
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Chapter 210 – Summer Vacation Preparation


    We finished the exams without any trouble. The only events we had left before summer vacation would be the closing ceremony. We still couldn’t let our guard down though, depending on our performance, we could end up having to attend make-up classes for the whole month.


    This applied especially to Nozomu and Amami-san.


    After classes were over, we only had homeroom left. Amami-san approached me when I was packing my stuff.


    “Maki-kun~ How were your grades?”


    “About the same as usual. How about yours, Amami-san? From the looks of it, I assume that they’re pretty good?”


    “Hehe, you can tell?”


    When she trotted happily to me while embracing her test result, it was easy to tell.


    “Amazing, your average grade is higher than the class average. The exam scope this time was wider than usual too, you did a good job.”


    “Thank you~ Hehe, I’m a student of this school too, you know? I could do it if I try a little!”


    “Mhm, you’re amazing. In one subject only though.”


    “Huh? What are you talking about, Maki-kun? The only exam that matters is the English exam!”


    “Please return to reality, Amami-san.”


    Her English score was high as usual, but she barely passed for science and math. Overall, her performance on those two subjects were only slightly better than the midterm exam.


    Well, score-wise at least. We couldn’t really use that as a comparison since the scope was wider this time. The class average dropped because of it, so that helped her get above the average.


    In conclusion, I could see improvements in her studies.


    “Oh right, about the summer class, what did your mom say, Maki-kun?”
 “Ah, she’s okay with it. I told her that I’ll be going with everyone and she immediately gave me permission.”


    We decided to adopt Nitta-san’s idea and attend summer class instead of cram school. We would be attending the class at the same cram school where Nitta-san’s sister, Yuna-san, attended. The class was short as it was only held for a week and it was cheaper as well. This way, we could get a feel for the atmosphere of a real cram school while having enough time to relax and have fun during the vacation.


    Like Umi said, Nitta-san could be useful at times. Of course, I wouldn’t say that to her face, that would just be rude.


    The usual group of four would be the ones attending. Nozomu couldn’t due to club practice. There were a lot of courses to go for, but since we were here to accompany Amami-san, we decided to pick a single course that we could attend together.


    “Hehe, I’m looking forward to our time together during the vacation! It’s a shame that we’re planning to study instead of having fun, but at least we’ll all be together! I’m motivated now!”


    “Motivated enough to finish your summer homework?”


    “…Now you’re just killing my motivation.”


    “Zero points for Amami-san.”


    The summer class was good and all, but neglecting school homework because of it would be putting the cart before the horse. I guess it would be Umi’s and my duty to watch over her studies properly.


    Also, this would be a good opportunity for Umi and I to get a feel of what was to come. We couldn’t let our guard down if we wanted to enter the university of our choice.


    “Okay, everyone~ Sit down, sit down~ I know you are all excited for the vacation, but there are still things we have to take care of first.”


    Yagisawa-sensei entered the classroom with a stack of handouts, probably enough for the entire class.


    When everyone was properly seated, she distributed the handouts to us. I took a glance at it and saw the word ‘Athletic Festival’ on it.


    …Ah right, that exists, yeah.


    “Some of you may have forgotten, but since we had a cultural festival last year, this year we would be having an athletic festival as per the tradition. There is a schedule for it as stated on the printout… Ugh, I don’t want to badmouth my alma mater, but seriously? Holding this kind of event in September? What are they thinking?”


    The whole class, or rather, the whole student body should share the same sentiment as her. For some reason, our school held the athletic festival in early September instead of October or November like the cultural festival.


    In other words, everyone who wanted to participate had to start practicing  right after Obon in August if they wanted to win. The student council, the committees and the majority of the clubs would be especially busy during this period.


    “We should decide on the members who will participate in each event for today, but before that, let’s decide on the committee members first. If you wish to volunteer, you can raise your…”


    Sensei looked around the classroom, but of course, no one raised their hands.


    “…Fine, lottery it is then.”


    And so, it was decided that we would be drawing another lottery, just like last year.


    This time, four people would be chosen. Two for assisting the student council as committee members and another two in charge of the class’ backboard.


    The backboard was a large board that would be placed behind the audience from each class on the day of the event. They would be filled with pictures chosen by the students. We could put anything we wanted there, but they would usually decide on a theme beforehand.


    I’d never seen one in person since we held a cultural festival instead last year, but from the old pictures I’d seen, each of the class’ backboards made a big impression on me. The scale was simply different compared to what we had in middle school.


    …And naturally, problems sprouted from that.


    “By the way, the ones in charge of the backboard would be exempt from participating in the events. It takes a lot of time to prepare after all, so you won’t have time for practice. If you aren’t good at sports, but want to contribute in another way, you might consider going for this position. We’ll draw a lottery for it, but you can still contact me if you’re interested. The deadline will be the first day of August.”


    From the handout that sensei gave us, we would need to prepare for the event starting from early August. In other words, our actual summer vacation would be shorter than expected.


    I had two choices now. One, to just enjoy my vacation and hold the rest of the class back or two, put up with it so no one would complain about it.


    …Whatever, I’ll just draw the lot first.


    “…”


    If I drew a hit, I would be forced to do it, so I should be aiming for blanks. I would volunteer if Umi would work with me, but I’d have to wait until next year when we might be in the same class.


    I drew a random slip and handed it over to Yagisawa-sensei.


    “Ah, you’re safe this time, huh, Maehara-kun?”


    “I’m not that lucky to ‘win’ twice in a row.”


    Hitting that miss made me feel relieved.


    I wondered how it went with Umi’s class, but since she hasn’t texted me yet, I guessed there had been no problems so far.


    Everything proceeded smoothly and two people were chosen through the latter and assigned as committee members. Only the two spots for the backboard remained.


    There were only ten people left who hadn’t drawn the lot, so one of the slots should be taken soon–


    “Ah, I got it…”


    There you go, Amami-san was the lucky star again this time.


    At that moment, the boys in the classroom started making a lot of noise.


    “Oh~ It’s Amami-san, huh? C’mon boys, there is still an open spot~ Which one among you wants to show Amami-san his manly side, hm?”


    None of the boys raised their hands, but a few of them were seriously thinking about it.


    Trading their summer vacation time for a chance to get closer to Amami-san, they were thinking really hard about it.


    In the end, no one raised their hand.


    The lot proceeded smoothly and a certain male student got the jackpot.


    “Um, here it is, sensei…”


    “Alright, congratulations, Ooyama-kun. Well, you’re the last one, so it’s no surprise.”


    “Haha, well… I’ll try to do my best.”


    Ooyama-kun chuckled and returned to his seat. Some people looked at him enviously, but he didn’t seem to be particularly happy about this. But at the same time, he didn’t seem to be against it either.


    “Sorry, Maki-kun, I blew it… What should we do now?”


    “It can’t be helped. Let’s talk about it with everyone later, okay? We can lend you a hand when it comes to it.”


    After that, I immediately texted Umi.

  


  
    Chapter 211 – Summer School (1)


    Thanks to Amami-san’s unusual bad luck, we had to discuss what to do about our plans going forward. But before that, we had to deal with something else first.


    On the first day of summer vacation. I left home with Umi and waited for Amami-san and Nitta-san in front of the ticket gate at the station. We were going to attend the summer class today.


    The class would run from 9am to 3pm for seven days (weekdays only). Which meant a quarter of my summer vacation would be filled with studying. Well, it was a good opportunity for me because I had a habit of slacking off during summer vacations.


    “Sorry Umi, I need to use the toilet…”


    “Again? Didn’t you go before we left?”


    “I can’t help it, okay? This is my first time going to summer school. I’m nervous!”


    “Ah~ So that’s why~ This is your first time, huh? I’m amazed you actually passed our school’s entrance exam without attending one. You must have worked really hard on your own. Well, you don’t need to worry, I’ll be with you all day.”


    “Thank you… I still need to go though.”


    “Well, go quickly then.”


    I let go of Umi’s hand and went straight to the men’s toilet.


    It was still early in the morning, but I already saw a lot of people my age roaming around the station. I guess everyone was in high spirits. It was the first day of summer vacation after all.


    The toilet was crowded. I had to wait a while before my turn came. Suddenly, someone tapped my shoulder.


    “I knew it, it’s you isn’t it, Maki? What’s up? Ah, right, you guys are going to summer school today.”


    “Morning, Nozomu. What’s with the uniform? You have practice today?”


    “Yeah… The coach is making us play a lot of games this summer… On top of that, we have regular practice and training camp… Summer school, huh? I’m so jealous…”
 “I don’t think it’s something to be jealous about though…”


    It was a real pity that he kept getting left out. I hoped that all five of us could hang out together before the break ended. If it was impossible during the day, we could hang out at night instead. There would be festivals and other events later, so during those days, we could hang out together. Chilling at my house was also an option.


    Regarding the relationship between Amami-san and Nozomu, even though they were close enough as normal friends, there was still a delicate distance between them.


    I didn’t want to meddle too much, but I could try helping them a little. Creating opportunities for them to be together should be enough.


    “Keep an eye on Amami-san for me, Maki. Make sure there aren’t any annoying bugs around her. Use Asanagi and Nitta the best you can. I’m counting on you, bro.”


    “I don’t mind, but will there really be those kinds of people there? I mean, they’re paying to study there. Going out of their way to do that just to try to get into a girl’s pants is…”


    “Oh, believe me, there are. You wouldn’t believe the kind of people you’d meet at those places. The people applying for higher difficulty courses are the exception, but anywhere else, the bugs are everywhere.”


    Was that really the case? He didn’t seem to be joking, maybe he saw something back when he attended cram school for our high school entrance exam.


    “If that’s the case, wouldn’t they go after Umi and Nitta-san too?


    “Of course they would. Both of them are pretty, especially Asanagi. They’re gonna swarm around her if you let your guard down.”


    “Ugh…”


    I started to feel uneasy.


    Amami-san and Nitta-san aside, I didn’t want that kind of person to talk to Umi. Hell, I didn’t want them to breathe the same air as her.


    I wouldn’t let them lay their hands on my precious girlfriend.


    I knew that the three of them were more than capable of taking care of themselves, but I shouldn’t let my guard down. For now, I should remember what Nozomu just told me and keep a close eye on all three of them, just in case.


    “Got it. I’ll make the three of them cooperate with me. I don’t think I could do everything myself.”


    “Good. If things get out of hand, call me immediately. I’ll use my authority as the baseball club captain to discipline the annoying guys. Of course, I’ll be bringing the entire club with me.”


    “Hold back a little, will you?”


    It was reassuring to know that the baseball club had our backs. I should keep this in mind and contact him immediately as soon as things start getting annoying.


    I doubt that it’d happen though.


    “Alright, my train is here, see ya. Good luck with your studies, Maki.”


    “You too. Good luck with your match.”


    “Roger.”


    I parted with Nozomu and went back to the meeting place.


    The two girls Umi and I were waiting for were already there by the time I got back.


    “Ah, there’s Maki-kun! Good morning~ Everything okay? You were in the toilet for quite a while~”


    “Jeez, it’s just summer class, Rep. Why are you acting like a grade schooler on his first field trip?”


    It had been a while since I last saw them in their casual clothes. Too bad we weren’t here to play around today. I could tell that they put some effort into dressing up. Amami-san was wearing a shirt, jeans and a pair of sneakers. Meanwhile Nitta-san was dressed in loose clothes that didn’t show off her body line too much.


    I was wearing my usual shirt and half-pants. Meanwhile, Umi was wearing a summer knit and jeans. We also had the bags we used during our trip a while back to hold our reference books.


    “Okay, everyone’s here, let’s get on the train. There’s still time before class starts.”


    “Ah, wait a minute. Rep, we’re still waiting for someone. She went to the convenience store to buy something.”


    “Huh? Another person?”


    “Yeah. Well, she’s just tagging along, don’t worry about her too much. She won’t be attending class with us anyway.”


    Amami-san and Umi didn’t say anything, so there shouldn’t be anything strange about the mystery person Nitta-san was talking about. But for some reason, Nitta-san was acting strangely.


    As I was wondering what kind of person could make Nitta-san act this way, a girl approached us with hurried steps.


    “Sorry for the wait, everyone. I forgot to bring lunch, so I had to buy some… Ah, are you the boy I’ve been hearing about? She called you Rep or something, right?”


    “Yes, my name is Maehara… Are you, by any chance?…”


    The answer to my question was obvious. The girl resembled Nitta-san.


    “Ah right, sorry, I haven’t introduced myself yet. Thank you for always taking care of my stupid little sister. I’m Yuna, Nina’s older sister. Nice to meet you.”


    “Casually calling your own little sister stupid? Look in the mirror, stupid.”


    “Huh? I’m just telling him the truth. Just face it, your grades are bad and no matter how many times I told you not to, you kept wandering around in your undies like an idiot– Ouch! What are you doing?!”


    “There’s a boy here! You should learn to shut your damn mouth!”


    “Which mouth? Also, what are you so embarrassed about? Your grades? Or the fact that you’ve been running around the house in your undies?”


    “Oh, just shut up!”


    I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that new information. Anyway, it was the first time I’d seen Nitta-san this flustered.


    The sight of Nitta-san blushing and slapping her sister’s arm was a new sight to me and the other girls.

  


  
    Chapter 212 – Summer School (2)


    After separating the quarreling siblings and calming Nitta-san down, we hopped on the train.


    There was a good reason why Yuna-san came with us. Apparently, if you introduced the cram school to other people, they’d give you something depending on how many referrals you brought in. You’d have to accompany them to the school as a part of the procedure.


    “I’ve always wondered how pretty you were since my sister wouldn’t shut up about it, but now I understand what all the fuss was about… You really are one hell of a pretty girl. I’ve seen plenty of people with half foreign blood, but none of them have the same blond hair and blue eyes like you do… I wanna take a selfie with you later, do you mind?~”


    “Yuna, you’re troubling her, stop it! Stop embarrassing me, please.”


    “Hahaha… Ninacchi, your sister is an interesting person…”


    I’d been observing the two siblings silently. It was funny to see Nitta-san, who normally talked without any filter, being cornered by her sister like this.


    Well, there was also the possibility that Nitta-san was trying to maintain the balance of the conversation, since we would definitely be overwhelmed if she were to act like her normal self.


    Nitta-san was really good at this. She’d always adjust her behavior depending on who she was talking to.


    “Sorry, I’m older than everyone here, but I guess I’ve been a bit too childish. I’ve been stressed because I’ve been doing nothing but studying since last month. This is the first time in a while I could talk freely with other people like this. I have friends I could talk to, but they are all moody because of their mock exams results, so yeah, I don’t want to bother them.”


    “Oh yeah, I heard that you’re going to the municipal school outside the district, is that true, Yuna-senpai? It’s the best school around, isn’t it? Studying there sounds really tough…”


    “It isn’t the best one, well that detail isn’t important… Anyway, yeah, it’s pretty tough. The school prioritizes academics, so it’s just study, study and study. The school events are bland and boring. I’ve been thinking that I should’ve gone to Joutou High instead. I mean, with a kouhai as cute as you, I could die happily as a senpai~ The only downside of going there is that others would find out that this rascal is my little sister.”


    “That’s my line, you disgrace of an older sister.”


    “How exactly? You should be proud to have an outstanding older sister like me. Don’t you think so too, Maehara-kun?”


    “Don’t bring me to this, please…”


    


    I’m not a good enough talker to know which side I should pick at times like these.


    The easy answer would be taking Nitta-san’s side since I was more familiar with her, but if I did it thoughtlessly, there was a possibility that it would ruin Umi’s mood.


    In fact, she had been pinching my side for a while now. She didn’t put much force into it, so it didn’t hurt, but that could change at a moment’s notice if I let my guard down. Depending on her mood, she could tear my side apart.


    What should I do? Someone, help me…


    “Hehe, you don’t need to be so defensive, Asanagi-chan. I won’t take your precious boyfriend from you.”


    “I-I know that… Wait, you know that we are dating? Did Nina tell you about us?”


    “Nope, it was an educated guess. You two are like an open book after all. Besides, Nina wouldn’t tell me anything about her friends unless I asked her.”


    “Of course I wouldn’t! I’m not a grade school kid!”


    “Huh? Isn’t talking about your friends a normal thing to do, Ninacchi? I’ve always talked about everyone with my parents. The other day, I told them a lot about Nagisa-chan. You also did the same, right Umi? You talked about Maki-kun to your parents too, right?”


    “Um, yeah, but unlike you, I wouldn’t tell them every single thing I did with Maki. Also, why did you mention only Maki’s name in that question?”


    She wasn’t lying about this.


    Also, I was the same as Umi. I told my mom about the things I did with Umi, but I didn’t tell her everything. We had our own secrets to keep as well.


    “Hm… Three girls including my little sister. Maehara-kun’s a bold one, isn’t he? Monopolizing three cute girls by himself. Wouldn’t the other boys be jealous of you?”


    “Monopolizing is the wrong way to put it, but I guess from an outsider’s perspective, that’s how it looks, huh?”


    We had another boy in our group, but he was busy with his club activities, so most of the time, there were only four of us when we hung out. An outsider could easily come to that conclusion after seeing us.


    The people at our school were used to seeing us like that, but the same thing couldn’t be said for the people at the summer school. I guess I had to brace myself for the upcoming trouble.


    Of course I wouldn’t distance myself from Amami-san or Nitta-san just to avoid some trouble. They were my precious friends and compared to what other people thought, their feelings were way more important to me.


    Besides, I’m just trying to have fun with my girlfriend and my other friends. There was nothing wrong with what I’m doing and no one had the right to say otherwise.


    “Could you not lump me inside Rep’s harem? He’s a good friend of mine, but he isn’t my type. I like handsome, tall and rich guys, okay? Don’t forget about that.”


    “Huh, really? You’ve become quieter lately, I thought you forgot about that nonsensical dream of yours. I thought for sure that the kind and quiet Maehara-kun influenced you in one way or another. I mean, you’re always influenced by the boys you like. Even your hobbies and appearance were based on your exes tastes, right?”


    “Ugh, why are you spilling everything?! I understand what you’re trying to say, but our relationship isn’t like that! Besides, we will never be a thing, you know? He isn’t even tall, his face is just decent and he isn’t athletic at all. Well, he can study and is kind enough to lend me his notes though… I appreciate him for that…”


    I knew that she was trying to hide her embarrassment, but I wish she would hold back a little.


    Well, her words were true, but who cares. I mean, despite those bad points, there was someone who loved me with all her heart.


    In any case, from now on, I should stop lending her my notes for a while as punishment. I was planning to let her off the hook, but after seeing Umi pouting because Nitta-san was shit-talking me changed my mind.

  


  
    Chapter 213 – Summer School (3)


    After getting off the train, Yuna-san led us to the cram school. Although we weren’t familiar with this part of town, the cram school’s name was written on the window of the large building just outside the station’s ticket gates. We wouldn’t get lost even if we went by ourselves. The cram school was actually quite well-known in our city.


    “Woah, so many people~ I guess we aren’t the only ones who are trying to study, huh?”


    Like Amami-san said, there were a lot of students who were lining up on the first floor, where the reception desk was located. Like us, they were here to register for the summer class. There were a few uniforms among the crowd that I was unfamiliar with.


