, held it with both hands and walked along the riverbank. Stones of various sizes ranging from tangerine-sized stones to stones as big as a grown-man’s head were scattered below my feet. I treaded around the path carefully. If I were to slip and fall, I wouldn’t get away with only small bruises.


    When I found a good spot on the riverbank, away from the grass patch, I placed my bag down. Then, I gathered some stones to make a small circle.


    I opened the bag. There were a total of seventeen notebooks inside. Inside these notebooks were everything that I had written down back when I still had my dual personality. I placed them down in the middle of the circle of stones. 


    The reason why I wrote in these notebooks was so that both personalities of mine could live their lives without any hitch.


    Because we didn’t share our memories, these notes were the only way for us to keep each other up to date with our lives. However, after that day, the day when my father died, all the memories I had forgotten and all the memories she previously had suddenly came back to me. Along with those memories, both my personalities merged into one. Ever since that day, writing on the notebooks has become pointless, so I stopped doing it.


    The only reason I’ve been keeping them around was because of Sui. These notebooks were the only way for me to reminisce about him. For the longest time, I was unable to remember him, but deep in my heart, I knew for sure that it was him who always stayed by my side all this time.


    Recently, I remembered everything about him.


    And so, there was no reason for me to keep these notebooks anymore. Everything about him was stored in my head now. I thought about keeping them, but I was afraid that my dark past would haunt me for the rest of my life if I were to do that. There were more bad things than good if I were to keep them around.


    I grabbed a match from inside my bag.


    There was something called ‘Otokiage’ in Japan. Otokiage was basically burning charms or dolls as offerings to the gods. There were things that were hard for us to let go because of various things like guilt. To show our resolve, we would burn those things with fire. The same fire used for memorial service. In a way, it also served as a goodbye to those things that we burned.


    I lit up the match.


    “Now everything is over…”


    I lit the edge of the notebook stack with the fire. The fire spread quickly and turned the notebooks into scorching black. Not long after, the fire turned into a blaze. I sat on a large stone as I listlessly stared at the flames.


    Memories of my grade school days came flashing in my mind. Memories of my father, memories back when I was in my first and second year of middle school. I managed to remember everything that I had forgotten, including my precious memories with Sui.


    Somehow looking at the burning notebooks felt comforting to me. The ashes flew away following the wind that came passing by, carrying the words I had written into the clear blue sky.


    I remembered that day on February 14th. The day when my personalities merged.


    My other self disappeared. Compared to the poisonous rose, that girl was like a field of tulips. But, it didn’t feel like she was completely gone. Her memories, the memories I previously didn’t know about were now mine.


    I understood what exactly happened to me now.


    Our ‘existences’ had completely merged. All the memories we couldn’t share with each other previously were now available to me.


    But that brought a new question to me. The personality I currently have, was it the poisonous rose? Or was it the other one? Or maybe it was a whole new personality?


    “I’m probably… The poisonous rose, huh?”


    The feeling I had about me being the poisonous rose was strong. My other self said that she was a new personality that was born out of nowhere. Besides that, there was also my habit of treating her as ‘my other self’ instead of  ‘myself’.


    Before I knew it, the notebooks had been reduced to ashes. I buried those ashes below a grave of stones.


    With this, I am no longer bound by my past. From now on, I’ll only live for the future.


    *   *   *


    Autumn of my second year of university.


    I was still working at my part-time job. By now, they had entrusted me with various tasks, including making POPs for the books’ sales. I had been thinking about getting a permanent job, but recently, I started to think that staying as a clerk of a bookstore didn’t sound bad. I heard that there were fewer opportunities for literature graduates to get a job in their field compared to the science graduates, so having a clear option like this would be good for me. 


    Since it was currently break time, I was sitting in the break room while trying to catch my breath. I opened my phone and found two missed calls from an unknown number. At first, I was unsure whether I should call them back or not. But since they called twice in less than an hour and I didn’t give my number to a lot of people in the first place, I guessed that they were probably someone I knew.


    I called them back and the person on the other end immediately answered.


    “Hello, I’m from X editorial department. Is it true that this is Hiwa Arina-sama I’m speaking with?”


    “Ah, yes! I’m Hiwa Arina.”


    I stood up and held my hand on my chest.


    After that, the person kept on talking. It was a call to confirm my identity and whether or not I wanted to accept the prize for a novel contest that I participated in last winter. I accepted it without much thinking. I didn’t have the composure to think much about it to begin with. Every part of my body was on autopilot, I nodded when I needed to and answered when I had to.


    When the call ended, I collapsed on my chair. My hands were still trembling and my heartbeat was still beating quickly.


    “I’m not dreaming, right?…”


    As soon as I calmed down, I started to rack my brain wildly. What should I do now? Would they make me show my face in front of the crowds? Was everything a dream?


    I quickly set those questions aside as a wave of joy came rushing over me. I sat up and flailed my arms and legs like a little girl. I kept my mouth closed to repress my urge to scream, but that didn’t stop my voice from leaking out.


    “Oh, no, it’s time.”


    Before I knew it, my break time was almost over.


    I hurriedly straightened my disheveled clothes and left the break room. I skipped my steps and hummed a random tune unknowingly when I walked. I couldn’t see my face in the mirror, but there should be a sickening grin plastered there.


    Along with my skipping steps, I started imagining myself in the future.

  


  
    Chapter 127 – The Woman Who Can Never Win


    December.


    Tsuru was back in town and invited me to hang out. We promised to meet at our usual spot, the area near the stained glass of the Sendai Station. When I got there, she was already waiting for me.


    “What happened to you? Did you suck someone’s blood before I got here?”


    She was wearing a deep red lipstick. The red color was so thick that it wouldn’t be strange if someone mistook her for a vampire.


    “There’s a story behind this, okay? I was supposed to buy a lighter-colored one, but I bought the wrong one. Since it would be a waste to throw it away, I decided to use it instead. Well, at least I look sexy~”


    “Bad men will crowd over you. I’m worried about your safety now…”


    “Forget about that, look at you. Jeez, how do you look so pretty without makeup? You’re even prettier than before too. You’re pissing me off, seriously.”


    “I’m glad that you’re still the same old Tsuru. Let’s go.”


    The city was covered in golden lights. Every December, Sendai transformed into a city of gold at night. The trees were all decorated with countless tiny lights like something out of a movie.


    We entered a restaurant, took a seat and ordered our drinks. Tsuru ordered a Vodka Tonic, meanwhile I ordered a Lemon Sour.


    “You don’t drink alcohol, Arina?”


    “I don’t like its taste. I can drink it if you want me to, though.”


    “I see. That’s exactly the image I have of you. If I find you drinking too much alcohol, I’ll probably slap you to make you come to your senses.”


    “I should be the one who worries about you drinking too much alcohol.”


    “Aw, you always worry about me, Arina~ Mommy Arina~ Babu~”


    “Just because I’m an adult now, doesn’t make me a mommy. Besides, I still feel like a child.”


    When our drinks arrived, we toasted.


    Tsuru immediately gulped half of her glass. She said that thing about slapping me or whatnot and then she did this. I should consider slapping her for real or something.


    “You haven’t changed much, have you, Arina? …No, actually, you became more bewitching. I have the feelings that you’re the type who won’t age even in a hundred years.”


    “We’re still twenty years old, it’s too early to come to that conclusion. Who knows, maybe when I get older I’ll become like a dried plum and become all boney.”


    “You’ll turn into a witch! Arina is a witch~ See, you even have the witch’s glare!~”


    “Are you drunk already?”


    She denied my accusation, but her face had already reddened. It seemed this girl was a lightweight and she had zero clue whatsoever about it. She didn’t restrain herself and immediately asked for seconds. When it arrived, she chugged the whole thing in a second.


    
 I decided to ask her what I wanted to ask before she got too drunk.


    “So, have you decided on a job yet, Tsuru?”


    “I’m a law student, so I’ll try getting a job related to it.”


    “I see.”


    “I want to be a lawyer though.”


    “Now, that’s a surprising choice.”


    “Well, my parents are prosecutors and I’ve always wanted to become one since I was a little. I always think that it’s cool as it’s the most powerful weapon mankind could ever wield! Everything is written in the Book of Six Codes! Of course, I’ll be taking the bar exam too!” (T/N: Book of Six Codes refers to the Six Codes, the six main codes that make up the body of the law in some of the East Asia countries, mainly Japan, China and South Korea. Bar exam is an exam for lawyers.)


    “I see. I’ll ask for your help if I ever need it, okay?”


    “Leave it to me! I’ll rip your enemies to pieces!~”


    She had never talked about her dream even back in high school, so this revelation was a huge shock to me.


    “What about you? Will you stay as a bookstore clerk? Or will you move to Tokyo to hunt for a good job?”


    “I’m still thinking about that…”


    “Like I said, become a model! You’ll be an amazing model for sure!”


    “I’ll consider that when I’m in desperate need of money, for now though… Actually…”


    “What’s up?”


    “Um… Promise me you’ll keep this as a secret…”


    “I promise~”


    I moved closer to her and beckoned her to do the same. I whispered to her.


    “Actually, my novel won an award just the other day…”


    “EH?! N-Novel?!”


    “H-Hey! Not so loud!”
 “S-Sorry, I was just surprised. So, what’s the story then? Are they going to publish it?”


    “They said that they’ll get into the details next spring or summer. So I won’t know anything until next year…”


    “Amazing! Have you decided on a pen name yet?”


    “I’ll be using my real name. I’m not fussy about that kind of thing.”


    “Alright, tell me when I can pre-order it, okay? Also, don’t spoil anything!”


    Honestly, I didn’t want any of my friends to know about this. The title of the book was ‘My Beloved Comet’. The content had nothing to do with what happened in reality, but everyone who knew me would guess that it was inspired by my relationship with Sui. Of course, it was still a tentative title. They would probably change it when they publish the book for real.


    “Ahh… Now I’m getting embarrassed…”


    “Why though?”


    “Because everyone will read everything that I wrote. It’s basically a public execution! It feels like they’re staring at my naked body…”


    “Alright, take off your clothes then! Let’s make a photobook!”


    “I should forbid you from drinking from now on.”


    “Kyah! Well, you’ll be making your debut then? You should still try to get a job though, just in case.”


    “Yeah, I’m thinking about it too. I don’t think that everything will turn out well that easily.”


    “By the way, will you go to the class reunion next month?”


    “Yes.”
 “I see~ You have to be careful though, everyone will take the chance and hit on you relentlessly~ Well, if it comes to it, just hit them with a glass bottle~”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll just tell them that I still love Sui.”


    “That card is too strong. When will he wake up anyway? We’ve turned twenty already, seriously! When he finally wakes up, we should show him how sexy we are as adults. We should try ara-ara-ing him with our sexy voices.”


    “I should try. People told me that I have that Onee-san vibe, it will definitely work if I were to try.”


    “I agree. Well, the way you normally talk is like that already, though. You have this classy air around you. A bona-fide sexy woman.”


    “I learned it from my mom.”


    


    Afterwards, we talked about our lives in university and compared the situation in the cities we lived in. Tsuru kept on drinking even when I tried to stop her. Her eyes started to turn dim and her speech became slurred at one point.