    After we finished registering, we went up the escalator to the classroom where our class would be held.


    The room was cool because it had an AC installed in it. There was a large and long blackboard, long desks and chairs. It was the kind of set-up you’d see in lecture halls at famous universities. In addition, there was a camera installed at the back. They would record the content of the lecture and upload it online so we could review it on our own time.


    “Alright, that should be enough, I’ll leave you guys to your own devices now. If my dumb little sister falls asleep, give her a good spanking for me, okay?”


    “I’m not going to do that! If you’re done then hurry up and go home!”


    “Jeez, fine, fine. It wouldn’t hurt to act cuter toward your big sister, you know? Anyway, study hard, everyone. Do your best.”


    After we said our goodbyes to Yuna-san, we went to secure seats. The ideal spot for me would be the corner in the back where I would try to lay low.


    “Where do you want to sit, Yuu?”


    “At the front! There are empty spots for all four of us there!”


    There were empty seats at the back too, but there were people sitting there already, so we couldn’t sit together if we were to sit at the back. Since Amami-san had a tendency to fall asleep during lectures, it would be better to sit together to make sure that she was listening to the lectures properly.


    “Let’s go to the front then. Don’t worry about me, Umi, I’m fine. There’s nowhere else to sit anyway. Besides, the desk is right at the center so it’s easier to see the board.”


    “If you say so… What about you, Nina?”


    “I’ll go wherever you guys go. Ah, you and Rep shouldn’t sit next to each other, okay? I don’t want to deal with your flirting during the class!”


    “What do you mean? We’re conscious enough to not do that during class, okay? …Maybe.”


    “Why did you hesitate at the end there?”


    Well, it was true that I’d get distracted if Umi were to sit beside me. I decided to accept Nitta-san’s suggestion out of consideration for everyone.


    So, we took our seats in the following order from left to right: Nitta-san, me, Amami-san, Umi. Amami-san was sandwiched between Umi and I so we could keep an eye on her. It would be our duty to wake her up if she dozed off.


    As for Nitta-san… Well, since she was beside me, I would be the one to help her if she failed to understand something.


    “Ehehe, this is my first time sitting between you two when studying~ I’m so excited! I’ll be in your care!~”
 “Young lady, you aren’t thinking of dozing off now, are you? I’ll have you know that if you do, I won’t let you off unscathed. I don’t care about our surroundings, I’ll make you experience hell, so be prepared.”


    “M-Maki-kun… H-Help…”


    “Haha, do your best, Amami-san.”


    Amami-san shot me her puppy-eyes look, but that wouldn’t work on me because I’m on Umi’s side here. Besides, we were here to study, so I shouldn’t spoil Amami-san too much.


    Well, she might look like a spoiled child, but as one could see from her exam results, she could do it if she put her mind to it, so I’m sure that she’ll take the lecture seriously when it starts.


    Not long after, the teacher walked into the class, so we stopped talking and diverted our attention to the blackboard.


    It was my first time going to a lecture in a cram school like this. Likely due to the course being their area of expertise, the teacher’s explanation was clear and easy to understand for me. They taught us a few tricks to solving exam problems that the school didn’t teach us, it was quite interesting.


    While I had no problem understanding the contents of the lecture, Amami-san and Nitta-san seemed to be having a hard time.


    “Ah, I’m still not done taking notes…”


    “Oh crap, I was spaced out for a bit and we’re already on the next page…”


    They muttered to themselves. The lecture proceeded on the assumption that the students understood the material to some extent, so the pace was faster than at school.


    The teacher said that the students were welcome to ask questions anytime if they didn’t understand something, but the pace was so fast that before the students could figure out what they didn’t understand, the teacher would have already moved on to the next page. Therefore, once you stumbled, it would be hard for you to keep up with the class again.


    Since they recorded the lecture, we could rewatch it whenever we wanted to or we could ask the teacher after class. It was quite convenient for me, but I could understand other people having difficulties with this kind of lecturing style.


    Despite some of us having trouble with the lecture, it proceeded for ninety minutes.


    “Ugh, I thought I was prepared for this, but as expected, it’s tough… Did you understand what the teacher said, Ninacchi?”


    “To be honest, I didn’t understand half of it… What about you two? Well, I’m sure you guys are doing okay.”


    “I mean, we learned this subject in our first year, you know? Then again, the teacher mostly talked about applied problems, so it’s understandable that you’d find it hard. What do you think, Maki?”


    “Yeah. It’s just the first day, it’s normal for you two to stumble a little. You’ll get used to this if you keep this up, so don’t worry and take your time. And, uh… I guess I’ll help you whenever I can.”


    It would be hard if they were only listening listlessly to the lecture. They had to set a goal for themselves and work to achieve it. If they were to do that, I’m sure they could accomplish a lot in this summer class.


    “What a showoff, even though you’re just Rep~”


    “Buzz off… Also, we have some time until the next class starts. Wanna go somewhere else? The air here is bad.”


    At my words, the three girls nodded with wry smiles.


    I had been concentrating on the lecture, so I didn’t think much of it, but when break time came, I could feel the gazes that were sent to our group.


    I could hear them muttering about Amami-san’s appearance and my presence near her, the same old stupid mutterings that I used to hear. Even though I got used to it, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t get annoyed hearing it over and over again.


    ‘Seriously, why the hell are you guys ogling girls instead of studying?’


    We decided to look for a place where we could take a break together.

  


  
    Chapter 214 – Blame Summer for This


    “Phew, that’s only the morning class? Only three hours have passed but I feel so tired…”


    Amami-san stretched her hands as the bell rang to announce the end of the second period. It was the start of our fifteen minutes break.


    She didn’t fall asleep at all during the lecture, that was why she looked so sleepy right now.


    “Unlike school, one class here is ninety minutes long, I lost my concentration near the end too… Oi Yuu, get away from me, it’s hot!”


    “You say that, but you do this all the time with Maki-kun, it’s unfair!”


    “H-He’s special, okay? A-Also, stop dawdling, I’m hungry! Our break is shorter here!”


    Afternoon classes started at 1pm and just like in the morning, there would be two classes. We had to use our break time efficiently here.


    “What do you want to eat, Maki? There’s a convenience store on the first floor, we can buy some food and eat it here.”


    “I kinda want to eat outside, there are plenty of restaurants nearby. Besides, I don’t think we can eat in peace here…”


    “Right. Nina and I aside, I don’t think Yuu will enjoy eating here.”


    After she said that, Umi turned her gaze around and in that instant, the boys who had been staring at us turned their gazes away.


    Did they really think that we didn’t notice their gazes? I had been noticing their antics since the first recess. It was hard not to notice their fervent gazes and mutterings toward Amami-san.


    ‘Who’s that cute girl? Why is that dull guy there?’ and so on.


    We didn’t say it out loud, but we were quite disgusted by their behavior.


    Also, there were faces that clearly weren’t here in the morning. There was no way that they were the people who came late to the summer class because it was the first day of class. In other words, they were people who came over after hearing about Amami-san. They definitely came here to check her out.


    “Hahaha… Sorry, everyone. Even though we’re here to study, you have to deal with this because of me…”


    “It’s not your fault, Yuuchin, don’t apologize… Seriously, what are they even doing? This is a cram school, you’re supposed to look at the blackboard, not ogle girls.”


    “Agreed. But, that’s rich coming from you, Nina. Wouldn’t you be the one to ogle if there’s a cool guy here?”


    “I’m a changed woman, okay? I’ve gone through some things too and honestly, I don’t want to bother with that kind of thing now. I don’t need a boyfriend, I’m happy that you two are with me. I don’t care if Rep is here or not, though~”


    “Stop making me the butt of your jokes.”


    “Hehe, stop teasing him, Ninacchi. He’s part of our group. It wouldn’t be fun to leave him behind~”


    We successfully cheered her up with that joke. We left the classroom and headed outside the cram school.


    On our way, there were still people glancing at Amami-san. It was understandable, since she stood out a lot.


    We were used to seeing her, but that wasn’t the case for other people. That was especially true for people who weren’t from our school.


    “Where should we go, Maki? Nina, Yuu, do you have a place in mind?”


    “I don’t. I’m a bit tight on money though, so we shouldn’t go to expensive places. What about you, Ninacchi?”


    “Me too. Rep, choose a place for us.”


    They left the decision to me. I had no idea where to go either though.


    Since it was lunch time and we were in the business district, the adults were also lining up for their lunch break. If we took too long choosing a place, we would miss our afternoon class.


    We could go back to the convenience store to buy something, but that would be dumb, wouldn’t it?


    “Since we don’t have much time, let’s go over there.”


    In the end, I pointed to a certain hamburger chain restaurant that I usually went to.


    There wasn’t anything special about the place, but the prices there were reasonable even if you ordered a full meal. The place was also spacious and there were seats available. We could eat and return to class quickly if we were to go there.


    …Also, this was the place I usually went to with Umi whenever we went out (or on our dates). Because we loved our junk food, we often went there instead of family restaurants and the like.


    “As expected of Rep, choosing a place like this… Well, not like I mind, the food is tasty.”


    “I love the nuggets and the fries there! Ah, the drinks have too much ice in them though, so it’s really bland…”


    “I feel you. Alright, Maki and I will order the food, so you two go get us a seat.”


    ““Roger~””


    We parted from Amami-san and Nitta-san and immediately joined the line.


    They told us to just order whatever we wanted, so we decided to order the same thing for all four of us. We only needed to change up our side dishes so Amami-san could have her fill of the fries and nuggets. Also, since Umi and I loved mustard, we would be ordering that for our sauce.


    “Maki~”


    “Hm?”


    “Ma~ki~”


    “Uh, what?”


    “Jeez, you know what I want, just do it!”


    “Then ask for it like a normal person. Well, fine, I’ll let it slide.”


    “Hehe, here’s my hand~”


    “Mm.”


    After Amami-san and Nitta-san were out of our sights, we held each other’s hands.


    I managed to concentrate on studying thanks to Amami-san sitting between us, but it still felt frustrating to not be able to touch Umi even though we were so close to each other.


    “Umi… After today’s class is done…”


    “Hm?”


    “Do you want to work on our homework together at my place? I’m in the mood for it, maybe we can get some work done today.”


    “…Will you invite Yuu and Nina as well?”


    “Of course not, it’ll be just the two of us.”


    I knew that studying was important, but I wanted to spend my time with Umi as much as possible. It was summer vacation, after all.


    Such feelings welled up within me as soon as I held her hands.


    I’ll blame the summer for this.


    “Hehe, my Maki is so selfish~ But I like that idea. I’ll call my mom and tell her I’ll eat at your house today.”


    “Sorry for asking out of the blue, Umi.”


    “It’s fine, I don’t mind spoiling my selfish boyfriend~ Come here~”


    “Don’t do that please, we’re in public.”


    “Can’t hear you~ Here, here~”


    I finally managed to fill up my Umi-energy that I’d been craving since early morning.


    Now, I’m looking forward to the end of class.

  


  
    Chapter 215 – Fun in July


    After filling both my stomach and my heart by eating and flirting with Umi, we went back to the classroom for afternoon lecture.


    We managed to finish our lunch quickly, so we had around ten minutes before the lecture started. We decided to kill some time on the first floor.


    “Umi, what should we do for tomorrow’s lunch? I still have money left, but if we do this everyday…”


    “Right… There are cheaper places to eat in, but those places are always crowded… What do you think, Maki?”


    “Well, mom gave me money for lunch separately, but if possible, I would love to save some money.”


    So far, we hadn’t planned to go anywhere other than cram school, but since it was summer vacation, I had to consider the possibility of going on dates with Umi.


    If possible, I wanted to have a little extra cash for dates.


    “Huh, in other words, you’re rich, Rep. You’re similar to my sister, she uses her own savings to have fun too… She won’t ask my parents for extra money… I guess I should ask for extra shifts at my part-time job…”


    “Huh, you have a part-time job, Nitta-san?”


    “Right, I never told you about this, huh? I’m working at a drugstore just a station away from here. My shifts are on weekends, that’s why I can play around as much as I like on weekdays.”


    “I see…”


    This was news to me, but since it was Nitta-san we were talking about, I wasn’t surprised. Within our group, she seemed to be the best in terms of time management.


    I could imagine her working while complaining about her workload, yet she would still do her job properly.


    “By the way, Yuuchin, have you thought about taking a part-time job as a model or something? Eri-san should be able to help you with that, right?”


    “No, I haven’t. I’m too shy to have my pictures taken in front of a lot of people, you see…”


    “I see. What about you, Umi? Back in middle school, you and Yuuchin should have received a scouting offer or two from an idol agency, right?”


    “Eh? Um…”


    Judging from her reaction, it seemed like she really was scouted by an agency or two.


    I was surprised, but then again, both Umi and Amami-san were cute.


    Moreover, their middle school’s blazer stood out, so it was easy to notice them among the crowd.


    “Calm down, I’m not going to be mad or anything.”


    “S-Sorry… I forgot to tell you about it… It isn’t because I’m trying to hide it from you or anything…”


    She immediately clung to me after that.


    Normally, she looked like a firm person, but she tended to get anxious quite easily. I was used to this side of her, so I was able to react accordingly.


    Of course, people around us would think that we were showing off, but it was a small price for Umi’s happiness.


    “Um… I got scouted once when I was a third year back in middle school… I was on my way to school by myself, since my mental state wasn’t good at that time and I wasn’t interested, I didn’t even take their business card. I even suspected that it was a scam…”


    “I see. Well, Umi is prettier than me, honestly, you’re more suited to be a model!”


    “You’re the only one who’d ever say that to me, my dear best friend. Anyway, why did we go off tangent like this? Seriously, Nina, what were you thinking?”


    “Hey, hey, it just means that we’re getting along really well as friends. Right, Rep?”


    “Uh… I guess?”


    Thinking back, the fact that I could get along with these three beautiful girls (one of them was my girlfriend though) made me look like I was quite the lucky man.


    Though, there was a huge drawback to being in my position, since everyone stared at me with jealous eyes and kept talking behind my back. I didn’t mind them though, since all my friends were great, including Nozomu.


    That is why I’ll try my best to live well so I wouldn’t waste this lucky opportunity that I had.


    “Uh… About lunch… I have something in mind…”


    “Now that’s my Maki. What is it, my love? Tell me what you are thinking.”


    “Well, I’m planning to bring my own lunch from tomorrow onwards, so if you guys want, I can make some for everyone…”


    “Bringing your own lunch, huh?… Then we just have to hand the ingredient money to you and you’ll make it for everyone? Wouldn’t it trouble you?”


    “Well, it won’t take that much effort to cook a little more.”


    I made my own lunch often, so I was used to the work.


    The only problem would be the ingredient costs, but like they said, it would be fine if everyone pitched in.


    “I’d love for you to make lunch for me, but… I don’t want to burden you, Maki… Besides, I can just ask my mom.”


    “I know, but I kinda want to do something different once in a while, you know?”


    It would only be for the duration of summer school, which would only be for six days at most, so it wouldn’t be much trouble for me. I had a lot of time, I could do menial tasks like making the side dishes in the meantime.


    Of course, I was aware that I was making a crazy suggestion here, but this was both my first and last summer vacation where I could play around freely with everyone.


    Like the trip with Umi last time, I wanted to make lasting memories that I’d always remember even when I got older.


    This had been my goal ever since that Christmas Day.


    “If you say so, then… What do you two think?”


    “I’m okay with it. I mean, I can’t make it myself anyway, so if he said it’s not much trouble for him, then I’ll take him up on his offer.”


    “Yeah, if it doesn’t bother Maki-kun, then I’ll leave it to him… Ah, about the side dishes, why don’t we make it together on the weekend? Cooking together sounds like fun!”


    “Cooking? Us? Are you sure, Yuu? I think it’ll be safer if we become taste testers for him instead…”


    “I can cook if I put my mind to it, okay?! Fine, I’ll ask my mom to teach me when I get home!”


    “Let’s take a step back for a second here. I’ll do all the cooking, okay?”


    I was probably the only one in this group who could cook decently. If I left those three to their own devices, the kitchen would turn into a scene from hell. It would make for a funny story, but I’d rather not have to deal with that.


    I thought I would be spending the rest of July studying, who knew that I could be having fun this way.

  


  
    Chapter 216 – A Little Jealousy


    Before break time was over, we tried to motivate ourselves to get through the remaining three hours of summer school.


    Because it was after lunch break, I felt really sleepy. Despite that, I managed to get through the lectures together with Umi and Nitta-san. As for Amami-san, we had to wake her up multiple times during the lecture.


    I heard that there would be a quiz on the last day of class. I guess I had to review and prepare for the quiz when I got home. For now though, I could take a break for a bit.


    “Ngh~ Finally finished for the day… It felt like I studied a year’s worth of material… I want to go home and quickly go to bed…”


    “Hey, hey, I know you’re tired and all, but you still have to work a little harder. Take out your notes.”


    The afternoon class’ pace was even faster than the morning class. Except for Umi and I, the other two looked even sleepier during the lecture. If we left them by themselves, they would have trouble following the second day of class, that was why we decided to stay to review the contents of the lecture.


    Fortunately, there were no more lectures scheduled to be held in this class, so we were free to use it until the whole building closed. The reason why we didn’t move to a different location was because there was a possibility that we would get distracted.


    “Ah, sorry everyone, I have to go to the toilet. Umi, can I leave you in charge for now?”


    “Okay. That means we’ll be starting with math first. Look at those two, they looked excited when they heard ‘math’.”


    “I’ll leave it to you then. I’ll buy you all some drinks on the way back.”


    “Now we’re talking. It’s your treat, right, Rep?~”


    “Ugh… Fine… Every drink here is 100 yen each anyway…”


    Me and my big mouth… Well, at least Umi and Amami-san would pay me back later.


    After listening to their requests, I went to the men’s toilet. In this building, the toilets were spread like this: The men’s toilets were placed on even-numbered floors and the women’s toilets were placed on odd-numbered floors. They probably did it to save some space in the building. Anyway, since I was on the fifth floor, I’d have to go to the fourth floor first. The vending machine was on the first floor, so I had to walk quite a distance in the end.


    Since it was my first time on the fourth floor, I got a little lost, but I managed to find the toilet without issue.


    When I placed my hand on the door, it suddenly opened and someone came out from inside.


    “Oh!”
 “W-Whoa!”


    Like me, the other party probably didn’t realize that there was someone on the other side, so we managed to bump into each other with considerable force. I managed to step aside, so I only stumbled a little, but the other person moved a few steps back because of the impact.


    “S-Sorry, I just finished with my class, so I was spacing out a little…”


    “No, no, it was me who surprised you, coming out of nowhere like that…”


    ““…Huh?””


    We let out a dumbfounded voice when we realized each other’s identity.


    “Ooyama-kun?”


    “Maehara-kun?”


    The person I ran into was Ooyama-kun, a classmate of mine that I knew really well.


    His full name was Ooyama Takefumi. We were classmates since first year and he was also one of the few acquaintances that I had.


    Since last autumn when I started hanging out with Amami-san and Umi more, I started talking to him less. He was still a good classmate in my mind, though.


    We weren’t close enough to be friends. But, the fact that I bumped into someone I knew was a relief for me.