    After paying the bill, I called a cab and headed to my apartment with Tsuru.


    “Sorry, toilet.”


    As soon as we arrived, she immediately went to the toilet. As you’ve guessed, she threw up. I called out from behind the door.


    “Tsuru? Are you alive?”
 “Barely…”


    “I’m glad to hear that.”


    “It feels horrible.”


    “Take your time vomiting.”


    I left her and changed my clothes.


    After a while, I heard a flushing sound and Tsuru came out of the bathroom with heavy steps.


    “Wash your mouth properly.”


    When I said that, she went back inside the toilet.


    After she came out again, she had turned into the usual Tsuru.


    “Sorry. I’ll clean everything up later. I’m really sorry.”


    “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. I’m worried about you now. Are you like this too over there?”


    “I’m only like this when I’m with you. I don’t drink often with other people, especially men. There are a lot of them trying to take me to their houses. They’re disgusting, seriously. What about you?”


    “Me? I don’t have many friends, so I don’t drink with them often. There are parties and the likes, but I’ve never attended them.”


    “If you went there, the party would turn into a war.”


    “I don’t understand why people are so desperate to get a lover.”


    Tsuru laughed.


    “You feel that way because you’ve found your love in Sui already. Other people haven’t found their love, that’s why they’re desperate.”


    “I see.”
 “You know, I used to like Sui too.”


    She suddenly dropped those words with a straight face. I instantly froze with my mouth half opened. I didn’t know how to react to that.


    “Surprised?”


    “Yes… I… Don’t know what kind of face I should make in a situation like this…”


    “Hahaha, what’s with that reaction? Don’t think too much about it, I mean, Shirona liked him too, no?”


    “Still, I never imagined that you’d come to like him…”


    She took a sip of water.


    “He’s an interesting guy and his face isn’t bad either. He is a weirdo, but if you look past that, he’s a good guy. But, whenever I saw you with him, I just couldn’t bring myself to make a move.”


    “What do you mean?…”


    “Have you ever seen yourself whenever you were around him? You looked exactly like a maiden in love. Even your voice was a note higher than usual.”


    Was it that obvious? Then, everyone noticed it? My face started to redden at that thought.


    “Besides, I know that he felt the same way about you, that’s why I didn’t do anything. They said all is fair in love and war, but I’m not that much of a bitch to come in between two people that are clearly in love with each other.”


    “I wonder if he really likes me…”


    “Of course he does.”


    “But I’ve never received an answer from him. It has been two years, you know?”


    “…I knew it, I’m no match for you. How long will you keep waiting for that dummy?”


    “Until he wakes up or until the day I die.”


    Tsuru made a satisfied smile and laid down.


    “If you ever come to Tokyo, you should come to my house, Arina. I’ll cook something for you. My takoyaki tastes good, you know?”


    “Sounds good, I’ll take your words on that. Oh yeah, I remembered everything about Sui.”


    “Eh?! You remembered him?! You got your memory back?!”


    “Yes. It took a while, but I finally got it back…”


    Then, we talked about our high school days until we eventually fell asleep.


    That night, it felt like we became high school girls again.

  


  
    Chapter 128 – Nostalgic Faces


    I was a little late.


    Today was the Coming of Age Day and they held the Coming of Age Ceremony earlier, but I didn’t go there. One was held at a venue near my mom’s house, but only my grade school and middle school classmates would be there, so there was no point to. Besides, I didn’t want to bother wearing a furisode. Instead, I went to the hospital to visit Sui. Since today was also the day of our high school reunion, I figured that I should visit him before going there. (T/N: Coming of Age Day is a national holiday in Japan. They hold it on the second Monday of January, it’s to commemorate the people who had just turned twenty in the span of one year, hence the name ‘Coming of Age’. For the occasion, they held ceremonies in various places of the city called ‘Coming-of-Age Ceremony’. For women specifically, the formal dress to participate in the ceremony is furisode, or long-sleeved kimono in English, meanwhile for men, they usually wear either formal suit or montsuki, which is a traditional kimono for men.)


    “Today is the Coming of Age Day. Also, they’ll hold our school reunion this evening.”


    I was glad that I didn’t go to the Coming of Age Ceremony. If I were to walk around the hospital in a kimono, I would look really out of place. Besides, it was uncomfortable to walk in it.


    “Also, Ugin-san will have her entrance exam this weekend. Don’t worry about her much though, she will be fine, she’s a really smart girl.”


    He had lost even more of his weight recently. I knew that this outcome was inevitable, but it still left me with anxiety when I was seeing him like this. His hands had started to become colder lately, but that was probably because of the weather’s influence. The doctor said that his condition was still stable, so I had nothing to worry about.


    “I have to go now. Sorry, my visit this time is shorter than usual, but don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”


    After leaving the hospital, I went to Starbucks in front of the station.


    As soon as I put my drink on the table, I pulled out a thick manuscript from my bag. My proofreader sent it to me and I had to revise it accordingly. I haven’t touched it yet since I had just received it last night.


    For the next few hours, I dedicated everything to the revision. I moved the red pen in my hand as I corrected one thing after another. The work was fun and I enjoyed doing it, but at the same time, there were a lot of things to revise, so it was quite hard work.


    *   *   *


    “Oh, no…”


    I realized that I was going to be late to the reunion a few minutes before it began. I put the manuscript away and called Tsuru.


    “I’m sorry, I’m going to be a little late.”


    “It’s okay! You’re not the only one who’ll be late! Guys, Arina said that she’s going to be late!”


    I heard excited cheers over the phone and in that instance, I regretted my decision to go there.


    I planned to run to go there quicker, but I decided to walk instead. We would be gathering in a bar in Kokubuncho, not far from where I currently was. There was a group of men and women wearing kimonos because it was the Coming of Age Day. I was wearing a black shirt with a coat draping over it, a totally different outfit than the other people who were celebrating it.


    After walking for a bit, I arrived at the destination. I opened the door and the bell installed on the door rang. I had intended to sneak inside, but that bell ruined my plan. My classmates, especially the boys, started to make a big fuss when they saw me. For some reason, they were clapping their hands in excitement.


    I gave them a bow and a wry smile. Tsuru beckoned me to go to her side, so I did and sat beside her.


    “There are a lot of nostalgic faces here.”


    “You finally made it! If you had come any later, we’d have gotten into a huge trouble! The boys have been screaming about you for a while now.”


    These guys were my classmates from my third year of high school.


    Only two years had passed, but I missed them already. Some of them haven’t changed at all, but there were others who changed so much that I failed to recognize them without hearing their names first. Now that we were together again like this, those three years of high school felt like it happened a long time ago.


    The interior of the bar looked stylish. The food was a buffet, so everyone was free to take whatever food they wanted. I chose to take the pizza and salad. While eating my food, I listened to the girls’ stories. They talked about their love life back in high school, their crush, how they missed the teachers and other things.


    After a while, everyone started to talk in a louder volume, probably because they were under the influence of alcohol. I was an exception, though, since I didn’t drink much of it. The boys who were approaching me while keeping a reserved attitude soon threw it out of the windows. They let the alcohol do the talking and had some fun talking with the girls.


    Seeing this scene reminded me of Sui. It would have been more fun if he was here. There were people asking me about his situation, but as soon as I told them that he was still sleeping, they immediately dropped the subject. They probably thought that it was a sensitive subject for me.


    Suddenly, I caught sight of Tanaka Masao. He was as large as ever. Like usual, he was sitting quietly by himself in a seat by the wall. I had spent a lot of time with him at the sports festival, but after the festival was over, we barely talked at all. I approached him.


    “Hey, do you remember me?”


    “Of course. The sports festival is an event that I will never forget for the rest of my life.”


    He became even bulkier than back when he was still a student. If Sui was here, he would call him a tank. His hair was still the same as before, though.


    “So, what have you been up to?”


    “I’ve been doing some judo again at the university. I’ve quit the going-home club.”


    “Glad to hear that you’re doing judo again.”


    “All thanks to Sui-kun. The sports festival gave me enough courage to try again. I’m aiming for the Olympics now, so I’ve been practicing hard.”


    He was a shy boy back then. He always walked with his gaze fixed downward. It was Sui who made him regain his confidence. Every day, Sui would shower him with praises whenever he got the chance to. I still vividly remember those scenes.


    “So, um… Do you know what happened to Sui-kun?”


    “He’s still asleep. I visited him earlier today and there’s still no change in his condition.”


    He bit his lips after hearing my reply.


    “It’s a shame… I really want to thank him in person. We only practiced together for a few weeks, but he taught me an important lesson… Thanks to him, I’m able to walk with pride. Honestly, I only came here to give my thanks to him…”


    “I can relate with you. There’s a lot of things I want to say to him too…”


    “I’m sorry. This should be a happy occasion but my insensitive self just had to ask you about this. Even though you’re the one who is suffering the most–”


    “It’s fine.”


    I cut him off.


    The ones who were suffering the most were his family. I wasn’t part of his family, I was merely a woman who one-sidedly loved him. Yes, I was nothing more than that.


    “I wonder how the others are doing. Takazo, Eiji, Rion… I hope that they are doing well…”


    “Takazo-kun is most likely still trying to become one of the elites. Eiji-kun is still in the gaming industry… As for Rion-san… I don’t know…”


    “Hehe, I see. Well, if fate allows it, we’ll meet them again someday.”


    *   *   *


    The power of alcohol was frightening. It could easily rob one person off their rationality.


    Somehow, I became the center of the conversation with a broken logic. One could also say that I became the eye of the typhoon. Everyone around me made some dumb jokes like confessing their love to me or fighting about being in ‘Arina faction’ or ‘Tsuru faction’ and whatnot. After a while, I couldn’t take it anymore, so I made up a random excuse and got up from my seat. I went to get some food when a drunk man approached me.


    “Hiwa! I love you!”


    “I know. I rejected you already back when we were in the first year.”


    The man, Takatori Makoto, got down on one knee while holding his chest. There was a beer mug in his hand, it seemed like he was still planning on drinking more. I didn’t want to deal with a drunk guy if I could help it, but a wave of nostalgia overcame that feeling, so I decided to have a talk with him. Besides, he was Sui’s best friend, he was probably curious about Sui’s condition.


    I won’t tell him about it easily though. Let’s tease him a little first.


    “Didn’t you use to date Ruka?”


    “…Stop.”
 “I heard you broke up with her.”


    “AAHHH! Yeah, we did!”


    “Why?”


    “Me, busy. Cooking practice. She has a lot of free time. We stopped seeing each other.”


    “Okay, I got it.”


    “Hiwa, I love you!”
 “If you say that again, I’m going to call the police.”


    “I’m kidding. I know, it’s impossible. Hiwa is scary. Ah, toilet…”


    “Go then. You don’t need to come back here.”


    “I love you.”
 “I’ll hit you.”


    Dealing with drunks was troublesome. I turned my gaze toward my food and kept my mouth shut. I pretended to ignore him.


    “Recently, I visited Sui.”


    I turned my gaze back at him. He wore a different expression now. His face was red, but his eyes looked serious. Those weren’t the eyes of a drunk.