    “Uh… What a coincidence… You’re attending this summer school too, Ooyama-kun?”


    “Nope, I’ve been attending this cram school since spring… Ah, I see, so that’s why the other guys are noisier than usual…”


    “Huh?”


    “I heard some of the guys in my class say something about a cute blonde girl attending the summer course. I dismissed it at first, but since Maehara-kun is here, that means the others are here too, right?”


    “Yeah. Aside from Nozomu, all four of us are here.”


    I noticed that there were a lot of people visiting our class during the recess, so I figured that someone spread the word. 


    “You’re still on good terms with the three of them, huh? Aside from Asanagi-san and Amami-san, Nitta-san who’s in a different class too… I envy you…”


    “Is it something worth envying? Honestly, being the only man in the group is annoying sometimes.”


    If Nozomu was there, it would have been a different story, but when there were only four of us, I couldn’t join in their conversation sometimes. Like, there was no way I could join in a conversation about clothes and stuff, right?


    It was a different story if Umi and I were only by ourselves though.


    “That’s a given, though? I mean, if you wanna keep getting along with them you have to at least put up with that amount of trouble.”


    “Including the various remarks behind my back? I also have to bear with those?”


    “Ah, no, I didn’t mean that… In any case, unlike me, you are in an enviable position, Maehara-kun, so keep that in mind.”


    “…Sure.”


    I got where he was coming from. I had a cute girlfriend and managed to get some cute girls as friends because of that. To other people who didn’t know anything about our relationship, my position would be something to be coveted.


    But still, it would be unreasonable to say that I had to bear with whatever those guys were saying behind my back. 


    Hating me just because I had something that they didn’t have was just asinine.


    ‘You have to put up with that amount of trouble’ was just a convenient excuse for people who were trying to cope with their situation and it shouldn’t be imposed on other people by any means.


    I knew that Ooyama-kun meant no harm, but hearing him say that without a care in the world pissed me off a little.


    “Uh, sorry, I still have another class to attend, so I have to go now…”


    “Mm.”


    I nodded. Suppressing my unpleasant feelings, I went inside the restroom and took a deep breath.


    I had Umi, Amami-san, Nitta-san and Nozomu… All of them were people who truly understood me. I didn’t need to worry about anything…


    I told myself that and managed to calm down.


    “Phew… I should talk this over with everyone… I don’t think it’s good to keep this bottled up…”


    Thanks to that, I managed to calm down. I hadn’t finished doing my business though, so I proceeded to do that.

  


  
    Chapter 217 – Making Lunch


    Sunday. Today, just as planned, the four of us were going to make side dishes for our lunch. We wouldn’t make anything too complicated though, just something that my mom and I usually made.


    Since we were cooking in my house, the other three would be buying the ingredients. I would be making five people’s worth of food because I also had to make my mom’s portion, so later I’d be giving them extra money for the ingredients.


    “*Yawn*…”


    I let out a yawn after I finished cleaning the house. Because it was summer vacation, I stayed up later than usual last night. I knew that I should rest more because I still had summer school tomorrow, but I couldn’t help it. I spent most of my day studying and found myself unable to sleep after I was done.


    I changed from my sleepwear to my usual clothes and sat listlessly while waiting for the other three to arrive. Suddenly, I heard the sound of the door being unlocked.


    Since I didn’t know when they would be coming, I gave Umi a duplicate key so they could enter the house whenever.


    ‘Woah, you got the key to his house? You’re pretty much his wife already, Umi~’


    ‘Why haven’t you moved in with him yet? Also, isn’t it about time for you to change your name to Maehara Umi?’


    ‘S-Shut up! You two are bothering the neighbors!’


    “That’s exactly the kind of line that a housewife would say, you know?”


    Mom had already given Umi permission to come over whenever she wanted to. We treated her like a member of our family already. She just didn’t impose on us much because of her reserved personality.


    Yes, our moms were friends, but I doubt that my mom would give Nitta-san or Amami-san the same permission if they were in Umi’s shoes.


    Anyway, I should get up and welcome them first.


    “Good morning, Umi.”


    “Good morning, Maki. Hm? Did you just wake up? Your hair looks messy. You didn’t stay up late, did you?”


    “Sadly I did. I don’t know why, but I couldn’t sleep last night… Good morning, Amami-san, Nitta-san.”


    “Hehe, good morning, Maki-kun! It’s been a while since I visited your house this early in the morning, hasn’t it?”


    “Mornin’~ My hands are hurting, where can I put these bags down? Ah, so thirsty…”


    “Give me that. Also, feel free to use the towels over there.”


    I left them to wipe off their sweat and rest while I put the ingredients in the fridge.


    “Maki, let me do your hair.”


    “Go ahead– Ah, wait, Amami-san and Nitta-san–”


    “Don’t mind them.”


    “Fine.”


    The other two were my good friends, but I still felt embarrassed showing them this scene. But I couldn’t overpower Umi, so I had no choice but to bear with it.


    I noticed the other two were taking pictures of us. Why can’t they just watch us in silence? Seriously…


    “Your hair looks messier than usual. Should I cut your hair again later?”


    “Eh, I’ll just go to a barber later. Maybe after summer school is over.”


    “Okay, I’ll let my mom know. After summer school, at my house like last time, alright?”


    “Did you hear what I just said?”


    “Of course I did.”


    “I give up…”


    Honestly, I didn’t care who cut my hair. I only kept moving my mouth to hide my embarrassment. If it was just the two of us, our conversation would normally proceed like this:


    ‘Do you want me to cut your hair?’


    ‘Sure, I’ll be in your care.’


    Yes, the conversation would end that quickly.


    I didn’t like going to a barber, but it wasn’t like I was repulsed by the idea of it.


    I just preferred having Umi do it for me.


    “Hehe… Seeing those two like this reminds me of when we were kids. We used to be like this when Umi and I had just become friends…”


    “Well, back then you were a shy kid like Maki. I had to invite you everyday before you’d go to school or play with me. I was a meddlesome kid back then, huh?”


    I guess that was part of the reason why I caught Umi’s eyes in the first place. My appearance wasn’t as eye-catching as Amami-san, but my personality reminded Umi of her best friend.


    Amami-san and I were polar opposites, but at one point in our lives, we were similar to each other.


    Both of us were saved by Umi and managed to earn a spot in her heart as her best friend and lover respectively.


    “Back then, I couldn’t leave you alone… I thought you’d be lonely if I left you by yourself, that’s why I decided to help you that day. That was just the way I was, meddlesome, always trying to do something unnecessary for the sake of other people. Honestly, I’m still surprised that you didn’t push me away back then, Yuu.”


    “That’s one of your virtues, Umi. Besides, thanks to that personality of yours, you met Maki-kun~ Aren’t you glad, Umi?”


    “Yes, of course. By the way, haven’t you taken enough pictures of us already? Do you two think I won’t notice?”


    I couldn’t see Umi’s face from where I was, but I could guess that she was wearing a gentle expression on her face.


    Maybe I wore the same expression too without realizing it.


    “By the way, Maki, you will never leave my side, will you?”


    “Do you need to ask? Of course I won’t.”


    “Hehe, thank you.”


    I should start thinking about dedicating this whole summer vacation to her.


    It had been half a year since we started dating, but my feelings for her were still going strong.


    “Alright, all done. Enough resting you guys, time to start cooking. We’re not good at controlling the heat, so we’ll leave you to that, Maki. Aside from that, we’ll do our best to help you.”


    “Right! You can leave the veggies to us, Maki-kun! We’ll slice them up real good~”


    “You don’t need to show off your biceps for that, Yuuchin, it’s not that hard of a job. Oh yeah, I’ll be taste testing the food, Rep, please take care of me~”


    “Actually, I have the perfect job for you, Nitta-san. Come with me.”


    I had to cook more than usual, so it would take more time than usual to finish everything. Since the four of us were all here, at least it wouldn’t be boring.


    I wished the other three good luck before I started.


    And so we began cooking and—


    “M-Maki! T-The pot is moving! I-Is there something inside the pot?”


    “Hehe, sorry, Maki-kun, I made a mistake while peeling the potatoes… I accidentally sliced them in half…”


    “Jeez, why can’t these veggies stay still? Are they actually alive? Rep, are these veggies mutated or something?”
 “…”


    Yeah, it wouldn’t be boring with these three here.

  


  
    Chapter 218 – ‘I’m Home’ and ‘Welcome Back’


    So far, our summer vacation has been quite hectic, but we managed to have a good time.


    In summer school, we gradually managed to deal with the gazes that were sent toward us. Because we ignored them completely and probably because they got bored of gossiping about us, we stopped hearing their whispers and managed to concentrate on our studies.


    Overall, I had a good impression of the summer school, but I think it would be a while before I attend this cram school for real.


    “Maki, don’t you think the fire is too small for the kinpira? Should I make it bigger?” (T/N: Kinpira is sauteed and simmered dishes)
 “No, that’s big enough. Wait a little, it’ll sizzle eventually. When the water evaporates, turn the fire off, let it cool, then move it to the bowl.”


    “Roger~”


    The following week after summer school ended. Umi and I were making side dishes together in my house. I didn’t need to make lunch for everyone anymore, but Umi said… 


    ‘I want to learn how to cook.’


    Since she asked for it earnestly, I had no choice but to go along with her. So, we were working together in the kitchen.


    Of course, Amami-san and Nitta-san weren’t here.


    “That’s it I guess… I’ll send you the recipe later, so you can try it at home. You can call me if you don’t understand something.”


    “Thank you, Maki. Sorry to bother you this early in the morning. The other day when we made our lunches together, I gave my mom some and she immediately told me to ask you to teach me how to cook…”


    Things became hectic the other day when we were cooking together, but overall, the girls said that the end result was tasty.


    I prepared various side dishes for them ranging from veggies to fried eggs. It was quite a dainty task to make them all, but thanks to the girls helping me, it didn’t end up too tiring.


    Their response made all my efforts learning to cook worth it. Even if I started cooking out of necessity more than anything.


    “Mm~ It’s tasty! The size of the veggies are uneven, but it still tastes good. Try it, Maki, ah~”


    “Ah… Mm… Yeah, it’s tasty. I think if my mom tries this she won’t realize that you’re the one who made it, Umi. It’s that tasty.”


    The lotus root kinpira she made was a good reproduction of mine. Well, I was there to watch over her, but that shouldn’t be a reason to discredit her. In any case, the kinpira she made was well seasoned and the sweet and sour taste went really well with rice.


    Umi wasn’t good at cooking, but she wasn’t horrible at it like Amami-san, so as long as she put her mind into it, she could manage.


    “Hehe, I guess this is what they call character development?~ Anyway, I remember the thing you taught me. Medium heat and only let the tip of the flame touch the frying pan!”


    “I guess you could call this character development, yes…”


    It was small, but a development was a development I guess…


    “By the way, Maki…”


    “Hm?”


    “Which do you prefer?”


    “What do you mean?”


    Maybe she was asking about my breakfast preference or something? She didn’t give me any options to pick, so I wasn’t sure how to answer her.


    When I asked her back, she shyly turned her face away. I could see her face starting to redden.


    She probably wanted me to guess what the nature of her question was. Either that, or she was just too shy to ask it out loud. Or possibly both.


    “Y-You know, our relationship is going well, right? W-We started as friends and became lovers, then our families approved of our relationship… We went on a trip together and we had our… m-moments… Y-You know what I’m talking about, right?!”


    “Yeah… Our relationship is going well indeed…”


    “R-Right? S-So, I’ve been thinking… I-If we keep this up, we’ll be together in university and after too… S-So, we might one day live together or get married, right? I’ve been wondering which do you prefer?… U-Um…”


    “Ah I see…”


    “I-It’s just a hypothetical question…”


    It was a little early to talk about this kind of thing when we were still so young. But, seeing how our relationship went, this conversation would come up in the near future anyway. I mean, both of us were devoted to each other. As long as there was nothing else going on, we would get together eventually.


    The gender roles in a household had started to blur. Men wouldn’t always have to be the breadwinner and women wouldn’t always have to be the housewives. The roles were interchangeable between the two genders. Our parents wouldn’t interfere with our decision either, so we were free to do whatever we liked.


    “Hm… I mean, I don’t mind becoming a househusband. Honestly, I’ve been enjoying doing the housework lately. Also, looking at my mom made me think that being the breadwinner is kinda scary…”


    “I see. Nina also complained about her part-time job to me sometimes. From her words, working sounds really troublesome.”


    I understood that mom’s workplace was an exception and not the rule and I knew that there were decent jobs out there. But I was still a student. I could only make judgments based on what I saw and heard from people around me, in other words, my mom, Daichi-san and Riku-san. All of them made work seem burdensome, so I became hesitant about working.


    This was why I hadn’t made an effort to apply for any part-time jobs even though I had been thinking about it. Of course I was also busy with my studies and other stuff, but that was only part of the reason why.


    “But, well… If I were to marry you, I’d definitely become the breadwinner instead of a househusband.”
 “So, I’ll be the housewife then?”


    “You can do whatever you want, really… Honestly, I just want to do my best so we can live a happy life as a family, that’s why I’d rather work than stay at home…”


    Of course that didn’t mean I’d neglect everything other than my job. I’ll try to strike a perfect balance between my job and everything else. It was something that my dad failed to do, but Daichi-san managed to do it successfully.


    “I see. So you don’t want me to welcome you when you get back home, hm? I see how it is~”


    “Wait, that’s another thing entirely.”


    I couldn’t give that up easily. I wanted her to welcome me home. I knew how lonely it was without her by my side, so if possible I wanted her to do that every day.


    What a dilemma…


    “That was a cruel question, Umi…”


    “Hehe, sorry~ But now that I think about it, we always greet each other when we visit each other’s houses, but we’ve never done that, have we? Saying ‘I’m home’ and the other person will reply ‘welcome back’. Right, why don’t we try it? I’ll stay inside and you come in from the front door.”


    “We don’t even have part-time jobs yet and you’re already thinking about doing something like this.”


    “I want to say it just this once. Just once. C’mon, go outside, quickly!”


    “This is my house though… The roles should be reversed…”


    In the end, I gave in to her demands. I put on my shoes and went outside.


    Then, I heard the sound of the door being locked.


    Oh, crap. I didn’t have the house key with me.


    [Asanagi: Let me prepare myself for a bit.]


    [Maehara: Fine.]


    I could hear the cicadas’ crying in the distance and feel the warm breeze caressing my cheeks. Was this how it would feel if we got married and Umi kicked me out of the house? As I was imagining that, my phone vibrated.


    [Asanagi: Alright, ring the intercom]


    [Maehara: ‘Kay.]


    As instructed, I rang the intercom and heard the sound of footsteps approaching the door, followed by the sound of the door unlocking.


    “Hehe, welcome back, Maki.”


    “Ah…”


    Her appearance didn’t change much from before she kicked me out of the house earlier. She was still wearing the light blue one piece, the same dress she wore during the trip.


    However, her bashful expression and words landed a critical hit to my heart. The warmth those actions brought was more than I could handle.


    “C’mon, say your line properly!”


    “O-Okay… I’m home, Umi.”


    “Good. Welcome back, Maki~”


    She giggled before grabbing my hand.


    I knew this was just role play, kind of, but it felt so real to me.


    “Umi, can I ask you something?…”


    “What is it?”


    “Can I hug you?”


    “Of course. Go ahead~”


    “I won’t hold back then.”


    She opened her arms wide to welcome me and I didn’t hesitate to take a step forward and embraced her.


    Maybe when we grew up, we would still be doing the same thing.

  


  
    Chapter 219 – Birthday for the Two of Us (1)


    Summer vacation was a long period of time, but when you actually experienced it, it felt oddly short.


    On school days, fifteen or thirty minutes felt like an hour but during the vacation, the whole day passed in a blink of an eye.


    It was especially true this year.


    Today was August 6th, the summer vacation had reached its midway point.


    The end of our vacation was fast approaching.


    Time passed by quickly when you were having fun.


    ～♪　♪♪


    “…Ugh… Yes, yes, I’m waking up, I’m waking up… Nhh…”


    We had to go to school today. My phone had been ringing for a while now because Umi had been calling me. Before going to sleep, I talked on the phone for too long with her and thanks to that, I didn’t get enough sleep.


    “Yes?…”


    {Maki… Morning… Ugh… Sleepy…}


    “Huh? Umi, did you just wake up too?”


    {Yeah… I was about to go back to sleep before I noticed the clock… *Yawns*…}


    It seemed like my sloppiness was rubbing off on her.


    We had to go to school to prepare ourselves for the sports festival, but since today was the first day, I guess we could slack off a little. We had to get in the mood for real starting from tomorrow though.


    {Ah right, Maki… I already said it last night, but… Happy birthday. So, how does it feel to be seventeen?}


    “Sleepy as fuck.”


    {Well, bear with it. I’ll be over soon, so get ready to go, okay?}


    “Yes. I’ll make you a coffee.”


    {Thank you. See you in half an hour.}


    “Mm.”


    After the call ended, I hurriedly started to get ready for school.


    Today, we had to watch the clubs receive their awards and get the sports festival committee members’ contact information. After that, we should be free to do whatever.


    Also, today was my seventeenth birthday. As promised, I would be spending the day alone with Umi, so I had to do my best for that to happen, including doing this morning ‘errand’ properly.


    I took off my sweaty shirt, changed into my school uniform and went to the living room. There, my mom was sipping her iced coffee while nibbling on a piece of toast. That was unusual. Normally, she would’ve gone to work by now.


    “Good morning, Maki. Happy seventeenth birthday. Here’s your present.”


    “Thank you, mom. Can I open it?”


    “Mhm.”


    After receiving her permission, I unwrapped the wrapping paper neatly and took a look at the present.


    The moment I saw the red box with ‘0.01’ logo on it, I wordlessly threw it at her.


    “Ah, sorry, sorry~ I was half asleep when I wrapped it, so I must’ve made a mistake~ Teehee~”


    “Just what kind of thing are you thinking of giving to your son?…”


    “Are you saying that you don’t need it? Weird… I thought you’d be running out around this time…”


    “I-I don’t need this!”


    I still had some left, so I didn’t need to worry about running out for a while.


    Besides, if I wanted it, I’d buy it myself!


    “Sorry, sorry. So, do you have something that you want? It’s your birthday after all.”


    “Something like what?”


    “I don’t know, games? You’ve always asked for new games for your birthdays.”


    “I don’t need new games, I have plenty of them for now.”


    New noteworthy titles were being released one after another, but for now, neither Umi nor I felt the need to buy them since we had a lot of games we haven’t played yet from Riku-san’s collection.


    Besides, I only asked for games because I had nothing better to do. It wasn’t like I wanted new games or anything.


    Umi always accompanied me, so it didn’t feel lonely even without playing games.


    Her presence soothed me that much.


    That being said, I understood mom’s feelings of wanting to give me presents, so I didn’t think that it would be right to refuse her outright.


    But what kind of present should I ask for?


    “Mom, can I ask you for something instead?”


    “Of course. It’s your birthday, dear, I’ll do my best to grant your wish.”


    “Thank you… Then…”


    There was only one thing that I currently wanted, so I decided to ask for it.


    *   *   *


    After mom received my request, the day proceeded with me receiving various congratulations from the others.


    I was sitting at my desk at school, wiping my forehead with a handkerchief when Amami-san appeared in front of me with a smile on her face.


    “Good morning, Maki-kun! The weather’s good today isn’t it? Perfect weather for your birthday!”


    “Morning, Amami-san. Thank you. Sunny weather is nice, but I wish that it wasn’t so hot, though…”


    “Hehe, I don’t mind the heat, but I guess if the sun is this strong, I’ll get sunburned, huh?~”


    The summer heat peaked during this month. The weather report had been reporting extreme heat for days now. The school had AC everywhere, but walking to school was an ordeal in itself because the asphalt was blazing hot.


    That was why we were busy wiping off our sweat as soon as we got to the classroom. As we were doing that, someone knocked on the door.


    “Heya, Rep~”


    “Ah, good morning, Nitta-san, Nozomu.”


    “Yo, Maki. It’s been a while since we talked at school during this hour, huh?”


    Nitta-san and Nozomu poked their heads in from behind the door.


    Since the class change, we rarely talked to each other before morning homeroom, so seeing them visiting me made me happy.


    This was thanks to my birthday I guess.


    “Happy birthday, Maki. Here, a present from me.”
 “Here’s mine~ Don’t be shy, Rep, take it~”


    “Happy birthday, Maki-kun!”


    “M-Mm…”


    I was aware that they were going to give me presents, but when I actually received them, it felt unreal.


    I’ve never had anyone wish me a happy birthday until last year. Since my birthday was during the summer vacation, I spent the day inside my room, relaxing and playing random games.


    I’d done nothing special to celebrate. Even the meals I had were the same as usual. I tried to make a cake one time, but it felt depressing so I abandoned the idea fairly quickly.


    Since I celebrated Umi’s and Amami’s birthdays, I knew that my turn would come soon.


    I knew that, but everything still felt surreal.


    “By the way, Rep, what happened to your beloved girlfriend? She always clings to your arm like a koala at times like this.”


    “Umi is a little bit— Never mind…”


    “Eh?”


    “Hm?~ So that’s what you thought of me behind my back hm, Nina?”


    As soon as she felt that tap in her shoulder, Nitta-san realized that she messed up. It was impossible to pretend that she didn’t say anything and it would be even more impossible to pass it off with a joke.


    “Koala? Panda? You want me to munch on eucalyptus and bamboo shoots? That’s pretty funny, Nina~”


    “I-I didn’t say anything about pandas! A-Anyway, Rep, I gave you my present, so—”


    “No.”


    “P-Please be gentle with me.”


    “No.”


    Seeing Umi grabbing Nitta-san’s shoulders, Amami-san, Nozomu and I let out a series of chuckles.


    This was probably the liveliest birthday I’d ever had, but it’s not bad at all.

  


  
    Chapter 220 – Birthday for the Two of Us (2)


    I managed to get through the morning events. And now it was right around noon.


    Since there was nothing left for me to do, I would have loved to go home right away and embrace the spirit of summer vacation, but that wasn’t going to happen.


    Because I still had some business to take care of with Umi.


    [Asanagi: I’m almost done, so wait for me at the school gate. We should go shopping after this. You know, to buy a cake and stuff.]


    [Maehara: ‘Kay. Time to look for a good place to sit.]


    After replying to Umi’s message, I put on my shoes and slowly made my way to the school gate. Normally, we would just meet up at Umi’s classroom, but she wasn’t there today.


    I sat down under the shade of the multipurpose building near the school gate and looked around aimlessly.


    The temperature was higher than it was in the morning and it would only get hotter, but this place in particular was cool. Probably because of the large trees nearby. That made this place perfect for waiting for someone. But, the multipurpose hall was the most popular place to visit during recess because this was the gathering spot of the light music club, so normally this place would be crowded. That was why loners like me wouldn’t stick around here normally. Thankfully, because it was summer vacation, everyone went home as soon as their business was over, so there was no one loitering around the area.


    “Is Umi not here yet?”


    The words escaped my mouth.


    Until last year, I’d never waited for someone like this. Anxiously waiting for someone, feeling lonely when they weren’t by my side, both were feelings I’d never felt. In fact, I would be glad to go home by myself as soon as I could. Let alone waiting for someone, it would be a blessing if no one were to talk to me at school.


    But look at me now, I changed this much just because of a single girl– As I was grinning while thinking about that, I heard heavy footsteps in the distance, approaching me.


    “Hm? Is that you, Maki? Why are you grinning like that? Did something good happen?”


    “Nozomu? Uh… Nothing happened, I was just thinking about something… What are you doing here? Are you skipping practice?”


    “We’re taking a short break. The weather is too hot, so we have to take breaks. I have some electrolyte tablets with me, want some? Gotta stay hydrated, you know?”


    “Sure, give me one.”


    I took a tablet from Nozomu and popped it in my mouth. It had a lemon flavor.


    “Uegh… What’s this… Salty– No, it’s sour…”


    “Haha, right? A kohai gave me this a while ago, the taste was a surprise for me too, that’s why I was wandering around. I wanted to share this taste with someone.”


    “And then you found me, huh? Well, the strange taste is gone already, it’s actually not so bad… Yeah, it’s kinda sweet… Mm, it tastes good.”


    “I know, right? The taste is surprisingly addictive. Want another one?”


    “Sure. Thank you.”


    The loner of the class and the ace of the baseball club. At first glance, we had nothing in common, but we found some things that we both enjoyed as we hung out more.


    After all, he had a life outside of baseball. He had music that he liked, he had a favorite food, a crush and so on.


    Students our age tended to build walls based on appearances, differences in clubs, personality and so on, but at the end of the day, we were all just children attending the same school.


    Nozomu didn’t live in a different world than mine.


    That goes for everyone. We lived in the same world.


    “…Ah, look at this, Maki. They’ve decided on the lineups for the competitions.”


    “Yeah. Umi’s helping the student council out, so we’ll probably hear the details from her soon.”


    “Asanagi is?… Did the new student council president drag her into doing it? Nakamura-san, right? That girl seems to have quite a strong personality.”


    “Yeah. Well, apparently, their work was harder than expected, so for the time being, Umi and a few others are going to help her out.”


    That was why I was waiting for her here.


    The new student council was still short-staffed due to the lack of interest of the student population overall. So even though Tomoo-senpai managed to rope Nakamura-san in to replace her, they were still unable to assemble enough members for the council. In the end, Nakamura-san had to ask Umi and her other close friends for their help.


    Like Nozomu said, she had a strong personality, but at the same time, she was also a good person that Umi and I were indebted to. If possible, neither of us would reject her if she asked us for help.


    Well, now that I’ve explained the situation, let’s get back to the topic.


    “Amami-san and I are in class 10 over here, Umi… Here, with class 11, Nitta-san would be in class 7, so here, and you are in class 4… Yeah, as expected, you got separated quite far.”


    “Our class is filled with captains and vice-captains of the sports club so it’s a given, but still… Ugh…”


    He let out a deep sigh. His class’ board wouldn’t be near ours.


    Depending on the area, there was a chance that he could spend more time with Amami-san if he put in some effort, but after seeing this, I understood why he was disappointed.


    This guy might be more single minded than me when it comes to love. 


    “If only I was in the same class as Amami-san… I will do my best in everything… Studies, club activities, name it! But I’m not… Haah… Maki, comfort me, please…”


    “By the way, we’re planning to go to the pool after Obon, are you in?”


    “Thank you for telling me, Maki. I’ll risk my life to go.”


    “Alright, hope to see you there.”


    The problem was that he was more cash-strapped than I was.


    Well, if he was this motivated, I should just leave him be. 


    “Alright, I’m feeling better now, so I’ll be going back to practice. See you later, Maki. Have a nice birthday with your precious girlfriend.”


    “I’ll be doing that even without you telling me. See ya, have fun.”


    We fist bumped each other before he left. And just as he left, I could see Umi approaching from a distance.


    Perfect timing.


    “There you are, Maki… You look happy, did something happen?”


    “Nothing. I was just thinking that having a friend was nice… Oh, I have electrolyte tablets, do you want some?”


    “Hm? Sure. Feed me… Ahh~”


    I threw the tablet Nozomu gave me into her mouth. Just like me, she immediately frowned after tasting the tablet.


    “Upp… W-What is this… So sour… Maki??”


    “Haha, as expected, everyone reacts the same the first time they taste it. Try licking it, it’ll taste better eventually.”


    “…You’re right. Mm, we should buy some more of these when we’re shopping. Actually, I should buy some for Yuu and Nina too.”


    “Nice idea.”


    Waiting for someone was boring and lonely, but if it was like today, I wouldn’t mind it as much.

  


  
    Chapter 221 – Birthday for the Two of Us (3)


    Umi and I went to the usual convenience store. We were planning to buy today’s lunch, dinner and a birthday cake for me.


    It was cool inside the store because of both the AC and the cold air from the frozen food section. The heat had been a pain right up until I went inside. Mainly because Umi had been sticking to me. But thanks to the cold air, that uncomfortable feeling had gone away.


    “What should we get for lunch, Maki? I have an idea for dinner, but not for lunch… Since it’s summer, how about some somen?” (T/N: Somen, if you don’t know, is a variant of noodle. It’s like ramen, but it’s thinner than your normal ramen. You could serve the broth hot or cold depending on your taste with somen.)


    “That sounds nice, but I’m craving cold ramen more. We still have somen at home, my grandparents sent them earlier this month. I don’t have anything against somen, but I’m getting a little tired of it now.”


    “Really? Same! Grandma sent us some as well and we had been eating nothing but that for a while now. I don’t hate it, but I’m getting tired of eating it too. I missed the lunch you made…”


    She was talking about the lunch I made for everyone during summer school. Rather than me, it was more like everyone made it together though. Half of the lunch boxes were filled with side dishes that we made together. The other half was just rice and some variations of frozen food. I took extra care of what kind of frozen food I placed in there because I didn’t want everyone to get sick of eating the same thing.


    I only did that because I was cooking for everyone. If it was for myself, I wouldn’t even bother thinking about variation. Ever since I started living together with mom and did the chores by myself, I realized that it was pretty troublesome to come up with different meals everyday.


    After a little discussion, we decided to go with cold ramen for lunch. So, we bought some cucumbers, ham and other ingredients that we missed. As for the noodles and broth, we bought the cold ramen soup packs, so we didn’t need to make everything from scratch.


    We passed the items inside our basket to the cash register then went to the sweets section. We normally don’t visit this section, so seeing the various cakes lined up felt fresh to me.


    “Maki, they said they’d do the birthday decorations for free. I’ll ask them to write something on the cake for you.”


    “Ugh… I feel embarrassed… But if that’s what you want, sure…”


    Umi was paying for the cake, so I had no say in this.


    I felt a tingle in my body when I saw the words ‘Happy Birthday, Maki!’ written in the center of the cake. Thinking back, this was probably the first time I’ve had someone do something like this for me since I was in grade school. Back then, my parents were still living together.


    While Umi was paying for the cake, I was waiting a little distance away from the cashier.


    From where I stood, I could hear Umi and the cashier (a lady in her 40s) talking.


    ‘Is this for your boyfriend’s birthday?’


    ‘Hehe, yes… It’s our first time celebrating together since we started dating, so I want to make this day special for him…’


    ‘Oh my, is he your first boyfriend?’


    ‘U-Um… Yes…’


    ‘My~ We gotta go all out then. Everyone~ Listen–’


    I wasn’t sure what was happening, but it seemed like there were a lot of people coming out from behind the cash register. A few of them were looking at me for some reason.


    Why were you guys looking at me? Focus on your job, please.


    Since it seemed like Umi would take a while, I decided to look around the store.


    The store was close to our school, so other than housewives, there were also students shopping here. Some of them bought things like barley tea or sports drinks. They probably came here after practice or something. There were also people who bought snacks to eat at their friends’ house. This spectacle really nailed that summer vacation vibe.


    “Huh? That person, could it be?”


    When I was casually looking at a group of five boys in their uniform, I noticed the face of the person walking at the very back of the group.


    It was Ooyama-kun. I guess the other four boys were his friends. Since I didn’t recognize their faces and they weren’t our classmates either, they were probably his friends from middle school.


    “—”


    “—”


    They were a distance away from me, so I didn’t know what they were talking about. It wasn’t like I was dying to know about it in the first place.


    But still, there was something about that group that caught my attention.


    “Thank you for waiting, Maki!”


    “…Ah, yeah. Welcome back, Umi. Is something wrong with the cake?”


    “Nothing wrong, don’t worry about it. The person at the cash register earlier was the store’s manager. When I told her that it was my first boyfriend’s birthday, she gave me twice as many strawberries as I requested.”


    “She gave you double? It wasn’t two or three more, but double?”


    “Mhm! The cake is small, so the surface is almost completely filled with them.”


    I wasn’t complaining, but really? Was this much service okay, Manager-san? I felt bad about it. I should give her something the next time I come here.


    “By the way, what were you staring at? Something on your mind?”
 “Not really. I just thought there were a lot of people from our school here.”


    “True… The club members aside, some classes had started to practice cheerleading today. From tomorrow onwards, this place will be filled with more students as they start their practice. Also, the backboard teams are going to start their work tomorrow.”


    “I see. Poor Amami-san.”


    The backboard quality would depend a lot on how well the team worked together. Amami-san might have some trouble, but if it was her, she would be able to make something spicy for the backboard. Last year’s mosaic art won us the festival, so she should be able to pull it off again.


    Naturally, I would help her if she asked. This time, it was on a whole different scale than the mosaic art after all. It would be too much if we were to let Amami-san do everything by herself. Of course, she could always ask Ooyama-kun for help since he was her partner this time. Other than that, she could also ask for Nitta-san’s help since our class was near hers.


    “Anyway, the cake is done, so let’s go home already, I’m hungry… And also… You know…”


    Umi leaned toward me and gently whispered in my ear.


    ‘…So, um…’


    ‘Hm?’


    ‘Um… M-Mom gave me permission to stay over at your house tonight…’


    ‘I-I see…’


    She would be spending the night at my place, huh?


    ‘…W-We’ll be together longer than usual then.’


    At my words, Umi’s body stiffened as she nodded.


    We were going to celebrate my birthday today, but in the end it was just an excuse to do it on my birthday.


    Sora-san must have known what was up, that was why she gave permission to Umi. It would be awkward to talk to her the next time we met, but at the same time, I was thankful to her. Of course, I wouldn’t waste the chance she gave me. A man’s gotta do what he has to do, after all.


    I texted my mom about this and took Umi’s hand.


    It was probably my imagination, but we arrived at my house faster than usual.

  


  
    Chapter 222 – Birthday for the Two of Us (4)


    [Maehara: Mom, Umi’s going to stay over tonight.]


    [Maehara: I’m sorry, but keep your words, please.]


    [Mom: Yes, yes. Well, I won’t be going home tonight anyway.]


    Since I had nothing I wanted from her for my birthday, I asked for a favor instead.


    “If the Asanagis give her permission, please let Umi stay over at our place tonight.”


    I didn’t need any new games, shoes or clothes, but I was still a healthy high school boy, so I wasn’t devoid of any desires.


    Since I had a supportive and cute girlfriend, it was natural that I would ask for something like this.


    When Umi said that her mom let her stay over, it was really hard for me to keep my expression in check. There were too many people around after all, and I didn’t want to make a fool out of myself in public.


    …Come to think of it, Umi brought more things than she should have to school. We didn’t have class or anything, but her bag was full. That meant what she brought weren’t textbooks or the like, but clothes and other essentials.


    In any case, I should contact Sora-san first.


    {Maki-kun? What’s wrong? It’s rare for you to call me.}


    “Hello, I’m sorry for bothering you, Sora-san… Um, about Umi staying over…”


    {Don’t worry too much about it, Maki-kun. Since she won’t be home tonight, I guess I’ll be out drinking with Masaki-san. It’s been a while since we last did that~}


    I thought it was strange that she told me she wouldn’t be home even though it wasn’t the weekend, I guess I knew the reason now.


    She probably invited Sora-san out right after receiving my text.


    It was good that they got along well, but I hoped that they wouldn’t drink too much.


    I told Sora-san that I would be visiting tomorrow and hung up.


    “What did she say?”


    “Just ‘take care of Umi’, I thought she would be scolding me or teasing me, but she did neither.”


    “That just shows how much she trusts you I guess. By the way, when I asked her for permission yesterday, she teased me all day long. Hell, she only stopped after I went to school earlier today! Seriously, what’s with this preferential treatment?!”


    “If it makes you feel any better, my mom teased me about it too.”


    Even so, they gave us permission, so that meant they trusted both of us.


    Up until now, I had stayed over at the Asanagis a few times, but the opposite only happened once. It was back when we were friends who barely knew each other, but even back then both mom and Sora-san gave her permission to stay over. Maybe Daichi-san was against it, but Sora-san probably convinced him that it was okay.


    “…Well, now that we’re done talking with our parents… Are you up for some games?”


    “Y-Yeah, sure.”


    After lunch, the two of us sat down on the sofa to play a game. Riku-san, who had moved to Shimizu Inn, lent us his collection of games, both the cartridges and the hardware. Because of that, the space beneath the TV stand was filled with a lot of things.


    My head was filled with excitement over what we were going to do at night, so honestly, I wasn’t in the right state of mind to play any games. But the thing was, if we were to jump the gun and start now, we would be left with nothing to do until night. I had to bear with it, at least for now.


    “Ah, I got shot! Maki, heal! Damn it, just because I’m bad at this game… This guy is getting on my nerves… Fine, I’m using my ult, Maki…”


    “Calm down, Umi, if you go in there, they’ll just shoot you again. Here’s the medkit.”


    “Ugh… Thank you…”


    We were feeling the same way about tonight, so we had been sitting a little further from each other. Playing like this was a good way to distract ourselves though, since an hour or two could pass before we knew it.


    Match after match was finished and we even got a rank up in the middle of it. The day went on like that. It felt like we were just wasting our time, but it was fun nonetheless because she was with me.


    “Ah, he got me! Damn it! We were so close to getting first place too!”


    “Nice try, though. Wanna go another round?”


    “Of course! I won’t be leaving until I get first place!”


    “Now now, that’s not the reason why you’re here today, is it? …Anyway, even if you don’t get the first place, I’ll still escort you home tomorrow.”


    It was my birthday, but we did the same things we did as usual. Before I noticed it, the sky became darker.


    Usually, around this time we would be lying down on the sofa, fawning over each other and eating snacks. It was around the time when Umi would go home, but since Umi would be staying over tonight, we wouldn’t be stopping anytime soon. The night was just beginning.


    “I’m hungry, Maki… Oh right, we are going to order from the usual place for dinner tonight, right?”


    “Yeah. I ordered a while ago, so it should be here soon— There it is, just in time.”


    We arranged the pizza and the other side dishes I bought on the table. While we were at it, we also brought out the cake we bought at the convenience store earlier.


    It felt like I ordered a little too much, but since it was my birthday, it should be okay to splurge a little. If we failed to finish all of it, we could always eat the leftovers tomorrow.


    “This way Maki, I’ll take a picture. Try to make it look like you’re blowing out the candle.”


    “U-Um… Like this?”