    “I told him to wake up quickly. Seriously, that guy sure takes his time. It’s been two years already…”


    “I visited him earlier too. I knew you guys would ask about him, so I figured I’d go to check on him.”


    “Are you still waiting for him?”


    The way he asked that question made my heart flutter.


    “That terrible expression is the only answer I need. Well, glad to know that. I shoulda told Sui something like ‘if you don’t wake up soon, the most beautiful woman in the world will die alone.’”


    “That woman sure is stupid, isn’t she?”
 “I disagree.”


    “Really?”


    “I think you’re amazing. Normal person wouldn’t be able to bear it if they were in your position. They’d go crazy when thinking about the possibility of the worst possible situation happening. You know, I became depressed for months after breaking up with Ruka, but you’ve been keeping this up for two years, Hiwa… And I assume you’re not going to stop anytime soon, right? Only an amazing person like you could do something like that, you know?”


    After saying that, he placed his mug on the table and went to the toilet.


    “You made yourself a good friend, Sui…”


    I chuckled.


    For the rest of the night, we never spoke to each other again. But that didn’t matter to me. I knew for sure that we would meet each other again later.

  


  
    Chapter 129 – Tokyo


    Waiting for something that isn’t certain is difficult.


    Takatori Makoto’s words continued to echo quietly within me.


    The future was unknown. Waiting was nothing but an uphill battle against my own greed.


    If fate really existed. If everything was predetermined like a book, no matter how I tried to approach it, nothing would change. Continuing to wait would be pointless. Whether I did something or not, I couldn’t change fate.


    The thought that everything was predetermined made me feel a little better. After all, if that was really the case, that would mean I have no control over Sui’s fate. I could do nothing but pray, anyway. I did my best to wait for him, talked to him whenever I was able to for two years, but he didn’t show any sign of waking up. So, I decided to accept everything. Both the reality of his state and the possibility that he would never wake up.


    My mind wasn’t as strong as what people think.


    I had to keep fooling myself like this, or I would go crazy.


    *   *   *


    Spring. My book was successfully published.


    My first novel, ‘My Beloved Comet’ had started to appear in bookstores. The novel was popular and since it won an award the other day, they went all out with the first printing and printed it in a large amount. It became a habit for me to visit various bookstores to take a look at my work.


    When I found a POP with my biography and photo in it, a shiver went down my spine. I hadn’t intended to put my place on the cover, but I couldn’t refuse them. Besides, my interview was broadcasted nationwide, so hiding would be pointless. They said that my identity as a ‘beautiful writer’ or whatever, was a good selling point.


    Naturally, I quit my part-time job. I realized that it would be difficult to continue working, so as soon as the publication date was set, I resigned from the job. It has been two years since I started working there. Thanks to that, I learned that there were all kinds of people in this world.


    The experiences and memories helped my writing a lot. One couldn’t write something from nothing. I wouldn’t have enough inspiration if I didn’t have a wealth of information.


    At the university, I received even more stares from my surroundings.


    Of course, this wasn’t anything new. But after becoming a writer, the number of stares increased and it started to really bother me. I tried to disguise myself by wearing a mask and sunglasses, but somehow people still could find out that it was me.


    Chiho noticed my discomfort and always tried to talk with me whenever possible. Thanks to her, I felt less bothered by the stares and was able to eat calmly at the cafeteria.


    “By the way, I read your book.”


    I was eating curry rice in the cafeteria when Chiho said that.


    “…I see.”


    “Huh? Should I not read it, after all?”


    I was happy that she did it, but I was still embarrassed by it.


    “No, no… I’m just embarrassed. I still can’t get over this since day one…”


    “I see what you meant. When I saw your face at the bookstore, I figured you’d be embarrassed to death when you see it~”


    “Seriously! I knew I shouldn’t let them show my face! A good story doesn’t need the author’s face to be plastered everywhere!”


    “You look beautiful on it, though, so the photo surely helps with the sales. The story is good too. Romance with a little sci-fi in it, I like it. It’s beautiful like its author~”


    When I heard her comments, I was relieved. She genuinely thought that the story was interesting and she didn’t associate the story with Sui. I only included ‘Comet’ in the title because it was relevant to the content of the book itself, not because of Sui. Though, he wasn’t completely unrelated. I had my inspiration from Akakusa-sensei’s words, the thing about the sun and the comet. I thought that it was quite romantic and I decided to make a story based on it.


    “Oh, right, I’m going to go to Tokyo soon for a book signing event. If you want something from there, tell me, I can get it for you.”


    “You don’t need to, I just went there last spring break.”


    “Oh my, really?”
 “Yeah, I visited my parents’ house. When will you be going?”


    “This Saturday.”


    “I see. Well, you’re lucky you don’t have to go there in the summer. Summer in Tokyo is like hell on earth. If you think summer in Sendai is hot, then you won’t survive five minutes in Tokyo.”


    Chiho was born in Tokyo, but she decided to study in Tohoku, a rare case among someone my age. Her grandparents lived here and she used to come to this city often when she was a child, so she was familiar with the city.


    “Why did they make stations in Tokyo so unnecessarily complicated? When I went there to meet the publisher, I got lost in it quickly…”


    “Who knows. Well, all I can say to you is just you have to get used to it, I guess…”


    *   *   *


    It took about one and half an hour to two hours from Sendai to Tokyo by the Shinkansen bullet train.


    When I arrived in Tokyo, I couldn’t take my eyes away from my phone, or else, I’d get lost immediately. There were too many lines to keep track of. My head got tired extremely quickly just from trying to find out where I currently was.


    After a while, I finally got out of the Yamanote Line. I continued to walk until I reached my first destination, another station. If there was one good thing about Tokyo, the skyscrapers here looked amazing. 


    My final destination was a bookstore. It was a very spacious bookstore and there was a coffee shop next to it. There was a long desk near the escalator inside. That was where I was supposed to sign my autographs. I knew it for sure because there was a plaque with my name plastered on it on top of the desk.


    By the way, the bookstore paid for the travel expenses, so this was essentially a free trip to Tokyo for me. After all of this was done, I had a plan to do in this city. I wanted to visit various tourist spots. There were bound to be a lot of people there for me to observe, a habit I gained after I became a part-timer at my previous workplace.


    A few minutes before the signing session started, I left the staff rest area. I took a peek at the spot where I would be giving my sign and saw a long line there. It was at that moment that I realized that my book had been read by a lot of people. I walked by the long line and sat down at the long desk. The bookstore staff were trying to control the line when I walked by them.


    After that, I devoted myself to sign on everything that was given to me. All the efforts I put into practicing for this day finally bore fruit.


    The praises I received from the readers warmed my heart. I felt happy that I decided to write the book. It felt that I had accomplished something and I found the meaning of my life. Maybe this was my calling.


    “Arina-san, go ahead.”


    I received the book from the reader.


    The way they referred to me was strange, though. All this time, the other readers had been calling me ‘Arina-sensei’, but this particular reader called me ‘Arina-san’ instead. Come to think of it, their voice sounded familiar…


    “Ugin-san?”


    I stood up involuntarily.


    Earlier this spring, she started attending university in Tokyo. We actually planned to hang out after this, together with Tsuru.


    “I didn’t expect you to come here… What a surprise…”


    “I know I can ask for your signature anytime, but doing it this way has a novelty to it, you know? Also, people are lining up behind me, so you should stop dawdling around, Arina-sensei!”


    “I imagined this kind of scene before, but for it to become a reality… Life sure is strange, isn’t it?”


    Ugin-san replied to my words with a wide grin. After I gave her the book back, she quickly left without saying anything else.


    My world was no longer the small and narrow world I was familiar with. I remember the first time I met with Ugin-san. That day, I confessed to Sui about my dual personality and she appeared by the school gate on our way home. The devious little sister of his had grown up to be an amazing woman.


    Everyone was moving on with their lives. Time went on without a care in the world.


    But there was a part of me that wished that it wouldn’t go on any further. It felt like I was leaving him behind and I didn’t like it.

  


  
    Chapter 130 – Our Story


    Tokyo was fun.


    The signing session went well. That evening, Ugin-san and I visited Tsuru’s apartment and we ate takoyaki together.


    Apparently, Tsuru had been recommending Ugin-san to various areas in Tokyo. Since Ugin-san was a newcomer in the city, she needed all the help she could get, so Tsuru’s help was a godsend to her. By the way, she chose a science course at her university. She made steady progress to realize her dream to go to space.


    Back before she took her entrance exam, she was worried about having to leave her brother behind in Sendai. She consulted me about it and I told her to not let that bother her. After all, Sui would hate it if she decided to throw her dream away because of him.


    In the end, she decided to go to Tokyo. She left Sendai and entrusted Sui to me when we parted at Sendai station’s ticket gate. She left me with a ridiculously heavy responsibility, but I felt happy because, that meant, in a way, she had acknowledged me.


    *   *   *


    I turned 21 this summer.


    I became even older. In the past, getting a year older meant significant growth. Back when I was a grade school student, being a year older had a great importance. Now that I was an adult though, it felt nothing special.


    It was currently my third year at the university. More and more people started to look for jobs in earnest and they began to study hard to graduate faster. As for me, I did nothing of that sort. I had no company that I wanted to work in, nor did I have a particular job I wanted to do. All I wanted to do was to continue writing. I was thinking about becoming a full-fledged writer in my apartment.


    I always hated the summer heat, but at the same time, I admired its beauty.


    The lush and green trees, the pleasant sound of the Hirose River, the clear blue sky and the voices of the insects that served as my lullaby at night.


    “Ngh…”


    I lied down and closed my eyes. I had to come up with an idea for a new story, but I couldn’t come up with any. This was how my summer vacation had been going. Trying to come up with an idea and whenever I couldn’t come up with anything, I took a walk, went into a cafe for a change of pace or went to observe other people’s lives.


    So, I decided to go out. I put some sunscreen on my arms and left my apartment. The sunlight reflected off the sidewalk and almost burned my eyes. Today was a hot day and the forecast said that the temperature would steadily rise until it reached 29°C. 


    I walked along the banks of the Hirose River. Despite the heat, there were families having barbeque parties here. Was it because the heat was more bearable near the river? Regardless of what their reasoning was, the scene was quite lovely. This kind of casual activity always moved me in ways that words couldn’t ever describe.


    When I went to a cafe, I found an elderly couple there. They were sitting there, facing each other while sipping their coffees wordlessly. I almost let out my tears when I saw them. I didn’t know why I almost cried, probably because the scene was so beautiful, at least to me.


    Either that or it was because I missed human’s warmth.


    I used to hate people. Reading a book in my loneliness was my favorite pastime, but now, the same loneliness I used to embrace became a poison that corroded my soul.


    It was all thanks to him. Thanks to him, I came to hate solitude and began yearning for human’s warmth. In the past, I would never have stood up in the spotlight. I would never have agreed to do a signing session. I would never have gotten involved with anyone. But thanks to him… Because I fell in love with him…


    Suddenly, my train of thoughts was stopped by my ringing phone.


    [Sakaki Ugin]


    I froze.


    Ugin-san rarely called me out of the blue. Most of the time, we only communicated via texts. That meant this was an urgent call.