    “Hehe, no need to look that nervous, but that part of you is cute too~ Well, everyone will like it when they see you like this, I’m sure~”


    We were taking pictures for Amami-san and the others who weren’t here today. Also, we were going to add it to the Maehara family’s album.


    “Happy birthday, Maki.”


    “Thank you, Umi.”


    When I blew out the candle, I saw Umi’s smiling face behind it.


    If I told my past self that I would be celebrating my seventeenth birthday with a lovely girlfriend, I’m sure that my past self would think I was delusional.


    “Anyway, Maki, are you sure this is all you want? Aside from the cake, this is pretty much just our normal dinner, you know? We could buy more extravagant dishes for you, I’ll pay for it even.”


    “Right… We bought a lot of things, but we didn’t go over our usual budget…”


    It wasn’t like I did this thoughtlessly, I had given it a lot of thought.


    I thought about going to an expensive restaurant like the one I went to with my dad. I mean I couldn’t enjoy the food thoroughly last time, so it would be the perfect opportunity. I also considered dressing up and having fun in the city like a boy my age would.


    However, in the end I decided that doing the same thing as usual would be more fun.


    “Since this is a special day, I want to cherish this feeling I have with you, Umi…”


    “I see. Thinking back, when we first got to know each other, we did the same thing as we are doing now, huh?”


    Right. This was how our relationship started. Back when we were still friends, we talked about the things that we liked and before we knew it, we fell in love with each other.


    “Thank you for everything, Umi… I hope we can continue getting along well like this… That’s the only thing I need to be happy…”


    “…Mm.”


    I could say such embarrassing things because my love for Umi was greater than any embarrassment it brought.


    This girl was serious, hardworking, courageous, and always thinking about her friends.


    But sometimes, she would act selfish, shy, lonely, annoying or timid. Her bashful face was the cutest though.


    “Maki…”


    “Yes?”


    “Can I sit next to you?”


    “Mm.”


    “Hehehe…”


    Sitting close to me, Umi hugged my arms in a sweet way.


    We weren’t merely friends anymore, but we could still enjoy our current relationship. As lovers, that’s it.


    Perhaps, as time went on, our relationship would change, but I doubt that the roots of our relationship would change.


    To me, this girl, Asanagi Umi, was the best partner I could ever have.


    “Umi, can I touch your face?”


    “Hehe, you really love to touch my face, don’t you? I wonder why? Is it because my face is soft to the touch?~”


    “Well, that’s part of the reason. Mainly it’s because you always look so happy whenever I do it. I want to see your smile, Umi…”


    “I see… But…”


    ‘You sure you don’t want to touch anywhere else?’


    She whispered in my ears with a smirk.


    That was very sly, but I loved this side of hers too.


    “I’d love to, but the food is going to get cold.”


    “We can always heat it up later. Besides, this is all your fault, you’re the one who got me in the mood with your sweet words, you know? Take responsibility.”


    “…Uh, fine… Let’s do it then…”


    “…Mm.”


    She snuggled closer to me and nodded. I placed a cover on the dinner table and went to my room with her.


    I felt bad for the others in our group, but I didn’t regret choosing to celebrate my birthday alone with Umi. As I was thinking about that, I continued my scuffle with Umi under the cover of a single blanket.

  


  
    Chapter 223 – Going to the Pool with Everyone (1)


    After a successful birthday celebration, came Obon. Because of it, Nozomu also got time off from practice, so the five of us decided to go out together.


    Because of Nozomu’s schedule, it was rare for all five of our schedules to line up. The only time it happened was in early August when Amami-san held a barbeque party at her house.


    We planned to go to a pool nearby. If we were to take the train near our school, it would take half an hour to get there. The pool was located inside an amusement park and it was only open in the summer. Since that was the case, the pool was filled with various things like water slides. Also, unlike a normal pool, there weren’t any lanes for serious swimming.


    We could just go to the beach, but we would need to drive there. The nearest beach was a bit far from our place. With a car, it would take more than an hour to get there. In the end, we decided to go to the nearest pool instead.


    Also, we had no one to take us to the beach since both Sora-san and Eri-san were busy this time.


    “Yo, Maki.”


    “Morning.”


    I was waiting alone near the bench by the station’s gate. Nozomu was the first to arrive.


    Naturally, he wasn’t wearing his baseball uniform. Since I rarely saw him in his casual clothes, it was quite refreshing to see. He was wearing a t-shirt and a pair of trousers from the same brand. The way he dressed wasn’t all that different from me, but he somehow looked way better than me. Even from my perspective as a man, he was quite good looking.


    Seeing him like this, it was no wonder that he was popular.


    “You’re here early. There’s still thirty minutes before the meetup, you know?”


    “Speak for yourself… Are you that excited for today?”


    “Well, I mean… You’re also a man, so you understand my feelings, right?”


    “Yeah, but, you know…”


    We were going to the pool with three girls, after all. That meant all three of them would be wearing their swimsuits. It was hard for anyone to not feel conscious of them.


    Nozomu in particular, because he still held feelings toward Amami-san, his desire of seeing her in a swimsuit must’ve been really hard to suppress.


    “By the way, why aren’t you here with Asanagi? I thought you two’d be arriving here first and flirting without a care in the world like usual.”


    “We were together up until we left my house, but she said there’s something she wanted to check together with the other two, so she went to Amami-san’s place first.”


    “I see. So can we expect something good from the three of them?”


    “Maybe. Don’t stare at them too much though, you’ll creep them out.”


    We were planning to stay in the pool as long as we could, so we would be seeing them in their swimsuits. Unlike Nozomu though, I had to keep my gaze in check because I didn’t want Umi to be jealous.


    …Though in return, I could stare at Umi as much as I wanted.


    Of course I’d also take care to not stare at her too much. I didn’t want other people to think I was a pervert after all.


    Time passed as Nozomu and I chatted randomly about our summer assignments. The three girls finally arrived at the scene.


    Amami-san, who walked in front of the other two, noticed us and waved.


    “There you are! Good morning, Maki-kun! Nozomu-kun!”


    “Morning, Amami-san.”


    “Y-Yo, morning…”


    Today was the first time in a while that the five of us hung out together outside of school, so we were all dressed appropriately for the occasion. I was wearing the same outfit I wore for the last trip, but this time, I had Umi take care of the accessories I wore so I wouldn’t look completely out of place.


    “Hehe, I’m excited since it’s been a while since we got together like this. How do I look, you two? I don’t look strange, right?~”


    “I don’t know… You look pretty as always, Amami-san. What do you think, Nozomu?”


    “H-Huh? Y-Yeah, she looks pretty, yeah…”


    “Really? Yay~ Also, Umi and Nina were the ones who picked my swimsuit today, you know?~ Anyway, let’s have some fun!”


    “Y-Yeah…”


    Amami-san was acting like her usual self, but Nozomu had lost his previous vigor and was trying hard to avoid Amami-san’s gaze. It was hard to tell which of us was the popular one or the loner.


    I knew that he liked Amami-san a lot. While neither Umi nor Nitta-san would make fun of him, if this continued, Amami-san might be put off by him.


    What should I do to help him? As I was thinking of that, my gaze met with Nitta-san’s.


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Rep?”


    “…Nothing.”


    “Jeez, fine.”


    Suddenly, Nitta-san walked away from the group toward the ticket gate.


    “Since we’re all here, let’s get on the train quickly. Seki, let me make myself clear, you’re only here as our bodyguard, so if you get carried away and stare too much at the three of us, I’ll hit you.”


    “I know, I know. I’m saying this, but I don’t care about you at all. Anyway, why am I the only one getting this treatment? Maki is also here!”


    “You think he could drive away any bad bugs by himself? No one expects him to do any guarding at all. Also, what did you just say? You don’t care about who?”


    “You, Nitta Nina, you.”


    “I see, you’re tired of living, huh?”


    Perhaps she was trying to break the strange atmosphere, but her attempt backfired on her as Nozomu gracefully snapped back at her.


    Normally, Nitta-san was able to judge the situation perfectly and act accordingly, but whenever the five of us were together, she would often slip up.


    Well, I guess that meant she was less guarded around us and felt comfortable around us. The fact that she didn’t hold back with her insults toward Nozomu and I meant that she was getting along well with us just fine, right?


    “Let’s leave those two idiots alone and buy the tickets first, Yuu, Maki. The train should be here soon.”


    “Hahaha… I’m kinda worried about leaving them alone, but now that I think about it, this is normal for the two of them…”


    “They got along surprisingly well. Though, they would deny it if you were to say it to their faces.”


    Nozomu’s type would be a pretty girl like Amami-san, while Nitta-san’s type, according to what she described about her ex-boyfriends in the past, would be someone with good looks. I wasn’t the only one who thought that they were a good match.

  


  
    Chapter 224 – Going to the Pool with Everyone (2)


    As expected, the pool was crowded with people. As soon as they opened, a wave of people rushed in.


    Maybe because it was Obon, the place was filled with families. There were a lot of elderlies and children alike and I haven’t seen anyone who looked like they were here to pick up girls so far.


    Well, maybe it was just my prejudice that those kinds of people existed at every pool.


    Anyway, Nozomu and I quickly changed into our swimsuits and waited for the girls.


    “Man, it’s so crowded. I didn’t expect it to be this busy.”


    “Really? There are less people than usual though. Maybe it’s because it’s Obon? I don’t know… Also, it’s your first time at the pool, isn’t it, Maki?”


    “Yeah. My grandparents’ house was close to the beach, so I often went there instead of the pool when I was little. I always hated crowds so I wouldn’t go to crowded places like this voluntarily. Besides, I’m not exactly a strong swimmer.”


    “I see, so that’s why you picked kendo instead of swimming for your PE elective.”


    Nozomu clapped his hands in understanding.


    It wasn’t like I couldn’t swim at all. I could, but I wasn’t that good at it. It was a blessing that our school had other options for the elective class because I didn’t think that my swimming was good enough for the school’s standards.


    Until middle school, I had to take swimming electives and made a fool out of myself in the process. I was a slow swimmer, so my times weren’t good. There was one time when I messed up and slipped on the deck. As a result, half of my body was red and bruised and everyone secretly laughed at me because of it.


    I told Umi this story previously and she probably told Amami-san and Nitta-san as well. Umi told me that everything would be fine and she would teach me how to swim better, so in the end, I agreed to come with the rest of them.


    But, after seeing this crowd, I was having second thoughts. A girl was going to teach me how to swim in a crowded place like this?


    Well, we probably wouldn’t get any swimming done when it’s this busy. If we were just playing around in the water, I could still handle it.


    Anyway, with the five of us here, I was sure that I wouldn’t stand out–


    “Hehe, sorry for the wait, Maki-kun, Nozomu-kun!”


    Just as I was feeling down because of the horrible memory from middle school, the three girls appeared with Amami-san leading them.


    
 Of course, they were all wearing their swimsuits.


    “Sorry for the wait, Maki. It’s the second time you’re seeing this swimsuit, but how do I look?”


    “You look good of course. I don’t think that will change no matter how many times you wear it.”


    “Do I look cute?”


    “Of course, uh…”


    “Hehe, I see. Yay~”


    Satisfied by my response, she immediately clung to my side like usual.


    She was wearing the same swimsuit as last time, but it still felt fresh to see her in it.


    Maybe I was biased, but man, my girlfriend was so pretty. Also, she was wearing a shark bracelet on her wrist, so it made her cuter than the first time she wore the swimsuit.


    “Jeez, you two started flirting already… Anyway, boys, what do you think of my swimsuit? It’s embarrassing but I want you two to tell me your impression~ You too, right, Ninacchi?”


    “Eh? Not really? I mean, I wouldn’t mind if those two were hot, but they’re just Rep and Seki, so who cares. Also, stop staring at me, pervert.”


    “Who’s staring at you? Maki, c’mon, tell this idiot off.”


    “Don’t involve me in this.”


    My girlfriend had been giving me a death glare for a while now, so I couldn’t look around even if I wanted to. Still, both Amami-san and Nitta-san swimsuits suited them well. Both of them were wearing two pieces with Nitta-san wearing a dark blue one with a pareo wrapped around the bottom. Meanwhile Amami-san was wearing a light colored swimsuit with a frilly top, similar to what Umi was currently wearing.


    “A-Anyway, now that we’re all here, let’s get in quickly. Look, there’s a long line for the water slide already.”


    “Ah, he got away. Well, if I keep it up, the demonic wife will kill me, so I guess I should leave it at that for now.”


    “And who is this demonic wife you’re talking about?”


    “U-Um, Umi-san? C-Can you please stop pinching my stomach?”


    I wished that if she wanted to hurt someone, hurt the person responsible for it instead of me.


    My stomach would be swollen by the time we were done with this outing.


    Anyway, we postponed the swimsuit review for now, but honestly, the reaction of people around us should be enough of an indicator on whether they looked good. Obviously, Amami-san received the most attention and at the same time, Nozomu and I received the most jealous gazes.


    Well, we were used to this kind of thing, so as long as they didn’t approach us, everything would be fine.


    After doing a warm-up exercise, we went to the water slide and joined the line. It was the main attraction of this place. Even though they just opened for the day, there was a long line already and we had to wait for fifteen minutes before our turn came.


    At the other end of the slide, I could see everyone screaming while laughing as they came out of it with water splashing around them.


    They seemed to be having fun.


    “It’s so high… Are we really going to slide down from that height? Won’t we die? Are you sure this is really okay, Nozomu?”


    It didn’t look like much from a distance, but when you got closer to it, the height was daunting.


    The slide itself was tubular, so we wouldn’t be thrown off no matter what, but there were still risks of injuries when riding it. It seemed like it happened from time to time too. That was why they had a signboard in front of the entrance to the slide so you could position yourself correctly inside to avoid injury.


    “Maki-kun, you’re overreacting~ If you’re this afraid, let’s go in a group instead! It seems like they allow up to three people to ride together.”


    “It seems so. People in front of us are going in groups too.”


    On the signboard, there was also a section that told you how to ride the slide in groups.


    It said that to ride it in a group, you just needed to huddle with the others with your hand on their waists. This way, you wouldn’t feel afraid because you’d feel the warmth of your friends… Or something like that, it felt like I was reading a scam for some reason.


    “Let’s go together, Maki. You can just hold me from behind, everything will be fine.”


    “I’d love to, Umi, but you see…”


    Since we were a group of five, we could divide the group to a three person group and two person one. But, if Umi and I went together, then that meant…


    Amami-san, Nozomu and Nitta-san would be in a group together. I could sense nothing but trouble when thinking about that lineup.

  


  
    Chapter 225 – Going to the Pool with Everyone (3)


    The moment Umi declared that we would be going together, Nitta-san glanced at the remaining members’ faces.


    
 She stared at Amami-san, who was next to Umi and Nozomu who was right behind me. After that, she let out a sigh.


    “Well, I can understand why the idiotic couple would pair up… But you know, I don’t really want to touch or be touched by Seki… You understand what I mean, right, Yuuchin?”


    “I don’t mind going alone. You two can just pair up.”


    “Jeez, that’s no good, Nozomu-kun! We’re here together, so we should go in groups! Besides, it’ll be more fun that way!”


    “You’re right, but… You know… That’s kinda bad for me, um…”


    “Huh?”


    Amami-san didn’t seem to get it, but I, as a fellow man, understood Nozomu’s anguish.


    If the three of them were to go in group, Amami-san would be sandwiched between Nitta-san and Nozomu.


    If Nozomu were to go in first, then Amami-san would be hugging him from behind.


    Meanwhile, if he were to go in last, then he had to hug her from behind.


    This situation would be bad for Nozomu since he wasn’t used to girls to begin with.


    There was no correct move to be taken here.


    “Sorry, Umi, I should go with him. I think things will be better that way.”


    “I guess so, huh? Alright, let’s go together, Yuu, Nina. Two guys and three girls, we can proceed with that.”


    “But still… Are you sure you’re okay with this, Umi? Don’t you want to go with Maki-kun?”


    “Mhm. We can just ride it again later with just the two of us.”


    …Wait, again?


    It took my all to muster up the courage to go up those stairs, but my lovely girlfriend said that we were going to do this again?


    “Huh? Why do you look so surprised? Of course we wouldn’t be riding it just once. The line isn’t that long, we can ride it as much as we want.”


    “B-But–”


    “No buts.”


    “…Okay…”


    In other words, my fate was decided. But at least Nozomu would be safe for now.


    And so, the three girls went ahead of us two boys to climb the long stairs.


    “Sorry, Maki. But thanks, you saved me…”


    “Don’t mind it. Are you sure you’re okay with this though?”


    “…Well, of course not. I mean this is a once in a lifetime chance…”


    After the Obon holiday was over, he would be busy with his club activities again. We could wait for next year, but we would be busy with exams, so this could really be a once in a lifetime chance for him.


    Despite that, the look on his face wasn’t that of regret, but relief.


    “The other guys would try to make excuses to touch her… Amami-san is a gentle person. As long as they don’t act like a creep, she won’t treat them like one, unlike Nitta.”


    “If you know that much, then you should go for it in the first place. She had been treating you like one of her good friends, so it should be okay for you to do that much, you know?”


    “I know, but… I don’t think it’s right to just go for it, you know? It feels like I’m taking advantage of her kindness…”


    I could understand his feelings. Even though Amami-san was our friend, we couldn’t just ignore her beauty since she was just that pretty. It was hard to not be flustered when she made a certain gesture or said a certain sentence.


    After all, I was also like that with Umi.


    “Your looks are wasted on you. You’re too meek, Nozomu.”


    “Speak for yourself. If it wasn’t because of Asanagi, you’d be the same as me.”


    “I don’t have your good looks though. Well, I guess I gotta thank Umi for being my girlfriend then.”


    People often say that what was important was their personality, but in truth, outward appearances mattered too. Thankfully I didn’t look that bad. I mean, Umi didn’t seem to be repulsed to see my face.


    After that, we walked side by side while talking about random things until we reached the starting point of the water slide. After that we listened to the precautions from the staff while waiting for them to let us ride the slide.


    “Finally, it’s our turn. Who will be in the front, Umi, Yuuchin? Should we decide by rock-paper-scissors?”


    “I don’t really care, but I don’t mind doing rock-paper-scissors to decide. What do you think, Yuu?”


    “I don’t mind either.”


    As a result, Umi would be in the front, followed by Nitta-san and Amami-san. I heard someone from afar saying ‘I wish I could be that girl in the middle’. Sadly for him, that would never happen. I restrained the urge to click my tongue loudly.


    “The water flows faster than I thought… Hold me tight, Nina, or else it’ll be dangerous.”


    “‘Kay~”


    Umi and Nitta-san sat down on the slide as the staff gave them the signal to go. Once they released their hands from the handrails, they would immediately slide down following the stream.


    “C’mon Yuuchin, hurry up!”


    “A-Ah… Yes…”


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Yuuchin? Are you scared?”


    “No, it’s just…”


    However, Amami-san was just standing there listlessly. Umi said that she loved this kind of ride, so she definitely wasn’t scared.


    “Is something the matter, Yuu? Should we just go down? We can go elsewhere if you want.”


    “Ah, no, it’s just…”


    After glancing at us, Amami-san approached the staff.


    “Sorry, can I go with these two instead?”