    Chills went running down my spine. There was nothing more frightening in this world than an urgent call from her.


    I took a deep breath because I realized that I had stopped breathing for a while. I put the phone to my ear.


    “Hello?”


    “Arina-san! My brother! He–”


    *   *   *


    I ran.


    I learned to stop running outside when I turned into an adult. Yet, here I was, running down the road as if I were a grade schooler.


    On the way, I found a cab. I waved my hand and went inside. The destination, the general hospital.


    Sitting inside the cab, I began to reminisce about my memories with him.


    I met him.


    I played tennis with him.


    I brought him flowers.


    I modeled in the art club with him.


    I told him about my dual personality.


    We went around the school festival together.


    I invited him to my house.


    I fell in love with him.


    We went to the aquarium together.


    Shirona confessed her feelings to him.


    We went to the end-of-the-year party together.


    I went to his house.


    My father’s death.


    My memory loss.


    I fell in love with him again.


    We ran together in the sports festival.


    I lost him again.


    I saw him in his sickbed for the very first time.


    He had been standing by my side ever since we first met.


    I recalled my memory of him over and over. I was supposed to be the sun who guided him with my light yet, it was him, the comet, who showed his beautiful tail to guide me through the darkness. He never once showed his dislike toward me, even though I was a problem child with a foul mouth. Instead, he warmed my heart with his funny jokes.


    I had forgotten those memories, but from now on, I will never forget him ever again.


    That’s why.


    I hope that he won’t forget about me either.


    *   *   *


    As soon as I entered the hospital, the receptionist rushed toward me. I had visited the hospital so many times over the past three years, so they recognized my face when they saw it. Some of the hospital staff even read my book.


    I opened my mouth forcefully as I was unable to catch my breath in a short time.


    “Excuse me… Visitor’s pass–”


    The receptionist rubbed my back, trying to calm me down.


    “Sakaki Ugin-san has already taken care of all the procedures. You can put this around your neck.”


    “Thank you very much.”


    I bowed my head and rushed to the elevator.


    I entered the elevator when it arrived and hit the button to the fifth floor. Then, it slowly ascended toward the destination as the numbers on the top of the door flashed one by one.


    After a while, the elevator reached the fifth floor and the door opened. I stepped out into the stark white hallway and turned right. Room 512, 513, 514… As I got closer to my destination, my heartbeat started to beat faster to the point that it hurt my chest.


    Room 520.


    Finally, it was the room I had visited so many times.


    I let out a deep breath and knocked on the door. From inside, I heard Ugin-san’s muffled voice.


    I placed my hand on the door and slowly slid it open. Each of my movements seemed to be in slow motion. It was as if the world was telling me to take my time and savor this moment.


    Inside, I saw his father, mother and Ugin-san. And of course, he was there, laying down on his bed.


    “Yo… It’s been a while… Is the Earth safe?”


    Ah… It’s him… It’s the Sakaki Sui I knew…


    At that moment, I broke down and cried. My face was covered in tears and snot, definitely a face I wouldn’t want him to see. But, I couldn’t stop the tears from leaking out. The only thing I could hear at that moment was my ugly sobbing that I couldn’t contain within my trembling mouth.


    It felt like it was raining outside. My hands were wet, my sleeves and thighs were drenched. I probably look really miserable now. I couldn’t help it. It was hard for me to keep my composure in this situation.


    I mean, c’mon…


    Finally, I was reunited with the love of my life.


    Probably, there was someone out there in this world who could keep their composure in this kind of situation. But sadly, that ‘someone’ wasn’t me.


    Once again, our story together begins.

  


  
    Chapter 131 – Sakaki Sui


    Sui’s Pov


    It felt like I was sleeping for a long time, but at the same time, it felt like not a long time had passed.


    I didn’t remember falling asleep at all. I remembered that my body was in a really bad shape that day, I got tired after a short walk and even going up the stairs felt like a chore. Suddenly, my chest began to hurt and after that, it was all blank.


    I woke up to an unfamiliar ceiling and an unusually heavy body. It was at that time I realized that something big had happened. I looked around and realized that I was in a hospital room. The window was slightly opened as a gentle breeze came in through that gap.


    After a while, I managed to move my fingers. I still couldn’t move the rest of my body though, including my jaws. Not long after I could start to move my jaw and mutter some words. It was a bit painful to do it though.


    “Ugh… Ouchies…”


    My throat was dry. The voice that came out of my mouth sounded like a growling of a weakened monster.


    While I was making that kind of sound, someone who looked like a nurse came in.


    “G-Good mooorniing…”


    When I greeted her, the nurse screamed as if she had seen a ghost and stormed outside the room.


    Not long after, people in white coats came in one after another, asking me a lot of questions like if I could remember my name or not and many other questions that I didn’t understand. I didn’t have the chance to ask them about what was going on because of their barrage of questions.


    After it was done, the doctor told me that I had been asleep for three years.


    “Three years?… Three years have passed?…”


    It sounded so unrealistic that I suspected the doctor was trying to mess with me. It wasn’t until my family arrived that I realized that he was telling me the truth. My parents looked the same, but Ugin had clearly grown up.


    “Big brother!!”


    She cried out and clung to me. I finally accepted this as reality,


    Three years had passed.


    What happened to school? How was Ugin doing all this time? What happened to my friends? Why did I fall asleep in the first place? Questions started to pop up in my head one after another. I wanted to comfort Ugin, but I couldn’t since, let alone moving my body around, I couldn’t even think properly anymore because my head started to hurt.


    Then, Ugin told me everything.


    One day, I collapsed due to high blood pressure and went into a coma due to severe brain damage. The doctor was surprised after seeing my condition when I woke up. They said that people who just woke up from a coma usually had problems with their ability to speak and calculate. Oftentimes, they would also have trouble thinking like a normal person. But I had none of that.


    After that, the doctor gave me some time to calm down. He probably realized that my head started hurting again from the massive amount of information I just received.


    Suddenly, there was a knock on the door. Ugin answered it. I thought another doctor was coming in, but to my surprise, it was Arina.


    I didn’t know how to address her. Three years had passed and she had become a beautiful woman. The mature aura she exuded made me lose my words.


    “Yo… It’s been a while… Is the Earth safe?”


    And so, I decided to throw a joke at her like I always did. At that moment, she broke down in tears.


    She must have been waiting for me for a long time. Seeing her in tears like this made me feel incredibly guilty. Strangely enough, though, it didn’t feel like we had grown apart, even though three years had passed without us talking to each other. Maybe I met her in my dreams during the time I was asleep? In any case, the warmth of her body was familiar to me.


    Ugin was a freshman at her university while Arina was in her third year. And there was me, an unemployed twenty one years old.


    The more I learned about the current situation, the more worried I became. Obviously, because of my condition, I dropped out of school, becoming a child in an adult body, a mere helpless going-home club member. I sat alone in the darkened hospital room while thinking about the future.


    I had caused my family a lot of trouble and worry. When I thought about the cost of my hospitalization, I felt a sharp pain in my chest. The world felt like it was collapsing on me. How should I live my life from now on?


    “My body feels heavy…”


    After that began my rehabilitation period.


    The doctor helped me regain the muscle strength I had lost. Every single movement I made brought me nothing but pain. Every time I looked at my battered body, I was once again reminded of the reality that three years had passed. And so, I worked hard to make up for those three years that I had lost.


    One day, Arina came to see me.


    I didn’t know why she came to see me. Maybe she wanted to tease me because she did nothing but sit on a chair while grinning at me. She looked like she was in a good mood. It actually scared me because I was so used to her grumpy and emotionless face. At times, she would approach me and support me while playfully teasing me by poking fun at my current condition.


    “So, you’re a writer now?…”


    “Yes, I’ll bring you the book next time. Don’t ask me anything about the title, though.”


    “Can’t you just show me what it looks like on your phone? My phone is still at home…”


    “Don’t wanna~”


    During my break period, I talked with Arina.


    We hadn’t had much time to talk because of my condition, so this was our first real conversation in three years.


    “Three years have really passed, huh? …When I first saw Ugin, I wondered who she was… My parents haven’t changed much but both you and Ugin have changed drastically… That was when I realized how much time has passed…”


    “It felt like a long time, but to me, time just flew by quickly. Our high school days felt like it happened a long time ago… By the way, I’m living by myself now. My place is near Hirose River, a walk away from Tohoku.”


    “As expected, you managed to enter that university, huh?”


    “Mhm. When you’ve recovered enough, come and visit me at my place, okay? We’ll celebrate it together.”


    “Visiting an older woman’s room is still beyond my capability. Let alone THE Arina-sama’s room. I’ll faint the moment I breathe the air in it.”


    “What older woman? We’re the same age.”


    She smiled before taking a sip of her tea.


    Why was she here anyway? Why did she come all the way here to see me?


    She was a third year student in her university, it wouldn’t be strange for her to have a man or two in her life. With such a pretty face, the men in her university would never leave her alone and among them, there should be one or two men that she fancied. Yet, here she was, sitting without a care as if it was a natural thing to do. Not to mention that she was bawling when she saw me waking up for the first time.


    Could it be, she still liked me even after all these years?


    The feelings she had told me from that summer… Were they still there?


    “What are you thinking about?”


    Of course, I couldn’t just ask her about that. Rather, I was unable to.


    “By the way, I remember everything about you.”


    “Ah, right, you forgot about me, did you? So, is everything okay with you now?”


    “Yes. All my problems are solved, you don’t need to worry about me.”


    “I see. The girl with a venomous tongue has grown into an outstanding woman now. The Arina Rehabilitation Project is now finished.”


    “Now, that’s a nostalgic term. Looking back, everything we did back then was silly, but it was really fun. You saved me. I was always looking forward to your antics whenever after school came.”


    “Liar. You always looked like you were in a bad mood back then.”


    “That was because I was a tsundere.”


    “There was no dere in you. It was all tsun.”


    “I still had one regret though. If only I was more honest back then, we could have done more things together…”


    The doctor was looking in our direction. I guess my break time was over.


    “Come here, let me help you. Get back on your feet soon, okay?”


    Arina supported me standing up. By the way, I had no leisure to get excited about being touched by her. Just trying to stand up normally required all my concentration.


    I walked in pathetically small steps toward the doctor’s direction.


    “I’ll be waiting for you, okay?”


    Arina called out from behind me. I slowly turned my head to look at her.


    “Thank you for stopping by. You should go home quickly, sensei. You have a lot to think about for your next story, don’t you?”


    “I’m not talking about that. What I’m trying to say is… Your answer… I’ll be waiting for your answer…”


    She gave me a small wave and walked away.


    No way… Did that mean she had been waiting for my answer for three years? Why did she do that? It wasn’t even certain that I’d wake up one day.


    No other choice then. I’d have to do my best to get better. For my own sake and for her sake. I have to answer her properly this time.

  


  
    Chapter 132 – The Distance Between the Comet and the Sun


    After three years, the world completely changed for me.


    Celebrities I knew had passed away and they released new smartphone models. It felt as if I traveled to the future.


    When I returned back to my home, everything had changed, save from my room that looked the same as I remembered it. It was as if the time was frozen here.


    “Ugin is a university student already, huh?…”


    She wasn’t here with me as she had already gone back to Tokyo.


    Now, what should I do?


    It was hard to survive in this world as a middle school graduate. I guess I had to take a high school equivalency test so they could treat me as a high school graduate. That way, I wouldn’t need to do something dumb like going back to high school again.


    University? Well, that would be impossible, wouldn’t it? I felt sorry for my parents for having someone like me as a son. Well, in any case, I had to concentrate on studying for the test.


    That decided what I should do next. Studying while continuing with my rehabilitation. The doctor told me to take a walk early in the morning every day. I was never a morning person, but I guess I should start becoming one now and go to sleep early for starters.


    Time passed and both my studies and rehabilitation were going well. Suddenly, Arina called me out of the blue. She said something about wanting to meet me and that she wanted me to know that it was a little urgent, that was why she didn’t text me instead. Turned out she offered her help for the test I would be taking. Honestly, I didn’t really need her help because the problems should be easy enough for me to solve, but she insisted on it, so I had no choice but to agree.


    “So, how’s your life at the university?”


    We were currently in a cafe together.


    “What’s with that question?”
 “I mean, you’re seeing me all the time, right? I’m wondering if you have some friends in university.”


    “I do. Not many though.”


    “I see, glad to hear that. Well, I guess the answer is obvious, huh? I mean, look at you, you seem like you’re having fun. Unlike me, I don’t know what I’m gonna do after this is all over…”


    “You said that, but you don’t seem that depressed… Well, it’s good that you aren’t depressed, but normally people would act like that when realizing that they fell asleep for three whole years.”


    “I am depressed, but more than that, I’m just glad to be alive. I heard that my heart stopped and if Ugin didn’t give me a first-aid treatment, I would’ve been gone already.”


    Ugin’s earnestness saved my life. Apparently, she remembered the first aid treatment for heart attack that she learned from school. As expected of my little sister.


    Hearing my words, Arina looked at me in silence. Based on her expression, it seemed like she wanted to say something, but she was hesitating to. I guess this part of her hasn’t changed, huh?


    “Oh, by the way, are you free tonight? You are, right? Right?”


    “I’m not going to your apartment.”


    “My apartment? I’m not talking about that, though~ I guess you’re at the age when you’re starting to think about something like that, huh?~”


    She hid her mouth behind her hand and sneered at me. What a mature response from her. I guess she is out of my league now, huh? When I think about it, she was a real twenty years old, meanwhile I was pretty much a child in an adult body.


    “Anyway, I was going to invite you for a drink. I’ve always wanted to have a drink with you, you know? We haven’t celebrated your discharge yet, so it’s the perfect time to do so. It’s my treat, so don’t worry about it.”


    “Fine, but I’ll pay for it, okay?”


    “No, I’ll pay. I’m not so heartless to let an unemployed person pay for my drinks. Besides, it’s a party for you. You deserve this much at least.”


    I tried to insist on my standing, but she didn’t even give me the time of the day. Instead, she turned her head away from me and closed her eyes.


    “Arina… You know, I always thought that you were pretty back in high school, but now, you’ve become even prettier…”


    “W-What are you talking about?! Stop that, there are other people here!”


    “Since you’re treating me for a drink, I need to tell you something like this at least, no?”


    “If those words are just empty words, I’m going to kill you for real, okay?”


    “Hold back a little, will you?”


    *   *   *


    Arina took me to walk in the city after that. Somehow, this thing became a date without me realizing it. I had a date with her back in high school, but was having a date with a girl that you weren’t in relationship with normal? Surely not, right?


    I would grunt everytime I took a step forward. I hadn’t regained all my strength yet, so just walking normally was tough. Arina’s normal walking speed felt too quickly for me to follow. In the end, she had to slow her pace down and supported me from the side.


    “Sorry, I didn’t realize this sooner…”


    She glanced at me before quickly turning her gaze forward again. Something similar to this happened a long time ago, it was just that back then, she wasn’t holding the hand I offered to her.


    “…Are you sure you aren’t dating someone currently?”


    “Hehe, are you into stealing someone else’s girlfriend now?”


    “N-No, it’s just–”


    “Don’t worry. I’m not dating anyone currently. Well, not that I’ve ever dated someone in the first place. Hehe, you’re such a worrywart.”


    She grabbed my hand.


    I remembered this familiar feeling of her hand. I only touched her hand a handful of times back in high school, but I would never forget this warmth.


    Suddenly, a wave of regret rushed over my chest. Three years were a long time, more than enough time to create a mountain of memories with her.


    I made a lot of memories with her in less than a year. I wonder how many memories we could make in three years?


    I want to go back to that summer day…


    I was a fool, why did I hold off from answering her confession for so long? Had I known I would be sleeping for three years after that, I would have given her my answer right away.


    Our feelings were mutual, after all.


    The thing that held me back was the fact that she lost her memory back then. I was conflicted to accept her feelings because it felt unfair. Also, I was afraid that her feelings back then differed from her feelings before she lost her memories. That was why I decided to wait. If she somehow regained her memories in that summer vacation, maybe I could give her a clear answer. I knew that it was cowardly and I was just trying to run away from both her and my own feelings. I knew that I was a fool back then.


    And I paid the price for that foolishness. Three years of coma was my just desserts.


    But somehow, after I woke up, she was still waiting for my answer to her confession. She had regained her memory and she still harbored the same feelings toward me.


    If we were still high school students, where we were still on equal footing, I wouldn’t be bothered by this situation as much.


    But we were adults now. We weren’t living in a world where one’s worth was decided by how fast one could run or how high one’s grades were. In this kind of world, what kind of value did someone like me, who was stuck in the dream world for three years, had? No matter how much I tried to think about it, I didn’t think that I was someone worthy of her. This wasn’t a high school romance where you could afford to mess around anymore. I didn’t want to ruin her future.


    “Arina…”


    The sun was beginning to set. Arina was leading me into a building, but I stopped her right before she opened the door.


    “What is it?”


    Her smile vanished when she saw my face. I wonder what kind of expression I’m making currently?


    “I… Don’t know what to say… You know, when I first woke up, it was hard for me to believe that three years had passed… But now, I’m feeling the weight of those three years. It feels like it all came down, crushing me all at once.”


    “Well, three years is a long time.”


    “It doesn’t feel like much time has passed when I’m just walking around the city. Some parts of the city feels new to me, but that’s it, it doesn’t make me feel like so much time has passed. But when I meet the people I know, everything just hits me like a truck. The closer I am to those people, the more I realize how big a three year gap is…”


    Arina approached me and gently wrapped her hands around mine.


    “When you were still asleep, I would hold your hands like this… I went to see you so many times, more times than I can count. The people at the hospital had long recognized me and I became quite famous there, you know? Well, I guess that’s a given, I did it for three years after all.”


    She touched her hair.


    “I haven’t changed my hairstyle at all. I thought that you’d feel lonely if you see that change in me when you wake up, so I decided to not change it. I know how bad loneliness can feel like and I didn’t want you to experience it.”


    “Are you saying that you’re doing that for my sake?…”


    “Well, that and I don’t want to change my hairstyle in the first place. In any case, thanks to that, you recognized me right away when you saw me, right? Also, Sui… You might think that the distance between us has widened, but to me, it’s not. In the three years you were sleeping, I’ve always been staying by your side. I grew together with you. The distance between you and I is pretty much nonexistent to me.”


    I felt tears welling up in my eyes, so I opened them as wide as I could. I didn’t want to cry here. I was pitiful enough as a person, I didn’t want her to pity me any more than this.


    “Sui, you only have to get used to your situation, okay? You don’t need to rush, just take it slowly. Like I said, the distance between me and you is pretty much nonexistent. You know, you reminded me of a comet. You traveled so far away to the point that everyone started to forget about your existence and when you finally returned, you found yourself confused because everything around you had changed. And when you got to your destination, the sun, me, you couldn’t bear the heat and break down like this…”


    “Since when did you become such a romantic person? Back then, you would cringe when I said something similar to this…”


    “Akakusa-sensei was the one who made that comparison. Can you believe it? She called me the sun and you’re the comet. I met her at the last school festival, by the way.”


    “Akakusa-sensei, huh… I missed her. I wonder how she is doing now…”


    “You’ll find out soon enough. Come on, follow me. Everyone is waiting for you.”


    I didn’t understand what she was talking about. I didn’t have enough composure to try to understand her words in the first place.


    She pulled my hand and we entered the building. Inside, there was a group of people sitting by the window who were waving at us.


    ‘Welcome home’


    I saw Makoto holding a banner with that written on it.


    In that instance, tears started falling from my eyes. Yes. I am finally home.


    
 

  


  
    Chapter 133 – The Hands You Used to Hold


    The fact that shocked me the most was about Akakusa-sensei’s marriage.


    “You’re married now, Akakusa-sensei?…”


    “Yes. I’m sorry, Sui-kun.”


    Akakusa-sensei’s beauty didn’t change even after three years had passed. Actually, no, she became even prettier. Like a goddess that descended to Earth.


    “Before I forget, can I have your autograph, Arina-sensei?”


    She handed Arina a copy of her book and asked her to sign it.


    I still couldn’t accept the fact that she was married, so I kept pouring more water down my throat. By the way, Ugin made me sign a contract to prohibit myself from drinking tomato juices. If I were to break it, I’d have to pay her a million yen. She wrote down that contract and made me stamp my fingerprint on it.


    There were six people here. Aside from me and Arina, there were Akakusa-sensei, Makoto, Tsuru and Shirona. Arina said she wanted to call more people but she didn’t have their contact information. Which was good because I didn’t want this place to be any more crowded than this.


    “By the way, Makoto, what happened with you and Ruka? You two aren’t married yet?”


    After I asked that, the faces of the girls turned strange. One of them grinned for some reason, though. Did I ask something strange?


    “About that… We broke up.”


    “What? Did something happen?”


    “We just went on different paths in life and it was hard for us to meet each other often, you see…”


    “I see. Sorry to hear that. So, are you still in the cooking school?”


    “I’ve graduated already. I’m working at a Japanese restaurant now. If I have the time, I’ll cook something for you. Don’t worry, my cooking is great, everyone in my place acknowledged it.”


    “Now we’re talking. You owe me a dinner party then.”


    Aside from his hairstyle, Makoto didn’t change much.


    “But, you know, Sui. I’m glad that you’re doing well. I heard that when you wake up, you’ll be having difficulties talking, so I’ve been worrying about you until I heard you started talking just now.”


    “Yeah, it was a miracle that the coma didn’t give me such aftereffects. Well, I’m the strongest going-home club member, so it’s probably more of a given than a miracle.”


    “Woah, now that’s a nostalgic line to hear. I miss those words.”


    “Well, in reality, I’m just an unemployed bum.”


    “Eh, don’t worry about it, if it’s you, it’ll be fine. There aren’t many people who started working at our ages to begin with. I just started working recently. The guys who entered university also wouldn’t be working for a while.”


    Shirona suddenly cut in.


    “Like him, I’m working too! Come to my place sometime, Sui! I’ll give you a cool haircut!”


    Shirona was as cute as ever and her hair looked smooth and pretty, as expected of a professional hairdresser.