    ““““Huh?””””


    The four of us let out the same dumbfounded voice.


    “Yuuchin, are you sure?”


    “Mhm. Nozomu-kun looks down… I don’t want that…”


    I was focused on talking with Nozomu, so I didn’t notice that Amami-san had actually been observing him.


    Amami-san then turned to face us and said,


    “Nozomu-kun, we came all this way to play together, so don’t hold yourself back, okay? I know you have reservations about me, but don’t worry, I won’t be mad even if you’re touching me.”


    “B-But…”


    “It’s fine. Since you’re the biggest out of us three, you’ll be in front, Nozomu-kun. I’ll be right behind you and Maki-kun should be last. The plan is to stick together and jump out at the last minute, okay?~”


    “O-Okay…”


    I understood what she was saying, but still, it was unusual for Amami-san to overturn a decision made by everyone at the last minute.


    It was true that the atmosphere felt a little iffy after the groups were decided. I guess she couldn’t take it anymore and decided to fix it herself.


    “Jeez, our princess is so needy. Alright, let’s just go quickly, Nina, we don’t wanna be a nuisance to others.”


    “Hey hey~ Set sail~”


    “Mhm. Prepare yourself when we get down, Yuu. Also, please take care of this idiot, Maki.”


    “Okay. See you soon.”


    We nodded to each other before she released her grip on the handrail and went down the slide. I could hear their voices echoing for a while after they went down.


    “Alright, time to go, Nozomu. Lead the way.”


    “Y-Yes… I-I’ll be in your care, Amami-san.”


    “Mhm! Likewise, Nozomu-kun! Maki-kun, too!”


    “…Mm. Excuse me…”


    I sat right behind Amami-san, who was currently embracing Nozomu’s waist. I tried to do the same with her while keeping a little distance, but her waist was surprisingly thin, so I decided that I should get closer to her instead, or else it’d be dangerous.


    …After that, I tried to focus on enjoying the slide instead of anything else.


    “Alright, let’s go! Don’t hold back, Nozomu-kun!”


    “Am I in heaven?… Alright, let’s go!!”


    “!”


    Because of Nozomu’s lead, the three of us managed to catch up with the two who went ahead of us.


    “Uwah! W-What is this?! It’s too fast!! I’m going to die!”


    “Kya! It’s going too fast! Hahaha!”


    I was relieved to see Amami-san back to her normal self even though she had to be sandwiched between two guys as a price… I should help her apologize to Umi afterwards.


    Overall, I thought that things would go poorly, but somehow, the problem was resolved and everyone was happy. (T/N: Dude forgetting about his possessive gf.)

  


  
    Chapter 226 – Going to the Pool with Everyone (4)


    After that, I rode the slide once again with Umi as promised. I didn’t realize that the first ride was over because I’d been clinging to Amami-san the entire time. You can’t blame me for doing that, it was scary as hell.


    “…Maki, you dummy.”


    As we parted ways with the other three, who went to another part of the pool, Umi, who was standing next to me while holding my hand, muttered quietly.


    Apparently she saw me clinging to Amami-san when we were up there. Honestly, I barely remembered anything because I was too busy shitting my pants up there.


    Nonetheless, I should still apologize to her.


    “…I see how it is. You’re fine with embracing any girl, huh, Maki? Getting to hug a pretty girl like Yuu must’ve made you excited, huh?”


    “…Sorry that you had to see that, Umi.”


    Honestly, it was inevitable. It wasn’t because it was Amami-san. If Nozomu was in front of me, I would still do the same thing. But if I were to say that to her, it would sound like an excuse, so I decided to just apologize instead.


    I understood how she felt though. Seeing her boyfriend embracing another girl like that, of course she would be jealous. The circumstances didn’t matter, jealousy would come either way.


    The fact that Umi got jealous easily also didn’t help my case. No matter who the girl was, as long as she saw me getting along well with them, Umi would be jealous. The correct move for me back there was to have Nozomu between Amami-san and me, but at that time I was too anxious to think about anything else, so that happened.


    “Sorry, Umi, I’ll be more careful next time.”


    “Be more careful about what? Hiding the act so I won’t see?”


    “Of course not. Whether you’re going to see it or not, I don’t want to do something that’ll make you feel bad, Umi.”


    “…Fine. Do that from now on, okay?”


    “Yes. Thank you for showing mercy.”


    “Mhm. I have high hopes for you in the future… You know what’ll happen if you break my expectations, right?”


    “Of course. Don’t worry, I will do my best to make you happy, Umi.”


    She might get jealous easily, but at her core, she was still a kind girl. As long as I talked it out with her properly and sincerely, things would soon get better.


    Honestly, I hated making uncertain promises like this, but if it was for Umi, I’d do my best to make it happen.


    “…Thank you, Maki. I know that it isn’t Maki’s fault, but I was still…”


    “Don’t worry, if I were in your position, I would do the same thing.”


    There was no point talking about something that didn’t happen, but imagining Umi getting along well with another guy drove me insane. Perhaps she had a reason for doing so, but even though I understood it logically, I still wouldn’t accept it emotionally.


    “Maki.”


    “Hm?”
 “I really don’t want to say this when Yuu isn’t here, but…”


    “Just tell me. We can keep it a secret between the two of us.”


    “I see. Then, keep this a secret, okay?”


    Then, she pulled me closer to her and whispered something to my ear.


    “When I saw you sticking close to Yuu… I felt really jealous… We talked earlier and she apologized to me, but it still felt bad, even though I told her that I didn’t mind…”


    “I see… Sorry…”


    “It’s okay, don’t be sorry. But, you know… I want to be the only one you do that with… I want to be the only one who sees your cool and uncool sides…”


    If the five of us continue to get along, even if we tried to be careful, something like this would definitely happen. I was sure that Umi was also aware about this.


    However, that didn’t mean that she had to keep quiet and bear with it silently.


    I think that it would be best for all of us if she’d just come forward and discuss it calmly. We could find a solution together that way.


    “Got it, then from now on, I’ll try to stay by your side as much as possible… But, they’ll tease me to hell and back for it… Ugh…”


    “Hehe, but you don’t mind that, do you?”


    “Well, I guess… Especially in places like this… I’d prefer to be with someone I’m comfortable with…”


    Umi must’ve noticed it. Ever since we got here, I always tried to keep her in my sight as much as possible. And I also tried to hold her hands whenever possible.


    After all, if I didn’t do that, I’d feel anxious. Yes, in the end, I was just as needy as Umi.


    “Umi, I’ll be going first this time. I showed you my uncool side, so I’ll show you my cool side this time.”


    “Oh, as expected of my boyfriend. But you don’t need to force yourself. I know you’re afraid of heights.”


    Umi gently squeezed my hand, which had been trembling from nervousness.


    The warmth of her hand managed to heat up my cold hand.


    “…Sorry.”


    “Hehe, don’t be. You should embrace me like how you embraced Yuu previously– No, embrace me tighter than that. Can you do it?”


    “Yes. I’d be happy to.”


    Shortly afterwards, we arrived at the starting point again. We told the staff that we would be going together as a couple.


    I sat behind Umi and embraced her. I could feel a soft sensation on my arms, probably because I touched her chest without realizing it.


    “Hehe, perv… Where do you think you’re touching, hm?”


    “S-Sorry. B-But, you know, this is the only good place for me to hang on…”


    “I’m not saying that I hate it, don’t worry~ Anyway, let’s go on quickly, we don’t want to trouble the staff.”


    “…Jeez, seriously, you two.”


    I glanced and apologized to the staff before entering the slide with Umi.


    We went down the ride together without separating, all the way to the end.


    “Pwah! Hehe, that was fun, wasn’t it, Maki?”


    “Mhm. Unlike the first time, I managed to experience it properly this time.”


    “Then, again–”


    “No.”


    “Ehh…”


    “No means no.”


    Before we knew it, we were back to our usual antics. We completely ignored the stares of the people around us as we went to buy some drinks for the other three who were playing elsewhere.


    When it was only the two of us, I could feel the date-like atmosphere between us.


    Since it had been a while since I last went outside with her, I kind of wanted to do something different.


    “What do you want to drink, Maki? They have a lot of options.”


    “I kinda want some shaved ice…”


    “Alright. What flavor? Strawberry? Or melon?”


    “Blue Hawaii.”


    “Hehe, what a childish taste. Well, I like it too.”


    And so Umi and I ordered Blue Hawaii, and for the rest of the group, we bought strawberry, melon and lemon flavor. They could decide on which one they wanted later.


    “One each of Blue Hawaii, strawberry, melon and lemon please.”


    “Just one Blue Hawaii?”


    “Well, my stomach hurts if I eat too much shaved ice, so I’m thinking of sharing one with you. Do you mind, Umi?”


    “Of course not. Alright, make sure to get two straws for us.”


    It seemed like the store clerk was trying to be quirky because the straws on the Blue Hawaii looked wiggly. It seemed like they wanted to make a heart with it but failed. Well whatever, we could still use the straws.


    We then walked to the flowing pool, where Amami-san and the others were at with all the shaved ice in our hands. It was quite crowded since it was near lunchtime.


    Maybe it would be a good time for us to go to the amusement park nearby… As I was thinking of that while looking for Amami-san and the others, Umi nudged my arm.


    “Maki, isn’t that?…”


    “Hm?”


    I looked in the direction where Umi was pointing at to see someone wandering alone with five drink cups.


    Since he wasn’t wearing his glasses, I didn’t recognize him for a moment, but his face was familiar and both his proportions and atmosphere matched a certain someone that I knew.


    “Ooyama-kun?”


    “Huh? Maehara-kun? …Ah, and Asanagi-san…”


    He looked a little relieved when he saw my face but as soon as he saw Umi next to me, he immediately averted his gaze.


    We were in the same class last year, but he hadn’t talked much with Umi, so he probably had some reservations about her.


    “Sorry for calling out to you like this, Ooyama-kun. You seem troubled, so I figured I asked… Did you get separated from your friends or something?”


    “Asanagi-san… Yeah, well… Kinda… I went to buy drinks for them, but when I came back, everyone was gone.”


    Since he was holding five cups, he probably came with the four friends that I saw a while back. I didn’t remember their faces because they didn’t leave any impression on me. All I knew was that they were all boys and all of them had the same dull appearance as me.


    “Ah, I’m doing this because I lost the rock-paper-scissors, so you don’t need to worry about me.”


    “I see. But, isn’t it tough carrying all of them?”


    “Oh it’s okay, don’t worry. They were here just now, so they shouldn’t be too far. Anyway, you can just leave me alone, I don’t want to bother you two.”


    “It isn’t a bother… Right, Umi?”


    Umi nodded after hearing my words.


    After that incident at the cram school with Ooyama-kun, I’d been unsure about how I should approach him, but that was that, and this was this. 


    “No, seriously, just leave a loser like me alone and enjoy your time together. Goodbye.”


    “Ooyama-kun–”


    However, he decided to stay away from us and blended into the crowd. We quickly lost him.


    I hoped that he found his friends quickly, but with how busy it was…


    “Did I say something wrong, Umi?”


    “I don’t think so… But maybe he felt like a third wheel after seeing us together?”


    Or maybe he felt that I was trying to show off, even though that wasn’t my intention at all.


    If it was Nozomu instead of Umi who was standing next to me, things might have turned out differently. I was once again reminded of how difficult it was to socialize with others.

  


  
    Chapter 227 – Going to the Pool with Everyone (5)


    Soon after, we spotted the three drifting along the flowing pool among the crowd.


    There were many people in the pool, but due to Amami-san’s conspicuous appearance and Nozomu’s tall stature, we easily found them.


    “Welcome back!~ Did you two have a good time?”


    “Of course. We bought some shaved ice on our way here, let’s eat them together.”


    “Yay~ I’m taking the strawberry one~”


    And so, everyone took one shaved ice each. Amami-san took the strawberry one, Nozomu took the melon one and Nitta-san took the lemon one. We moved to a nearby resting area. There was a parasol set in the center of the table, so we could hide from the sun while we were eating.


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Nozomu? You don’t look so good.”


    “Huh? Ah… Don’t worry, it’s nothing really…”


    After I sat down and took the shaved ice that Umi fed me, I called out to Nozomu.


    I had noticed something was wrong with him when we met up. Well, I had an idea what was going on, but I decided to ask anyway.


    Amami-san then came forward and explained everything to me with a wry smile.


    “Ahaha… Actually, just before you two came back, a group of people approached us. I think they said they were college students… Right, Ninacchi?”


    “Yeah. They said that they’re alumni from our school. Maybe they came back to this town for vacation or something. One of them looked quite cute, but he’s too short for my taste, so I don’t really care about him.”


    Ignoring Nitta-san’s pointless rambling, I managed to find out that when Nozomu was around, there were no guys trying to hit on them, but as soon as Nozomu went away, they started appearing.


    Though, since Nitta-san was nearby, she was able to successfully brush them off.


    ‘This girl is with me, back off!’


    When Nozomu got back, he shouted at them like that and made them run away quickly. Nitta-san recounted exactly what he said to them, word by word while chuckling.


    “…Look, I know I should’ve come up with something better, but you know… It was my first time dealing with that kind of situation, so I let the blood rush to my head…”


    His face reddened as he tried to explain himself while eating his dessert.


    It was both Amami-san and Nitta-san who were being hit on, so what he said back then should be ‘those girls’ instead of ‘this girl’. But I guess he tunnel-visioned because his emotions went out of control and completely forgot about Nitta-san’s existence.


    “I’m sorry, Amami-san… I said something outrageous just now, even though our relationship isn’t actually like that…”


    “Jeez, I told you it’s fine already, Nozomu-kun! I understand that you were only trying to help us and nothing more. We’re all friends here, so it’s alright, okay?”


    “Y-Yes… R-Right, we’re all friends here…”


    Amami-san’s attempt to comfort him ended up doing more damage as he looked more hurt than before. I should comfort him later, poor guy…


    “Anyway, Ninacchi, you should thank him! Stop teasing him already! You know he was trying to help us, right?”


    “No, I mean… Fine. Good job, Seki. As a reward, hm… I’ll let you eat my shaved ice.”


    “Ew no. How about you leave me alone as a reward?”


    In any case, thanks to Nozomu, we were spared a lot of trouble. After that, we quickly ate our frozen treat as it started to melt.


    I rarely ate shaved ice and I had a feeling that if I were to eat it by myself at home, it wouldn’t taste quite as good as eating it together with everyone like this.


    If my past self were to see me right now, he would probably mock me for thinking about something cheesy.


    Well, even if it was cheesy, I had no problems with it.


    “What’s up, Maki? Why are you smiling?”


    “Huh? Am I?”


    “Mhm. Your cheeks are twitching a little. You only do that whenever you’re holding back a smile.”


    “…You know me quite well, huh?”


    “Of course, I’m your girlfriend after all… Actually, it was one of the things that your mom told me about you…”


    ‘One of the things’, meant there was more that mom told her.


    She knew about my habits that I was unaware of… I guess I’d never be able to hide anything from her for the rest of my life.


    “So, what are you smiling at?”


    “Um… It isn’t anything important, really… I was just thinking that this kind of thing was actually quite fun…”


    “I see…”


    “Mhm.”


    Of course, being together with everyone wasn’t all fun and games, but even so, the memories I made together with them were irreplaceable.


    Thanks to them, I managed to learn that.


    *   *   *


    After playing in the pool, we went to the amusement park nearby and had a great time playing over there. By the time we finished going on all the rides, from roller coasters to the haunted house, the sun had already set.


    Both my energy and wallet were drained, but it was worth it because I had a lot of fun.


    I’d probably collapse as soon as I got home.


    Rather, I could barely keep myself awake at this point. If I let my guard down, I might doze off and end up at a random station in the middle of nowhere.


    We still had to wait for thirty minutes until we could get off at the next station. After that, I still had to escort Umi home… Ugh, so many things to do…


    “Nn… Maki…”


    Like me, Umi was also tired. She was leaning on me, muttering my name in her sleep. Actually, almost everyone in our group was asleep except for Amami-san and me.


    “Hehe, she’s sleeping with her mouth open… Ah, she’s drooling on your sleeve, Maki-kun.”


    “I’m used to it by now. Usually when we slept together like this, she would get her drool all over me… Anyway, you aren’t sleeping, Amami-san?”


    “Well, I don’t feel that tired, that’s why… Also, I want to watch over Umi at times too, you know?”


    She wiped the drool from Umi’s mouth with a handkerchief as she said that. It felt refreshing seeing this scene. Normally, it was Umi who was taking care of her.


    “Umi is really cute nowadays~ Well, she was always cute, but ever since she became your girlfriend, she’d gotten even cuter. Did you know that she’d never let me see her sleeping face before?”


    “Is that so? Since we’re on the topic, what was she like back in middle school? I heard stories, but aside from that, I don’t know anything about her.” 


    I was talking about before we met, back before she and Amami-san drifted apart.


    All I knew about her past was from the stories Sora-san told me. She said that even though she wasn’t as pretty as Amami-san, people still looked up to her and she always became the center of the class because she had a knack for leading people. Aside from that, I didn’t know anything. Umi would always cut Sora-san’s stories short out of embarrassment.


    “Back then, I always thought that Umi was a perfect girl. We were always together and she always knew about everything that I didn’t. I’d always wanted to be like her and so I looked up to her a lot…”


    I knew the story of how they first met. If I were in Amami-san’s shoes I would have thought the same thing as her.


    If only things went on well for them… Actually, if things went well for them, Umi and I would never have met each other as she’d still be in her old school instead of transferring out as soon as she graduated from middle school.


    “I see.”


    “Mhm! Ah, of course I still feel the same way about her! Also, I don’t blame you for bringing out the normally cool Umi’s childish side, so you don’t need to worry about that, Maki-kun!”


    “The fact that you’re pointing that out makes me feel bad more than anything…”


    It was true that she had been showing more of her childish side, but said childish side was what charmed Nakamura-san and the others. Also, thanks to that, she was able to make up with Amami-san.


    That was why I personally thought that this was how everything should be.


    I gently stroked Umi’s head. Her body moved a little as she rubbed her face against my arm.


    I didn’t know what kind of dream she was having, but at least she looked happy.


    “I’d seen her sleeping face a few times before, but I’d never seen her make such a childish expression… Is it because of your petting, Maki-kun?”


    “I don’t know…”


    Umi said that whenever she snuggled with me like this, it made her feel at ease.


    Honestly, I felt the same way. I guess that made us compatible as a couple, huh?


    “I see… Ah, I know! Try petting my head a little too, Maki-kun! Maybe I can sleep peacefully like her when you do it to me. Umi and I are best friends after all, so maybe you will have the same effect on me as you do with Umi.”


    “What’s with that logic?”


    Well, we wouldn’t know unless we tried. But still, even though she was Umi’s best friend, her relationship with me wasn’t that deep. Besides, I doubt that she’d feel anything from me.


    I believe only Umi, who loved everything about me, would feel anything.


    “C’mon~ Can you do it for me? I wanna find out~ You don’t need to do it for long, just a few seconds will do.”


    “You won’t feel anything if it was that short…”


    That said, if I were to refuse her strongly, the atmosphere between us would turn awkward. With the other three being asleep, it would be hard for us to recover from that. Should I just pat her a little? I mean, it didn’t matter anyway.