    “I don’t mind going there, but is it okay for me to go there?”


    “Ah… Well… The employees and the other customers are all women…”


    This talk reminded me of the time when Arina and I went to an all-you-can-eat sweets shop. I felt really unwelcome there. I’d probably feel the same thing if I were to go to Shirona’s place.


    “But, don’t worry! Everyone wouldn’t mind it, I’m sure! You’re cool after all, Sui!”


    Shirona said. Tsuru, who was sitting next to her, made her signature evil smirk when she heard that.


    “Arina~ Shirona is hitting on Sui~”


    “I-I am not! Jeez, stop teasing me!”


    It seemed like Tsuru’s mischievous personality hadn’t changed. Since being a law student gave her a strict impression, this side of her would work well as a gap moe.


    In any case, I was happy to see them smiling happily while messing around like this. Seeing them like this lifted the dark fog in my heart. I was probably overthinking too much about the future.


    After that, they told me what had been going on with their lives after I fell into a coma.


    Akakusa-sensei told me about her life as a teacher at another high school. Though, I didn’t hear the rest of her story because my brain shut off the moment she started talking about ‘a nice guy she met in town’.


    Makoto got his chef’s license at a vocational school. He said that he studied Japanese cuisine as his specialty and was currently working as a trainee at a restaurant.


    Tsuru was studying at Keio and she aimed to become a lawyer. I thought she was just messing around in her university, but she was actually studying harder than anyone else.


    Shirona earned her beautician’s license at a vocational school. The license was a national grade license. She was currently working at a beauty salon in the city.


    Then, we talked about our other classmates. Apparently, some of them got married already. Will I ever get married to someone when I get older?


    By the way, I didn’t drink. I tried drinking, but it tasted really vile. I couldn’t believe that people actually shove that thing down their throat. Everyone around me was drinking though, especially Arina. The amount of alcohol she drank was more than a lot. Tsuru said that it was rare for her to drink at all, so she was probably drinking on my behalf.


    The party ended early.


    They said they didn’t want me to get too tired, so they canceled stuff like the after-party that they previously scheduled for me.


    “Alright, take care of Arina for me, okay?~”


    Suddenly, Tsuru brought Arina to my side. The latter’s face was flushed red and her gaze seemed blurry. Not only that, her gait was unsteady and she was having difficulty standing up.


    “Oi, why are you giving her to me? I don’t know how to handle a drunkard!”
 “Well, for starters, bring her to her apartment. We’re going to have another drinking party, so we’ll leave her to you~”


    Tsuru, then, put her hands on Shirona’s and Makoto’s shoulders before dragging them away. Akakusa-sensei giggled at the sight then left without saying anything else.


    “Can you go home by yourself, Arina? I’ll call a cab for you.”


    “I can’t…”


    “It’s just going back home, what do you mean you can’t?”
 “Ngh…”


    She looked so out of it. She’d probably fall asleep if I were to let her by herself for a second.


    It was easy to find a cab in Sendai. In fact there were three of them parked just outside the building.


    “Arina… C’mon, get a hold of yourself, the cab is here…”


    “Yesh~”


    This woman was hopeless.


    In the end, I had to get into the cab with her. I somehow managed to get her to give me her address, so I told the driver that and went inside with Arina. I laid her head on my shoulder and let her close her eyes. Taking care of someone was hard work, but I had no right to complain about that, especially not to the woman who had been taking care of me for three years. This was the least I could do to return the favor to her.


    When we arrived, I paid the driver and wrapped Arina’s arm around my shoulder.


    “What’s your room number, Arina?”


    “202…”


    “It’s on the second floor?”
 “What’s on the second floor?~”


    I suspected that we got into the wrong building, but when I tried the key she gave me, it fit the hole perfectly.


    The strong smell of alcohol made it hard for me to tell what the room originally smelled like. I used the flashlight on my phone to look for the light’s switch and turned it on when I found it. Her room was a modest one. It only had a bookshelf and a computer. There was a laundry hanger by the window where she hung her underwear on.


    “We’re back at your house now. I’m going to lay you down now, so don’t throw up, okay?”


    I laid her down on her bed. She looked like she was going to yank on her hair, so I brushed her hair away before that could happen.


    When I was about to get up, she tugged my sleeve. I tried to gently brush her hand off, but her hold was firmer than I expected.


    “Water…”
 “Do you want water?”


    “Yes. Water. Please…”


    There were tears in her eyes. The flustered Arina looked really sexy and it was really hard to hold myself back. I was thinking about leaving the apartment as soon as I could, but ultimately decided to stay because I remembered the cause of her father’s death. Besides, this was also a way for me to repay her for what she had done for me.


    When I brought her a glass of water, she sat up and gulped it.


    She should be fine for the time being.


    “Do you feel sick?”
 “No, I’m fine.”


    “Don’t drink too much next time, okay? There’s nothing good about drinking too much. This comes from a guy who almost died because of tomato juice.”


    “I’ll drink even more next time…”


    “Oi.”


    “I’ll get drunk again and force you to come here again~”


    “Dummy, stop saying nonsense and go to sleep.”


    I gently pushed her shoulder and made her lie down. I covered her body with a blanket before once again telling her to go to sleep.


    “Alright, I’m going home. Go to the toilet by yourself when you have to, okay? Don’t pee your pants.”


    “No. Don’t go!”


    “I have to go. I have a mission to protect the Earth from danger, okay? Can’t you hear the screams from the other side of the planet? People are waiting for me to save them.”


    “Stop saying nonsense. Stay with me. I might throw up and hurt myself if you leave me alone…”


    “Don’t throw up then.”


    “Dummy… Even though I’ve held your hands all this time… You’re the worst…”


    She was probably talking about what she did when I was in a coma.


    Well, if she went that far, I couldn’t help but stay, no?


    “Okay, I’ll sleep by the entrance. If you need something, just scream.”


    “No. Sleep with me.”


    “My ass. Go to sleep.”


    “Dummy!”


    I turned off the light and laid down by the entrance.


    Was this what living together looked like? Nah, no way this was normal, right?


    The place was clad in silence save for the low hum of the fridge. I realized that I was in an unbelievable situation. I was about to sleep, but Arina was close by. That Arina. The super beauty Hiwa Arina who was admired by every boy at school was sleeping nearby. I guess the saying ‘you never know what life has in store for you’ was true.


    “Sui!”


    Suddenly her voice echoed through the darkness.


    “What is it?”


    “Good night.”


    “…Good night.”


    Not long after, I could hear her snore.


    The hard floor hurt my shoulders and back, making it harder for me to fall asleep. But after an hour of struggle, my consciousness gave in and I finally managed to fall asleep. Even though lately I had been afraid of falling asleep. The possibility of me going asleep for years again haunted me and it had been keeping me up at night. However, that thought didn’t haunt me tonight. Probably because Arina was here by my side and my excitement of being able to see her again the first thing in the morning.

  


  
    Chapter 134 – I Quit the Going-Home Club for a Girl with a Venomous Tongue


    When I woke up, every part of my body ached. The pain made me remember that I fell asleep in Arina’s place.


    It was currently eight in the morning and Arina was still sleeping under the covers. She was still in the same clothes as yesterday and she didn’t seem to have thrown up or peed herself. I left a note on a piece of paper by her computer saying, ‘I’m going, I had a good time last night’ and left the apartment. I knew that she would definitely take a shower first thing in the morning, so if I were to wait for her to wake up, I would only disturb her.


    Her apartment was near the Hirose River and the view here was amazing. She probably wrote her book while gazing at the same scene I am currently seeing.


    As I walked, I thought back to last night’s party.


    I felt stupid for acting gloomy all by myself. Everyone else was enjoying their lives while trying their best to live for the future. Hearing their stories gave me the push I needed. Arina was right, the fact that I was alive was a blessing. I still had time to make up for the last three years.


    If possible, I wanted to protect Arina’s smile. This feeling rose from the bottom of my heart after seeing her sleeping face.


    I couldn’t let her spoil me rotten without giving anything back to her. I had to give her my answer properly.


    *   *   *


    At first, I thought that she was a pain in the ass to deal with.


    Whenever she opened her mouth, only abuses and complaints would come out. She was quick to use violence. I always cursed my own fate because I had to take care of a problem child like her.


    It turned out that she was an interesting girl.


    She had her own view about everything and strictly followed it. She wasn’t an ordinary problem child who bared her fangs to everyone just for the sake of it. She was something more.


    A revelation made me feel sorry for her.


    She was afflicted with dual personality disorder and amnesia, both caused by domestic violence, of all things. She was unfortunate enough to live a miserable life like that. Her beauty seemed so painful to look at.


    Then, I began to think that we were kindred spirits.


    Both of us were outcasts, weirdos in the eyes of society. She, with her venomous tongue, me with my unending jokes. The things that came out of our mouths were different, but I believed that we were the same kind of people.


    I began to fall for her beauty.


    Everyone would agree that her appearance was beautiful and I was no different. But, the more I knew about her, the more I realized that her appearance wasn’t the only beautiful thing about her.


    She became someone dear to me.


    There wasn’t any particular event that triggered it. I just felt that way before I knew it. I found myself often gazing out into the space while thinking about her.


    She had a really nice voice.


    I never forgot the feeling when she called my name for the first time. I almost mistook her for a goddess. I mean, how could a person have such a soothing and charming voice?


    I started to believe that meeting her was fate.


    It was truly a miracle that I could meet someone like her.


    It was a one time miracle that would never occur again for the rest of my life.


    But, that miracle came with a price.


    The more we tried to get close to each other, the more we drifted apart. When I thought I became closer to her, she lost all her memories about me. And when she thought she became closer to me, I left her side without even saying a goodbye.


    But, that was the past. From now on, nothing could come between us. We had overcome every obstacle that came our way. We could finally run on that last straight line to the end line.


    *   *   *


    One day in December. I asked Arina out on a date.


    “Wanna go on a date?”


    “Yes!”


    She was surprised by the suggestion, but it was soon replaced by joy.


    On the appointed day, we met at Sendai Station.


    “How do I look?”


    She spun around to show off her clothes. There was a mature air around her when she did that.


    “I used to think that Ugin is the prettiest girl in the world. Now, I think that you’re the best.”


    “That’s rude to Ugin-san.”


    I took her hand and held it. We were on a date, so doing this much should be a given.


    We went to the aquarium, the same aquarium we went to when we were high school students. I chose this place because it was the place where we had our first date and we both had pleasant memories of this place.


    Since today was a holiday, the place was quite crowded with families and couples alike. If we let our hands go for a moment, we would be separated quickly. Noticing this, Arina boldly took my arm and embraced it. She giggled after seeing my surprised face.


    “It’s a date, this much is a given, no?~”


    We passed through the entrance and emerged into a huge aquarium tunnel. There were fish with bright scales swimming everywhere as the sunlight reflected off the glass panel from above.


    “This place still looks as pretty as back then, huh?”


    She looked up at me, her eyes shone brightly like a pair of gems. In that instance, I lost my words and ended up staring at her wordlessly.


    “Finally, you’re taking a good look at my face.”