    “Go ahead~”


    “O-Okay…”


    Following Amami-san’s urging, I brought my hand closer to her head.


    Suddenly, a certain scene came to my mind.


    “…Sorry, Amami-san, I don’t think I can do that.”


    Just when my fingertips were about to touch her hair, I gave her my rejection and placed my hand on Umi’s head again.


    I’d lost count of how many times I’d touched her hair. But it always felt so smooth in my hand.


    I’d never touched other people’s hair, but I loved Umi’s hair the most. It felt really comfortable.


    “Um, Maki-kun?”
 “Sorry, Amami-san… I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to do that… No matter how close we are or even as a joke…”


    The scene that flashed in my mind was what Umi said to me when we were alone at the pool.


    ‘When I saw you sticking close to Yuu… I felt really jealous…’


    I imagined myself in Umi’s shoes.


    Even if she knew that my action had no deeper meaning to it, somewhere in her heart, she’d still feel jealous because of it.


    Whatever the reason was, I didn’t want to do anything to make Umi jealous.


    “I see… I guess you’re right, Maki-kun… I’m sorry, I acted out of line again… Jeez, I’m such an idiot…”


    “It isn’t your fault, Amami-san. I’m just too self-conscious about this kind of thing. You’re still one of my best friends, Amami-san.”


    “No, no, you’re right, Maki-kun. Umi and Ninacchi always tell me that there’s a certain distance that has to be kept to someone of the opposite sex… Ahaha…”


    Amami-san let out a wry smile as she apologized to me. I guess that was her way to prevent the atmosphere between us from getting worse.


    She’d probably think I’m overly self-conscious, but that was fine. A small price to pay for making Umi happy.


    “Um, Amami-san.”


    “Hm? Yes?~”


    “Um… Thank you for inviting me out today. It was tiring, but I had fun playing around with Umi and everyone. It was really fun.”


    “Y-Yes, don’t mention it.”


    Even though I drew a clear line between us, I still felt grateful to Amami-san for everything. I hope that she lets me off with this and we’ll stay good friends in the future too. WIth that thought in mind, our summer vacation was gradually coming to an end.

  


  
    Chapter 228 – End of Summer Vacation


    A few days after Obon, the long summer vacation finally came to an end.


    Autumn was right around the corner. The sun was setting earlier than usual and even though it was still warm during the day, the nights had turned cold again. That meant I didn’t need to keep the AC on all night long anymore, which was great because I hated the heat.


    I was a little bummed out about our break being over. 


    It was the first day of school and I was getting ready when I saw my mom coming out of the bathroom while wearing her nightwear. It seemed like she had just finished showering. She came back really late last night and was probably too tired to take one.


    “Hm? Why are you wearing your uniform, Maki? Is there something going on at school?”


    “I have to practice for the sports festival. It starts as soon as the summer vacation ends, so we have to get enough practice before that.”


    Officially, the summer vacation ended in September, but because of the sports festival, we had to practice every weekday to make it in time. So, even though it was still August, we pretty much had to go to school whether we liked it or not.


    According to the school, coming to practice during the summer vacation was ‘voluntary’ and they let us use the buildings two weeks before the new term started. But if we were to start practicing when the term started, we wouldn’t make it in time for the festival, so it might as well be mandatory for us to attend.


    Thankfully, the sports festival was only held every other year. Personally, I’d rather not have it at all because I was bad at sports.


    After making coffee for my mom, we had breakfast together for the first time in a while.


    Since I’d need to practice under the blazing sun for a long period of time, I made a bigger breakfast today.


    “How was your summer vacation, Maki? Well, it should be more enjoyable than last year, I assume? I mean, you went to summer school and played around at the pool with a girl~ Ah, youth.”


    When I was listlessly eating my breakfast while watching the news, mom suddenly asked me that question.


    She emphasized the ‘girl’ part a lot, but I decided to ignore that.


    “I guess it’s more fun than last year, yes…”


    “Hehe, just say it honestly that you enjoyed it a lot. Didn’t you get to flirt with Umi-chan all day, everyday?”


    “W-We didn’t do it everyday.”


    But still, even though we didn’t do it everyday, I spent most of my time with Umi, so I couldn’t really argue against her.


    Though, save for the sleepover on my birthday, we didn’t do anything particularly special. We just hung out while watching TV, playing games, reading manga and taking naps together. We went out a few times, but we didn’t go on dates or anything, just buying some snacks at the nearest convenience store. Most of the time, we were just chilling in my house. Well, attending summer school and going to the pool was enough for us anyway.


    “Well, it’s great that you’re having fun with her, that gives me peace of mind as well. Sorry, I’ve been busy with work lately, I haven’t been able to do anything for you.”


    “Don’t worry, mom. I know you’re doing your best at your job for me. I can’t be thankful enough.”


    After all, the reason why I was able to enjoy my vacation without having to work part-time was because my mom always gave me allowance money whenever I needed it.


    I wish I could pay her back for everything she had done for me.


    “Oh, right, when you’re flirting with Umi-chan, make sure to–”


    “Yes, mom, we were only doing it in my room.”


    “Really? You guys didn’t do it in the living room?”


    “O-Of course not…”


    There were times when we were suddenly in the mood while playing games and stuff, but we made sure to move to my room whenever that happened, so what my mom suggested never happened.


    Anyway, keeping everything in moderation was important. I knew that we were way past that line, but we should still keep it in mind so we wouldn’t get too carried away.


    After that, my mom nagged me for a while and after that was over, I heard the front door was being opened from the outside. That should be Umi. She used to ring the intercom whenever she visited, but ever since my mom gave her permission, she had been going in and out the house whenever she liked.(T/N: By permission, obviously he was talking about his house’s spare key.)


    “Morning, Maki. We don’t have classes yet, but let’s do our best at school today. Also, good morning, Masaki-san.”


    “Welcome, Umi-chan. Thanks for always taking care of my son. I hope you’ll continue to get along with him.”


    “Leave it to me. He’s in my good hands.”


    Whenever it was just the two of us, she would act like a spoiled child, but originally, she was a serious and dependable girl. Because of that my mom trusted her a lot.


    Just like how Sora-san trusted me more than her daughter, my mom trusted her more than her own son. I guess that was proof our relationship was going well.


    After saying goodbye to my mom, who would be staying home for a bit longer since she’ll leave at a later time, we went to school for the first time in a month.


    The summer vacation was over, but I didn’t feel that bad about it. Probably because of the girl beside me.


    “School has started again huh? Ugh, I can’t hang out at your place every day anymore. I know that we’re going back to our usual routine, but it still feels disappointing…”


    “I know that feeling. Well, we can’t keep playing around forever. At least we had a good time.”


    “Yeah… There’s still next year anyway. Also, you still need to work harder for next year, Maki.”


    It was a pity that we wouldn’t be together as often anymore, but it was time for me to work towards my goal.


    To get good enough grades so I’d be in the same class as Umi and eventually, enter the same university as her.


    Next year, I’d be using the entire summer vacation to study so that I could be together with her for the year afterwards—


    “Oh, by the way, Umi, have you told Daichi-san and Sora-san about it yet?”


    “Ah, u-um… Y-You know since that’s the plan for the future, I-I had only been hinting at it to my mom… I haven’t told both of them anything yet… What about you?”


    “I told my mom about it a while ago.”


    “I see… So, what did she say?”


    “It’s too early to talk about that, she said.”


    “Ahaha… I guess she’s right… I had a feeling that she’d say something like that…”


    We were talking about what to do after we graduated. We planned to live together and we wanted to discuss it with our parents, but what my mom said was right, it was too soon to talk about it. Though, the fact that I had told her about it should give her the hint that I was serious about my relationship with Umi.


    “For the time being, let’s do our best, Maki.”


    “Mm… I’ll do my best for you, Umi.”


    While the other students were disappointed about the summer vacation that ended prematurely, Umi and I decided to focus on our future.

  


  
    Chapter 229 – The Hard Working Amami-san


    It had been a while since I last entered the school grounds. I passed by several students dressed in their P.E. uniforms. It seemed like they were getting ready for their respective practice today.


    Although there were no classes and by extension, no homeroom, our class still had to gather for a brief meeting. Yagisawa-sensei left us a note on the blackboard, telling us to go to a specified location within the school grounds at 9am.


    She drew us a rough map, but it was too vague for us to see. Well, every group would be wearing different color headbands, so we only needed to group up with other people with blue headbands.


    “Alright, I’m going to get changed, wait for me in front of the gym, okay? We’ll go to the field together,”


    “Mm. So we’re in the same group this time.”


    “Yes.”


    I parted ways with Umi, who went to the girl’s locker room, and went to the classroom. I quickly changed into my P.E. uniform there. Actually, wearing the uniform wasn’t mandatory. In fact, I’ve seen other students wearing soccer team jerseys or shirts from famous sports brands. 


    As I was leaving the room with a blue headband, I almost bumped into a girl who was about to enter.


    “Whoops, sorry.”


    “…What, it’s you, huh, Maehara? You look as dull as always.”


    “You seem like you’re in a bad mood, Arae-san.”


    “…Leave me alone.”


    The girl with bright colored hair that seemed out of place in this school was Arae-san. Normally, she’d be together with her cronies, but it seemed like she was by herself today. Moreover, her clothes seemed ragged and her face was filled with sweat.


    “…What? Is there something on my face?”


    “No… I’m just curious why do you look so tired?”


    “…I had morning practice with Houjou and Nitori. What? You got a problem with that?”


    “No. It’s just surprising to see you work this hard.”


    “They forced me to, that’s why–”


    “Good morning, Nagisa-chan! I missed you!”


    Just as Arae-san was about to make an excuse, someone hugged her from behind.


    “A-Amami?! Jeez, I told you to stop hugging me like that! It’s hot!”


    “Hehe, sorry, Nagisa-chan, I missed you so much, so I did it without thinking~ Also, good morning, Maki-kun!”


    “Morning, Amami-san.”


    “Mm!”


    Amami-san greeted me with her usual cheeriness. She had already changed into her P.E. uniform. She rolled her sleeves up to the base of her arm. There was a blue headband on her head.


    Whatever she wore always looked good on her. I noticed a few boys were staring from afar.


    “It’s great that you weren’t late today, Nagisa-chan! I’m glad I called you earlier~”


    “D-Dum– Ahem, don’t say anything unnecessary, Amami. Of course I wouldn’t be late.”


    “…Hm?”


    Seeing Arae-san looking all embarrassed made me realize something.


    Practicing with Nitori-san and Houjou-san should be true. They were still on their summer vacation, so they were probably playing a game or two to warm up before their summer practice.


    When that was over, Arae-san probably went back home immediately and only realized that she had to come to school after Amami-san called her. 


    And so, she came here in a hurry.


    That was why she looked so ragged and worn out. She probably ran here.


    “…W-What? Look, it isn’t my fault, okay? Blame the school for making us practice in the middle of summer vacation!”


    “…I didn’t say anything, though?”


    “Ah jeez, whatever, go away already! I want to change!”


    Arae-san glared at me, trying to hide her embarrassment. Then, she went to her seat, grabbing the headband from her table and quickly headed to the gym to change.


    She was either in a hurry or was surprisingly clumsy. Either way, she somehow spilled the contents of her bag when she was walking. There was makeup and deodorant scattered on the floor and she picked them up in a hurry.


    “Hehe, Nagisa-chan is cute, huh? By the way, Umi isn’t with you, Maki-kun?”
 “She went ahead. We’re going to meet up in front of the gym.”


    “Ninacchi will probably be there too… The meeting with the backboard group is over so I’ll go with you.”


    That was why we didn’t come to school with Amami-san earlier.


    While the rest of the students started returning to school today, the student council, the cheerleading squads and the backboard group had started their activities earlier this month. They had to come to school earlier than us too.


    Since our school’s sports festival would only be held every other year, for the second year, this would be our last sports festival, so it would be a given that some of us were working hard to make sure the festival ran smoothly. Nozomu should be among those guys.


    “Sorry to keep you waiting, let’s go, Maki-kun.”


    “Mm.”


    After waiting for Amami-san, who was grabbing her stuff, we left the classroom together.


    Since we had nothing to talk about, we were just walking while aimlessly looking at the courtyard. Suddenly, Amami-san giggled.


    “Hm? What’s up?”


    “Ah, nothing. It’s just, you look way more relaxed now compared to back when you were a first year, Maki-kun.”


    “Ah… Well, back then I always paid attention to other people’s eyes because I didn’t want to be conspicuous. Looking back, I was really self-conscious, huh?”


    That wasn’t limited to school, I also did that when I was walking by myself on the street. I knew that I looked different from people around me, so I tried to be as inconspicuous as possible. I didn’t want other people to look at me strangely and laugh at me behind my back.


    However, after I got to know Umi, I became close with the center of the class. As a result of that, I became used to being in the center of attention.


    Umi’s good looks were a known fact and Amami-san was the prettiest girl at school. If I wanted to get along with them, I had to get used to being the center of attention whether I liked it or not.


    “I like you the way you are right now, Maki-kun. You treat girls other than Umi in a rather flat manner, so I can rest easy around you.”


    “…I knew it, you also have a hard time trying to get along with other people don’t you, Amami-san?”


    “Yeah~ I can be at ease with people like Umi, Ninacchi and Nagisa-chan, but with the others, I always wondered what kind of things I could say to them, how to make the atmosphere not awkward and such. I’m doing my best, but it’s still hard to figure them out, you know?”


    She was kind enough to not mention it explicitly, but I knew that she was talking about communicating with boys.


    I mean, even Nozomu, who got along with her relatively well, always seemed nervous whenever he was alone with her.


    I understood how the boy felt though. They didn’t want to offend her somehow and became public enemies at school.


    However, from Amami-san’s perspective, she had to deal with that kind of thing from her conversation partner whenever she wanted to have small talk or working on an errand, it was no wonder that she’d feel bothered about it.


    Amami-san just wanted to be treated normally, after all.


    “That’s why, I’m glad that Maki-kun is like this. He’s always blunt with everyone except Umi. People in our class always had one thing or two to say about you, but for me you’re one of the few people I can talk to as a normal friend.”


    “Friend, huh? …Yeah, you’re my friend.”


    In the beginning, our relationship was merely ‘friend of a friend’ and nothing more. But, gradually, after the things we had been through together, we finally became ‘friends’ in every sense of word.


    For the others, she might be the school idol, but from the perspective of our group, she was merely a sloppy girl who hated to study and was always oversleeping. To us, Amami Yuu was an ordinary girl you could find anywhere.


    “Well, thank Umi for that. Whenever she’s around, I can’t look anywhere else after all.”


    “Hehe. For you she’s your everything, huh, Maki-kun?”


    Unlike Nozomu and the other boys who were still betting on a chance to be lovers with Amami-san, I’d only set my eyes on Umi. No matter what happened, the position of my ‘lover’ would only be reserved for Umi and no one else. That was why I could talk to Amami-san without much concern.


    And that was also why she felt at ease around me. Well, of course that was also the reason why Umi got jealous the other day, so I should try to be more careful around her.


    “Hehe, sorry for bringing up something so gloomy out of the blue, but I feel much better after letting it out… Thank you, Maki-kun.”


    “Is that so? I’m glad to be of help then.”


    “Mhm.”


    Amami-san’s smile, under the bright morning sun that shone on her golden hair, looked heavenly to me. But at the same same time, it felt too bright to me.

  


  
    Chapter 230 – Practice Start


    We didn’t talk much after that and made our way to the gym. By the time we got there, Umi had just finished changing and was just coming out of the locker room with Nitta-san.


    The moment Umi saw me, her face immediately brightened up, but when she saw Amami-san next to me, she puffed her cheeks.


    Please, we were classmates and it was a coincidence that we got to walk here together, don’t be like that, Umi.


    “Good morning, Umi!~ Hehe, I’ll be with Umi everyday from now on, yay~”


    “Morning, Yuu. You came with Maki?”


    “Yeah, I ran into him when I went to grab my stuff. Ah right, have you seen Nagisa-chan?”


    “Her? She was taking care of her hair when I left. I didn’t want her to bite me, so I left her alone in the locker room.”


    “Jeez, she isn’t a wild dog! What about Mio-chan and the others? If they’re here, I wanna say hello to them.”


    “Nakamura-san went somewhere with the rest of the student council. The other three went to the yard already. They wanted to see you too, so come over after the meeting is over.”


    It had been about a year and a half since they entered high school. In the beginning, those two had the same circle of friends, but ever since second year, they had gotten their own circle of friends.


    Well, this was a normal development. I was an exception in that regard since my circle of friends hadn’t changed since the first year.


    Of course, I tried to get along with as many people as I could, but I wouldn’t try to get involved with them more than necessary, unless they were important to me.


    Well, I felt a little envious of the others who managed to find a new friend group quickly, but I wasn’t too bothered about it. As I was thinking about it, Amami-san and Umi were chatting about their friends and seemed to be forgetting about Nitta-san and my existence. I could see Nitta-san yawning boredly slightly further away from those two.


    “…What? I didn’t wear any makeup today, so don’t stare at me too much, Rep.”


    “I’m just wondering if it’s okay for you to be here. Don’t you need to be with your class or something?”


    “Hmm… It should be fine. I get along well with my classmates, but not well enough to be together with them 24/7. If Yuuchin and the others came separately, I would go to them, but since we’re going together, why would I do that?”


    “I see.”


    Come to think of it, I’d never seen Nitta-san hang out with anyone other than us.


    I knew that she was a good and sociable girl, so she should be able to get along with her classmates.


    “What, are you worried about me, Rep?”


    “No, not really…”


    “Umi~ Your boyfriend is hitting on me~”


    “Hm? Is she telling the truth, Maki?”


    After hearing Nitta-san’s words, Umi gave me a death glare.


    “Of course not.”


    “Of course, I knew it.”


    “I’m joking, okay? Joking! …Wait, you figured it out?”


    “I mean, it’s you…”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?!”


    Nitta-san immediately complained after hearing Umi’s response. I understood why Umi acted like that, though.


    Unlike Amami-san, Umi didn’t put her guard up too much around Nitta-san. It was because of her personality. Umi knew that most of the time, Nitta-san was joking. Besides, Nitta-san knew what she was doing and would never act out of line.


    In a way, it showed how much she trusted Nitta-san.


    “Anyway, I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me, okay?”


    “O-Okay.”


    Well, if she said so, what else could I do? Besides, if she really needed any help, she would probably talk it out with Umi or Amami-san first.


    After that, the four of us went to the yard together.


    By the time we got there, there were several groups of people wearing different colored headbands.


    Red, blue, yellow and green. Our group, wearing blue headbands, were formed around the area Yagisawa-sensei marked on the blackboard.


    The third year student in front of us, probably the group leader, instructed us to line up by the order of our classes.


    And so, both Umi and Nitta-san went to their respective classes.


    Their friends welcomed them when they got there. It seemed like Nitta-san was welcomed by more people than Umi though.


    “…Ninacchi seems to be getting along with her classmates just fine.”


    “Mm.”


    As Amami-san said, she seemed to be getting along with the others just fine. I really didn’t need to be worried about her at all.