    “Now I understand why everyone confessed to you when we were in high school… Jeez…”


    “You can stare as much as you want. Rather, please do it, that’ll make me happy.”


    “Are you becoming a pervert, Arina-san?”


    “I’m not– Ah, it’s a sea turtle! Look, it’s so big!”


    A sea turtle passed over our heads and scattered the school of small fish around it.


    As we walked around the aquarium, I reminisced about many things that happened back in the day. From our first meeting to the events that led to our date today. About both the joy and the pain we shared. Looking back, there was a time when I wished I had never met her. But now, I think that meeting her was the best thing that ever happened in my life.


    What if back then I didn’t accept Akakusa-sensei’s request and didn’t go to the library?


    What if back then I didn’t give in to Tsuru’s plea and ended up giving up on Arina who had lost her memory?


    Maybe, the hand I was currently holding wouldn’t be Arina’s. It could be Shirona’s or someone else.


    But that possibility didn’t exist in this world. It was Arina who stayed with me until now and I didn’t want that to change.


    I wanted to cherish this moment and draw a future where we could be happy together.


    We stopped in front of a large tank. I was overwhelmed by its grandeur.


    It made me realize how small we were compared to the rest of the world. The whales and sharks, gracefully swimming inside the blue world stole all my attention.


    “Seeing them up close like this feels amazing, doesn’t it?”


    “I’m just jealous of them. They look so free when they’re swimming… Arina, tell me the truth. Are you secretly a mermaid and you can swim as well as them?”


    “Good question, let’s find out shall we? We’ll go to a swimming pool next. Ah, I’ll have to buy a swimsuit first, though.”


    “I’ll probably die if I see you in a swimsuit.”


    “Hehe, before you die though, can you realize one of my dreams? Give me a princess carry. I’ve always dreamed of it, you know? Being carried by a tall prince like a princess~”


    “I can if you don’t mind me launching you to space by accident.”


    “Going to space is that easy nowadays, huh? Anyway, I’m looking forward to our pool date, okay?”


    Before I knew it, our hands were intertwined. It was as if the boundary that kept us apart had shattered without me knowing. The warmth of her hand became one with mine. It was at that time that I once again realized that she was the one that I wanted to be with.


    Pool date or whatever, I honestly didn’t care about the place, I just wanted to be with her. The only reason why I came here in the first place was because I had fond memories with her here. But it was time to move on. It was time to make new memories with her, to fill the gap from all the years that we lost.


    The girl with a venomous tongue and the going home club member were no longer there.


    Instead, in their place, there was a  man and a woman who confirmed their love for each other silently.

  


  
    Final Chapter – Thus Spoke Hiwa Arina


    Arina’s PoV


    At first, I thought he was a nuisance.


    He never cared about what I wanted. Under the guise of ‘rehabilitation’, he kept shoving me into situations I didn’t want to be in.


    He was a weirdo.


    His speech pattern was weird. His sense of humor was strange, but at the same time, it was fun. I never got tired of his jokes. It always brought colors into my world.


    Then, we slowly became friends.


    This outcome was pretty much inevitable. We spent so much time together. He was always by my side and his presence became a part of my daily life. I found myself smiling whenever he entered my sight.


    Somehow, he became someone dear to me.


    He knew about my secret and the past I wanted to forget. He did his best to understand me and helped me solve my problems.


    His name was beautiful.


    Both the sound and the kanji of his name were beautiful. I recited it over and over in my mind. Sui, Sui, Sui… I kept reciting it so one day I could call him by his name properly.


    I found myself falling for him.


    I became jealous whenever I saw him with someone else. With him by my side, even the coldest winter became warm. I wanted to tell him that I want him to always stay by my side, but I was too prideful to say it out loud.


    I came to love him.


    Even when I lost my memories of him, when I lost him for three years, my feelings didn’t change. No matter how far away he was… No matter what kind of state he was in… Even if he died and left me behind… my feelings would never have changed.


    *   *   *


    He looked a little out of it.


    I didn’t know if it was out of nervousness, but he was strangely on an edge today.


    He called this outing date and I was happy about it. We did similar things before, but we never called it a date, so when he asked me out on this date, I was so happy to hear it that I rolled around my bed with a pillow in my arms.


    “Are you okay? Don’t push yourself if you’re unwell.”


    “I’m fine, I’m pretty much recovered already.”


    “Then, why do you look so out of it?”


    “Anyone would be nervous if they’re eating with a beautiful girl…”


    “My, thanks for the compliment. Also, wipe your mouth properly.”


    His mouth was covered with Neapolitan sauce. His table manners weren’t normally this bad, so I guess this happened because he was nervous.


    We were done with our aquarium date and were currently eating inside a fancy restaurant. Ugin-san prohibited him from drinking tomato juice, but he was still allowed to eat tomatoes. Anything with high salt content was prohibited though.


    “You really like that food, huh?”


    He pointed out while I was heaping a pile of pancakes.


    “I could eat this on my deathbed if I want to.”


    “Must be nice, eating the thing that you like… I wish I could go back to the time when I was able to drink as much tomato juice as I wanted…”


    “It should be fine if you keep it in moderation, but I’d prefer you to not drink anymore of that, please. I don’t want to lose you a second time, okay?”


    “Well, the feelings are mutual… I’ll just drink water for the time being. Water is the best drink ever.”


    After eating and a little shopping, we went to a movie theater.


    They were screening a sci-fi romance movie I had watched a while ago. I wanted to watch it with him because the story was nice and it left an impact on me. I could even say that the movie influenced me in a way.


    Movies were amazing. Unlike other narrative media, movies made use of the viewers’ different senses to tell them its story. Nothing could come close to movies in regards to realism.


    While we were watching the movie, I recalled a lot of things.


    From the day we met in that library to everything that happened up till this point. About the joy and pain that we shared. I realized we went through more hardship than happiness.


    Yet, I didn’t want to go back to the past and start over like in this movie. If the slightest change could cause a bigger change in the future, then I didn’t want that. I’d rather stay in the present with Sui by my side. With the boy who had never let my hand go from the start of our date until this very moment. It was the same hand that I kept holding for three years. This was my happiness. I had no reason to cry at night anymore.


    Stop crying your heart out. (T/N: The song by Oasis, they used it in The Butterfly Effect, the movie those two are watching.)


    The movie ended.


    Watching it once again, I found myself crying over it.


    “Is this the movie you were talking about back then?”


    “Yes. I never thought they would screen it again. It was a good one, wasn’t it?”


    “This is what I would call a timeless classic. I’m glad I got to watch it with you.”


    “Me too…”


    The sun had already set and Sendai was enveloped in thousands of golden lights. It was December, the month when the city turned into a city of gold at night. Golden lights were installed in various places, painting the city gold.


    “Let’s take a walk, Arina.”


    He held my hand tightly.


    The breath of everyone who passed by us was white, signing that the winter was approaching. I walked while leaning on him. I wanted him to pamper me, to love me, to spoil me. I’ve been eyeing other couples with jealousy for three years now and I wanted to do the same thing that they did.


    “These lights remind me of the Milky Way. Back when I was in grade school, me and my family used to go to the observatory to look at the stars. Funnily enough, all my family’s names are related to space one way or another, so I guess it makes sense that we’d do something like that. Anyway, the Milky Way is beautiful. I can understand why people invented stories like Orihime and Hikoboshi after seeing something like that. And I guess that was also the reason why Ugin fell in love with space.” (T/N: Orihime and Hikoboshi is the story behind Tanabata. Long story short, the Milky Way separated two deities, Orihime and Hikoboshi, and they were only allowed to meet on the day of the 7th day of the 7th month. That day became Tanabata Day.)


    “Don’t talk about another woman when you’re on a date.”


    “She is my sister, lady.”


    “Hehe, I’m joking. That’s a nice story, though. I want to see the stars too someday. It’s hard to do it in this city, it’s too bright.”


    “Alright, after the pool date, we should go stargazing next. Trust me, the stars are infinitely more beautiful than this view in front of us.”


    “I’ll look forward to it.”


    We arrived at Jozenji Dori, the most beautiful place in the city. There were more than 100 keyaki trees lined up here. Countless golden lights were placed on their surface, creating a dazzling path of light.


    The beautiful sight dazzled me. I almost lost my balance because of it, but Sui was there to support me.


    “It’s beautiful. I understand why you compared this place with the Milky Way…”


    “My one regret is that I didn’t invite you to this place sooner.”


    “If I had known how beautiful this place was back then, I would come here more often. Now I’m looking forward to the stargazing date more.”


    “Why do you look so happy? I’m glad that you are, but you know…”


    He didn’t manage to finish his words as his face turned red.


    “Being with you is enough to make me happy.”


    When I said that, his expression changed. Then, he turned his head toward me slowly. Seeing this, my heart raced to the point that it hurt my chest.


    I loved him so much…


    Whenever I looked at him, it was hard for me to restrain my urge to hold him tight. I wanted him to stick close to me. I wanted him to whisper his love to me.


    “Arina…”


    He called my name. The person I’d been longing for muttered my name in such a gentle tone.


    He looked at me straight in the eye and I unhesitatingly returned his gaze.


    How could a person be this perfect? How could a person be this lovely?


    Back when I first met him, I would never have imagined myself falling for him this much. Both his personality and his out of place jokes annoyed me.


    ““I love you.””


    From now on, we will hold each other’s hands more often. We’ll devote ourselves to each other and live to make each other happy.


    Perhaps, we wouldn’t be together in death.


    Perhaps, one of us would leave the other and disregard their tears.


    One of us would be there to watch the other on their deathbed. Whispering words of love as a sendoff in the midst of their departing consciousness. Holding their wrinkled hands while looking back on our lives together.


    Perhaps, that would be our fate.


    Despite that, until my life was over, I wanted to be by your side.


    This was my wish, from the bottom of my heart.


    This was my story…

  


  
    Epilogue – My Beloved Comet


    Arina’s PoV


    My story will come to an end soon.


    Therefore, I will write down my life story for the last time. I planned to burn all my diaries, but I heard that there was a demand for them. In the end, after the persuasion of my relatives, I decided to keep them. Hopefully, it could help someone else’s life.


    *   *   *


    I can say with confidence that my life was a joyful one.


    If one were to ask me what was the happiest moment in my life, I would say that it was  giving birth to my daughter, Alice. I remembered when I saw my daughter for the first time, I cried. At that moment, I felt like I was the happiest person in the world.


    She grew up to be a good child. My husband said she looked like me when I was younger. Raising a child was a challenge on its own. We had to deal with constant anxiety about her future and until she became independent, we had our hands full with taking care of her.


    The day I sent her off was the day my role as her mother was finished. Being a mother was the most difficult role I had in my life.


    As I watched her back as she walked away from our doorstep, I felt both sadness and joy. The strange sensation brought tears to my eyes.


    That day, the twenty years worth of family life that the three of us spent together came to an abrupt end.


    It felt both refreshing and nostalgic. My husband and I hadn’t been married for long and our daughter was born soon after our marriage, so our life together wasn’t very long.


    Just as I thought my biggest role in life was over and there was nothing else for me to do but pass on quietly, I realized that I still had my husband by my side.


    And so, I suggested to him…


    “Let’s go on a trip.”


    “You want to go somewhere?”


    “Let’s see. We have all the time in our lives now. We’ve been together for a long time, but since our daughter was born, we didn’t get to be alone very often, so…”


    “Alright, I’ll look for a good place.”
 “Let’s go somewhere overseas.”


    My husband stared at me with surprise. He probably thought that I wanted to go somewhere in the country.


    I continued…


    “I want to see what the world looks like. I don’t need something extravagant like a trip to outer space, but at the very least I want to die knowing what kind of planet this earth looks like.”


    And so, we set out on our journey.


    I had no idea how big the world was.


    My husband and I saw and walked among various springs, clouds in the mountain ranges that flowed like rivers and the vast, deeply gouged valleys.


    We talked to the people who lived there, learned about their culture and tasted their food.


    We saw the strong animals that roamed the land and touched and felt the architecture that hid a long history behind their solid surface.


    If it wasn’t because of my husband, I wouldn’t have made the trip at all.


    His presence was irreplaceable for me. My mornings always started joyfully whenever I saw him by my side and my sleeps were always free from nightmares whenever I saw his shoulders beside me.


    Love was an amazing thing.


    My husband’s little sister once told me this,


    ‘Love transcends all logic.’


    If my husband was with me, I was confident that I could do anything and live anywhere I wanted.


    No matter how much the world changed, my feelings for him would remain the same. My love for him would burn hotter and longer than any kind of flame in existence.


    *   *   *


    Our time passed by in bliss. Before we knew it, twenty years had flown by. Alice’s children, our grandchildren would come to visit us from time to time.


    Yes, I became a grandmother.


    I thought that I would never grow old, but I realized that I could not resist the fate of the living. I could no longer walk as nimbly as when I was young. My hand lost a lot of moisture and my bones were standing out. My whole body was wrinkled like dried plums.


    Sometimes, I looked back and felt jealousy toward my youth, but even so, the current time was the happiest time for me.


    I realized it when me and my husband were having tea at a certain coffee shop in the city.


    Children in uniform were sitting nearby, chatting and laughing, reminding me of the good old days between me and my husband.


    “Do you remember? A long time ago…”


    “Hm…?”


    “A long time ago… There was a sweet shop we went to around here, wasn’t it?…”


    My husband’s hearing had grown weaker. I always tried my best to raise my voice so he could hear me properly.


    “Ah… Yes… You ate a lot, didn’t you?…”


    “Back then… You used to drink tomato juice all the time… I miss it…”


    I realized it. His time was nearby.


    We often reminisce about our past. I heard that it was difficult to tell if one was going senile or not, so we did this to keep each other’s condition in check.


    We’ve stopped traveling around the world. Our body has grown weaker and besides, we’ve seen enough of the world. I, in particular, had no more regrets. Nowadays, just taking a walk every day in a quiet place made me content.


    I held my husband’s hand and threw a remark at him, ‘You’re getting old.’ I laughed after I said that, in which he coughed and laughed in response.


    Ah… Happiness…


    I felt even happier than I ever was.


    Yes, I had to push myself to move around, but the happiness I felt was calmer, gentler and warmer.


    One day, my husband could no longer walk anymore. His eyesight too, had deteriorated.


    Fortunately, he didn’t forget about me.


    Sakaki Arina, his wife.


    He never forgot that and always called my name.


    I walked to the nearest convenience store with a cane. I remember when I was younger, I would imagine his happy face as I was thinking about what I would cook for him. The miso soup I made would bring a smile to his face and I would be happy for the rest of the day because of it.


    I never thought of asking my daughter for help.


    She wanted to take care of us badly, but I kept refusing her. She would eventually realize that parents didn’t want to inconvenience their children no matter how old they got.


    *   *   *


    My husband was lying down on a hospital bed. Just like sixty years ago, I held his hands tightly for a long time.


    I whispered in his ear. ‘You did your best.’


    I was glad that we were able to grow old together.


    I was glad that we were able to love each other.


    I was glad that we were able to raise our child together.


    I was glad that we were able to live together.


    I knew that we could never die together.


    I knew that we couldn’t shed tears for each other in the end.


    I knew it would be very painful to be left behind by the person that I loved, but I still felt happy that I was able to stay by his side.


    He would be leaving this world before me.


    But I would stay a little longer in this world.


    The world without him would probably be… Very lonely…


    “Arina… I’m sorry… I’m really sorry…”


    “It’s okay… Don’t worry…”


    He was surrounded by so many people. Me, our daughter and our grandchildren.


    It was thanks to him that I didn’t spend my whole life by myself. My biggest fear was the possibility of him being alone on his deathbed.


    I vividly recalled the day we first met.


    He approached me, who was sitting alone inside that library.


    I said a lot of terrible things to him, but he never left me alone.


    Like a comet, he circled around me as many times as he could.


    “Arina…”


    He called my name in a whisper.


    I held his hand tightly and told him that I was here by his side. He continued,


    “Thank you…”


    Those were his last words.


    “Likewise… See you later…”


    That was the end of the journey of my beloved comet.


    The comet with its beautiful tail would never return to me again.


    But I would shine like the sun for a while longer… In a world without him…


    *   *   *


    My lengthy story was over.


    After my husband passed away, my daily routine was to visit his altar.


    There was a picture of his face there and I greeted him every day with a good morning.


    That became my routine every day.


    The routine in a world without him.


    After he passed away, I grew fearful of the world.


    I thought that the world was cruel because it continued to tick by even after he passed away. But those feelings gradually went away as I realized that he was probably watching over me somewhere.


    For ten years after his death, I lived a normal life. My daughter came to see me frequently and my grandchildren visited me often. I was truly grateful that I have lived this long without becoming senile.


    Another fifteen years passed and I turned a hundred and ten years old last month.


    I was still shining brightly like the sun. It had been twenty five years since he passed away. All of our friends had long since passed away. Even his sister, Ugin-san passed away at the age of ninety, twenty years ago.


    Alice was still alive, but I didn’t know what would happen in ten years.


    “Good morning, Dear…”


    I called out to you in front of the altar.


    Don’t worry, I remember everything. Your name, our daughter’s name, our deceased friends’ names. I haven’t forgotten any of them.


    I became forgetful lately, but I still could recall your face.


    I wish you would turn into a ghost and haunt me, but you never appeared even once.


    “I’m going to visit the others again today… I’ll bring your picture with me…”


    I rode the bus while holding a cane. I had an escort with me. I was a rare case who could still walk by myself at my old age of a hundred and ten, but at the same time, I realized that my fire was starting to die down. Starting from next week, I will be living with the others in a retirement home.


    Everyone gathered with old pictures in their hands.


    They sat in their wheelchairs and talked to each other with a picture of their youth in their hands.


    I brought a picture of our wedding. You looked cool and I looked beautiful in that picture and I was proud of it. It was well received by everyone, which was a given because you were my amazing husband.


    I have tried to enjoy my life ever since you passed.


    But I still missed your voice very much.


    I haven’t heard your voice for twenty five years. I’m greeting you everyday at the altar, but you’ve never replied to my greetings. Recently, I’ve been watching old videos that we recorded, over and over again. From our wedding, the time when our daughter was still a little girl and when we traveled all around the world. The digital world was amazing.


    You were gone, but the proof of your existence remained.


    *   *   *


    I used to cry a lot at night.


    Whenever I closed my eyes and went to sleep, I saw your back in my dreams.


    Everytime that happened, I’d force myself to wake up because I knew that it wasn’t you. 


    “Ah… I miss you so much…”


    I’d wet my pillow and spill out my feelings for you.


    “I miss you so much… I miss you… So much…”


    I held your picture strongly in my chest so that it wouldn’t be torn by the passage of time.


    This was the only way I could show you my love.


    As long as I still had these feelings, I would still shine as your sun.


    Will I see you when I die?


    I wanted to know the answer, but at the same time, I didn’t.


    If I knew I won’t see you, I would have to live even longer. After all, I was the only one who knew you the best and it wouldn’t be good if I were to die.


    What was the use of this long life other than devoting myself to you?


    Ugin-san, did you meet him?


    If yes, could I meet him too?


    *   *   *


    I could no longer walk. Someone had to push me in a wheelchair if I wanted to move around.


    It had been a long, long life, all I had to do was to end it.


    It was evening, I looked at the setting sun and muttered to myself,


    “Are you watching this too?…”


    My caretaker misunderstood me and answered the question for me.


    I was asking that question to Sui, but I decided to move on with the conversation and said, ‘It’s beautiful…’


    I knew that he was with me.


    He was right beside me the whole time.


    That was why I wasn’t afraid of leaving this world behind in that empty room.


    It was unfair though. Me, our daughter and our grandchildren were there when he was on his deathbed. But I died alone.


    No, that’s wrong…


    Because you were always by my side the whole time.


    *   *   *


    I woke up.


    I sat up, rubbed my eyes and looked around.


    I remembered that I had fallen asleep in the school library.


    I looked at the clock and was surprised to see the hands of the clock pointing to 17:05. It seemed like I had been sleeping for an hour.


    There was no one in the library, not even the librarians. It was just me by myself.


    “How do I get out now?…”


    I sighed and straightened out my disheveled uniform.


    I looked at the book I was using as a pillow.


    My Beloved Comet.


    I reached into the bag at my feet, separated my belongings and put the book away. I saw my textbooks and remembered that I had a test coming up. I shouldn’t have been sleeping.


    Suddenly, I heard the door being opened.


    I lifted my head and looked toward the door.


    “Geez, why are you still here?”


    There you are…


    You’re standing there, in front of me, with that hateful grin plastered on your face…


    “Arina, I told you to make some friends, why are you back here again— W-Wait, what’s wrong?!”


    I cried.


    I couldn’t stop the tears from falling from my eyes.


    I had wanted to see you for so long.


    I missed you so much.


    I missed you… I wanted to hug you so badly…


    But crying was all I could do.


    “A-Arina-san? W-Why are you crying?”


    “I-I don’t know, dummy! Look away! I must look so ugly right now!”


    I didn’t mean to say that.


    I have been looking for you for a long time.


    In a world without you.


    “Don’t cry, I’ll never leave your side from now on, okay?”


    “Don’t ever leave me again, please…”


    “I’ll never do that. I’m the comet, remember?”


    “Yes… And I’m the sun… You’ll never stay away from me even if you want to, huh?…”


    I stopped crying, took his hand and sat up.


    “Let’s go home.”


    “Yes, let’s go home.”


    I won’t shed any more tears.


    Because you’re here with me.

  


  Afterword


  
    A/N: 


    After two months, the revised version of ‘Venomous Tongue’, ‘My Beloved Comet’ is finally finished.


    To everyone who’s read the original and the new readers, thank you for reading it until the end. I appreciate your comments and review, I’m happy to read through them all as it gave me the push I need for my future stories. I hope you enjoyed this story.


    As for when I will write my next work, for the time being, I have no plans to write another one online. As I previously stated, I’m trying to focus on writing an original book. There’s a chance that I’ll post the unsuccessful ones in kakuyomu or narou. You’ve probably guessed already from my writing style that I’m not suited to write in Web Novel formats and I don’t like writing book adaptations of Web Novels.
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