    I guess I should worry about myself instead. After that, I parted with Amami-san and went to the back of the line. Meanwhile Amami-san went to join the group of girls she usually hung out with in class.


    After hearing the opening words from the group leader, they gave us explanations about what we would be doing for the practice. Overall, the practice was divided into two, the general practice, cheerleading, and event specific practice. We would be having the general practice in the morning and the event specific practice in the afternoon.


    I memorized my practice schedule and then spent the rest of my time looking at Umi.


    Now that I think about it, it had been a while since I’d watched Umi from afar like this. I didn’t do this consciously either, my eyes just somehow found their way in her direction.


    Then, perhaps noticing my gaze, Umi stared back at me. She smiled mischievously and mouthed something toward me.


    ‘Ma~ Ki~’


    She seemed to be calling my name. It didn’t seem like much, but we used to do that when we first started dating.


    ‘Look ahead, you dummy.’


    ‘Speak for yourself.’


    After saying that, she turned her head to the front, but not long after, she turned it to face me again.


    ‘Everyone~ Maki is stealing glances at me~’


    ‘Umi too’


    …Even under the hot summer sun, we were acting the same as always.

  


  
    Chapter 231 – Do Your Best, Amami-san


    It was currently lunchtime. We’d spent our day practicing our cheer for the event. After we took our valuables, phones and wallets, from the teachers, we went to the cafeteria. We could bring our own lunch, but considering that it might go bad being left in the hot classroom, we decided to buy lunch at the cafeteria.


    “What do you want, Maki? They have plenty of choices here, it’s hard to decide…”


    “Guess I’ll go with anything cheap. I spent too much money during the vacation, so I gotta be frugal now.”


    I spent too much money playing around with Umi and the others. My wallet was almost empty because of it.


    Regarding my allowance, like usual, mom would give it to me on Friday, so until then I had to be frugal.


    And so, I decided to go with kake udon since it was the cheapest thing on the menu. Nozomu told me that I could ask for extra green onions and tenkasu, so I did that. It seemed like a lot of people also did the same thing.(T/N: Kake udon is udon, but the broth used isn’t too thick. As for tenkasu, some people called it tempura crunchies, that name should be self explanatory enough.)


    “What about you, Umi?”


    “Hm, I think I’ll have the recommended set menu. I don’t think I can finish the side dishes, but you can finish it for me.”


    “Alright, but no feeding this time.”


    “Boo…”


    “Don’t give me that reaction.”


    The cafeteria was crowded with people, so we had to restrain ourselves a little. I knew that Umi would sneak one up on me, so I had to keep my guard up for that.


    Besides, we were currently the center of attention…


    ‘Amami-senpai, you’re eating in the cafeteria today?’


    ‘Let’s practice together after this, Amami-senpai!’


    ‘Amami-chan, can you inform the underclassmen that the cheering and the backboard group will have a meeting after practice?’


    While we were waiting in the line, various people approached Amami-san for a multitude of different reasons, in which she responded to all of them with a bright smile.


    Since the sports festival gave a lot of room for students from different grades to interact, this was inevitable. Last year we didn’t have this because the cultural festival didn’t give us such opportunities, but this year, both the upperclassmen and the underclassmen flocked to her like crazy.


    “Have you all decided on your lunch yet? My stomach can’t take it anymore, so hungry…”


    “…You seem busy, Yuu.”


    “Hehe, yeah. They were kouhai from the backboard group and the vice-leader of our group. You know, at first I was really nervous. I thought that I couldn’t get along with them well because you weren’t with me, Umi, but it turned out everyone is nice!”


    “I’m glad to hear that, but… You aren’t overworking yourself, right?”


    It was good that she was liked by everyone, but their expectations for her would get higher and higher.


    That was probably what Umi was worried about. After all, we weren’t there to help Amami-san this time. Though, it seemed like it was an unnecessary worry since Amami-san looked like she was having fun.


    The backboard group workload would be especially time consuming since the size of the board itself was massive, not to mention that its existence was important for each group. Since Amami-san was especially talented in drawing, it wasn’t hard to guess that she’d be the key figure of our backboard group.


    “Thanks for worrying about me, but I can handle this. I’m giving it my all!”


    “Yuu…”


    “Yuuchin…”


    “Jeez, stop worrying about me! I’ll be fine!”


    Despite Umi and Nitta-san’s worries, Amami-san smiled at them and turned her two hands into small fists.


    “Up until now, I’ve always depended on others. From grade school to middle school, Umi was always by my side and since high school started, I’ve always depended on everyone, that’s why I want to do everything on my own this time… At first, I only did it to challenge myself, but now I’m having fun with my work! I had a lot of doubts at first, but with the help of everyone in the group, everything’s coming together. We’re in the middle of coloring the board right now and—”


    Hearing her talk like that, I felt a sense of respect for her. The blue paint that stained her P.E. uniform and jersey was proof that she was working really hard for the project. But her smile and cheerful attitude showed that all that effort was worth it.


    It gave me the urge to help her somehow.


    “Of course if something goes wrong or if I’m having a hard time, I’ll ask for everyone’s help!”


    “…Alright. You’ve been waking up early in the morning lately, so I expected that it’s about time for you to whine to me about being sleepy or something. But it seems like I was worried for nothing.”


    “Mhm! Like I said, I’m giving it my all here! So can you praise me, Umi? I want you to pat my head like you always did to Maki-kun!”


    “…I’ve never done that.”


    We actually did that when we were alone at my house, but of course Umi wouldn’t mention that.


    However, Amami-san didn’t let up on her teasing and continued while smirking.


    “Ah jeez, Maki, you’re such a spoiled child~ Come here~ Who’s the good boy?~”


    “W-What? W-What are you?!—”


    “Wha?…”


    The words she said sounded familiar. Not only Umi, but even I was startled by her words.


    Umi immediately turned her head at me. Of course, I wouldn’t tell Amami-san about something like that, so I assumed that she was just baiting us with those words.


    And we gracefully fell for it.


    I knew I shouldn’t praise her for this, but… Amami-san, your skill has grown…


    “…Yuu…”


    “Hehe~”


    “Don’t think you can get away from me! Oi, where do you think you’re going?!”


    “Scary~ But you’re cute when you’re flustered like this, Umi~”


    And so, Amami-san dashed away after she bought a meal ticket from the machine. Meanwhile Umi was chasing her from behind with a red face.


    …Leaving me with Nozomu and Nitta-san.


    “Maki…”


    “Rep, you…”


    “I get it, I get it, shut up.”


    We wouldn’t do something like that when there were other people around, but we’d probably do something worse when we were alone. I guess that was why everyone called us the idiotic couple.


    Before worrying about Amami-san, I should worry about myself first, huh? Now, how the hell do I get away from this situation?

  


  
    Chapter 232 – First Step


    After spending our one-hour lunch break leisurely, we went to our respective positions for the afternoon practice.


    Nozomu, the only one in the red team among the five of us, was forced to join the cheering squad for practice because of his stamina. Meanwhile, the rest of us would go to practice for our respective events.


    “Alright, Maki and I will go this way. See you later Yuu, Nina.”


    “Mm! Okay, I’ll be running as hard as I can since it’s been a while! Ninacchi, you’re practicing for the centipede race, right? Be careful not to hurt yourself!”


    “Roger~ Don’t worry about me though, I’ve never fallen in a centipede race before. You should worry about Rep instead~”


    “…Can’t refute that… I’ll do my best…”


    As Nitta-san pointed out, I wasn’t very athletic compared to the girls in our group. Not to mention Amami-san, even Umi and Nitta-san were way more athletic than me. If I were to race against them, I would definitely lose.


    I had discussed with Umi in advance about what event we should participate in and decided on the three-legged race. I’d probably end up holding Umi back so I should do my best in practice.


    By the way, to compare both of our specs:


    > 50m sprint time: Umi > me


    > Height: Umi >= me


    > Leg length: Umi >> me


    > Cooperativeness: Umi >> me


    It was a little depressing to think about. Since we were going to compete together, I shouldn’t show her my pathetic side. I didn’t want to embarrass Umi.


    “Maki, make sure to follow me closely, okay?”


    “…Okay.”


    Just like how she treated Amami-san before an exam, Umi was a devilish instructor when it came to something like this. She wouldn’t show any leniency toward me no matter what happened.


    However, if I followed her coaching, I’d definitely improve, so I did my best to meet her expectations.


    The three-legged race was a relay event. The participants were divided into male pairs, female pairs and male-female pairs and each of them were divided into three-legged races with two person groups and four-legged races with three person groups.


    It was inevitable that there would be differences in physique for the male-female pairs. Therefore, cooperation was important.


    Anyway, they didn’t stop couples from participating in the three-legged race, they encouraged it. In fact, the moment we applied, they immediately approved it without much noise. Apparently, an incident occurred during the last sports festival which was why they did this.


    I won’t ask what it was, though.


    “Alright, let’s try running now. We’ll start slowly, okay? Follow the rhythm and go around in a circle.”


    “Okay. Uh, where should I put my arm? Your shoulder? Or your waist?”


    “Shoulder for the real thing, but for now, the waist will do.”


    “…Alright, excuse me then.”


    I placed my hand on Umi’s waist, then pulled her closer to me.


    I felt the softness of her body pressing against mine. I was used to this sensation because we did this all the time at home, but it still felt embarrassing doing this in front of others.


    “Jeez, you’re too fidgety, Maki. This is just practice, so relax, okay?”


    “M-Mm…”


    I should focus on Umi for the time being.


    “Don’t look at your feet too much. Look straight ahead and keep up with the rhythm.”


    “Got it.”


    I shouldn’t think much about matching Umi’s pace, I just tried my best to follow the rhythm. One, two, one… two… Alright.


    “Ah, this probably isn’t the best time to say this, but…”


    “Hm? What is it? More advice?”


    “No. It’s something to motivate you…”


    Umi whispered to my ear,


    ‘If you practice hard, I’ll give you a reward~’


    Her whisper made me feel tingly.


    “What’s the reward?”


    “Hm~ Who knows~”


    Now that was mean. Well, it wasn’t like I could help it.


    Thanks to that, my attention was completely focused on Umi.


    “…I don’t really need a reward, I’ll still do my best either way, but if you say so…”


    “Look forward to it then~ Okay, let’s take our first step together~”


    “Sure, but do we really need to exaggerate it like this?”


    “Yes. C’mon, let’s do it~ Ready, set~”


    ““Go~””


    We looked at each other before turning our gazes ahead at the same time. Then we took our first step.


    One, two, one, two…


    “Louder, Maki! With me, c’mon!”


    “One, two, one, two.”


    In the noisy field, I focused my all on Umi’s lead and continued to bring my voice out so that Umi could hear it.

  


  
    Chapter 233 – Massage


    After that, our practice continued.


    We started with light jogging before gradually increasing the speed while trying to maintain our rhythm.


    “Hey, your rhythm is off again! I know it’s hard, but if you can’t maintain it, our feet will get tangled and we’ll both fall down.”


    “I-I’ll do my best…”


    “That’s the spirit! We’re almost done for today by the way.”


    At first, Umi was still lenient on me, but as time went on, she became harsher to the point that she stopped showing mercy, despite me being too tired to keep up.


    I had to repeat the cycle of resting and running more times than I could count. Unlike Amami-san, both Umi and I weren’t good enough to adjust our coordination instantly, so we had to practice really hard to improve it.


    It was only the first day of practice, but it felt like I had run more in the last hour or two than I had ever before.


    Even though I took frequent breaks, I still felt exhausted.


    I had been working out from time to time, but it seemed like my body still couldn’t handle this much exercise yet. Should I start doing daily morning jogging?


    Meanwhile, Umi looked the same as usual even though she went through the same amount of exercise as I did.


    “Haah… Haah… S-Sorry, Umi… I can’t…”


    “Is that so? Well, it can’t be helped then. It’s almost time anyway, we can stop here. Tomorrow is the team practice, so we’ll do this again the day after.”


    “D-Demon…”


    “What? Did you say something just now?”


    “N-No, I didn’t say anything.”


    “Well, whatever. Go rest in the shade until you can catch your breath. I’ll lend you my shoulders.”


    After practice, Umi immediately switched her mood from ‘demonic coach’ to ‘girlfriend’. We went to the back of the club building, the place where Nozomu confessed to Amami-san before


    “I’ll get us some water, don’t wander around by yourself, okay?”


    “I won’t… I can’t move even if I wanted to…”


    “Jeez, why are you so weak?~”


    Umi left while grinning mockingly at me. I leaned back against the bench exhaling in utter exhaustion.


    It had been a long time since I exercised this much, but unlike last time, it felt refreshing.


    I could probably survive if we were to do this practice every other day. Though I still had to deal with my sore muscles.


    Practice for the day was coming to an end soon. The previously bustling atmosphere on the school ground had started to quiet down.


    The atmosphere felt somewhat relaxing and I didn’t mind it. The temperature had gotten a little cooler too.


    “Thank you for waiting, Maki~ Here.”


    “Ah, thank you, Umi.”


    I received my water bottle from Umi and poured the contents of the bottle down my throat.


    The unique scent of the barley tea tickled my nose and the cold liquid that entered my body managed to revive me.


    “Phew, I’m alive again…”


    “You’re overreacting. Well, I get it…”


    After she took a sip of the tea she had just poured into a cup in her hand, Umi leaned closer to me.


    “Uh, Umi? I’m all sweaty right now, you know?”


    “So?”


    “I smell. I don’t want you to be grossed out…”


    “Don’t care~”


    My P.E. uniform was damp from my  sweat, but Umi didn’t mind that and clung close to me, sniffing my neck.


    “…Yeah, you smell. Well, that just means you did your best today.”


    “Only because you’re with me… I didn’t make it to the very end though.”


    “Don’t worry about it, it’s only the first day. You’ll get used to it soon.”


    “Guess so, huh? Oh well, I’ll try a little harder then.”


    “Yeah, fighting~ Also… About your reward…”
 “A-Ah, right…”


    She most likely had something in mind for the reward already. Since it was Umi, it should be something good.


    “Oh wait, your legs are hurting, aren’t they? Should I give them a massage?”


    “Sure, but can you actually do it?”


    “Well, I looked it up, but I’ve never really done it before, so I don’t know if it’ll be effective…”


    “Well, better than nothing. I’ll be in your care.”


    “Hehe, you’re in good hands.”


    Even if it wasn’t effective, since Umi was the one doing it, I’d still be healed either way. I had no reason to refuse her.


    I took off my shoes and socks as per her instruction and laid my legs on the bench. Then, Umi massaged them gently with her hands.


    “Woah, your legs are tighter than usual, Maki. Good luck dealing with the pain tomorrow.”


    “I hope tomorrow won’t come…”


    “I know how you feel. I was exactly the same as you a while back… How does this feel, Maki?”


    “Ouch… It hurts, but at the same time, it feels good…”


    “Glad you’re honest. Alright, here goes~”


    Her hands firmly massaged my legs. From the soles of my feet up to my thighs.


    Even though she was inexperienced, her massage felt comfortable enough for me. I wasn’t sure if I felt better because of the massage or because of her touching me, though.


    “All done. You just need to put a compress on them later and pray that tomorrow’s pain is bearable.”


    “In the end, I still have to leave everything to fate…”


    “That’s just how it is sometimes. Well, at least you got a massage for free.”


    “I guess.”


    “Mhm~”


    After thanking her and putting my shoes back on, I moved my legs around. It felt lighter than before. I should do what Umi told me to do and hope for the best tomorrow.


    “Thank you Umi… For practice and the massage… I feel bad. I’ve been reliant on you all day…”


    “Yes, be thankful. You’re lucky you have a cute and caring girlfriend like me.”


    “I can’t even refute that…”


    She was strict when she needed to be, but at the same time, she would take care of other people like this when everything was over. She knew how to apply the carrot and the stick well.


    It felt like I was rolling in the palm of her hand.


    “By the way, are you okay? I can give you a massage too if you want. Don’t expect anything, though.”


    “I’m fine. I’m jogging every morning, so I’m used to this. Thanks for asking though… Wait, you can do something else for me instead.”


    “Something else? Well, sure if you say so.”


    “Alright, then…”


    She leaned toward me and whispered something to me.


    “Can you do the usual here?~”


    “The usual? …Oh no…”


    “Mhm~ Tell me the thing that you always say to me every night. I want you to whisper it to me while holding me tightly~”


    I called her every night before I went to sleep, so I knew what exactly she wanted me to say. I only said those words to her whenever I felt like it, so I guess that was enough reason for her to demand it as a reward.


    …But still, doing it here?


    “Pretty please?~ My massage felt good didn’t it? Your legs feel better, don’t they? It’d be unfair if you’re the only one who felt good, wouldn’t it?”


    “Ugh… I can’t say anything to refute that.”


    We still had ten minutes left before the assembly, so as long as we did it quickly, we should be fine… The problem was that Umi was in her ‘spoiled child’ mood currently. It wouldn’t be over in ten minutes if I were to do it.


    But still, if this made her happy…


    “I-If you want it that badly, sure…”


    “Yay! Now I know another weakness of yours. I should do you a favor before demanding something from you, that way you’d do anything I ask. I’ll keep that in mind.”


    “Shut it. Come here quickly.”


    “Yes…”


    She buried her face in my chest with a happy face.


    Seriously, why was she so cute?


    “Maki, can you hear my heartbeat?”


    “Yes. Can you hear mine too? It’s always like this whenever I’m with you.”


    “Is that so?~ I’m happy to hear that~”


    While everyone else was practicing hard, we were making out in a place like this.


    I felt a little guilty, but that wouldn’t stop me.


    “Umi…


    “Y-Yes…”


    After I blowed on her ear slightly, I moved my lips closer to it and—


    “Hey hey, you two seem to be having fun, hm?~”


    ““!””


    When I was about to whisper the words, someone interrupted us. Thanks to that, we both jumped in surprise. We still managed to hold onto each other though, so we didn’t fall down.


    ““N-Nakamura-san…””


    “Hello, my favorite idiotic coup— I mean, Asanagi-chan, Maehara-kun.”


    We turned our eyes toward the owner of the voice, a girl in glasses wearing a white armband on her left arm. There was ‘sports festival committee member’ written on the armband. 

  


  
    Chapter 234 – A Lonely After School (1)


    When we noticed Nakamura-san’s presence, we immediately put some distance between us.


    Thankfully, she was the only one here, so as long as we could convince her to keep this as a secret, we should be fine.


    “Hello, hello, Maehara-kun~ it’s been a while, hasn’t it? Nice to see that you two are still so close. How have you been?”


    “I’ve been fine… You look tired, Nakamura-san.”


    “Hehe, you can tell? Well, there’s just too many things to do for the council. Tomoo-senpai and other members helped, but the amount of paperwork I had to do was just endless.”


    I could tell that she was having a hard time by the look on her face. It lacked her usual vigor and she looked slightly more haggard than the last time I saw her.


    By the way, student council members still had to participate in the sports festival. So, aside from her regular workload, she also had to practice for the events on top of that.


    That kind of schedule would exhaust even the most energetic people.


    “Anyway, what’s up? Since you seem to be looking for me… Did something bad happen?”


    “…Yeah. Uh, my hubby— No, I mean, the vice president is sick. I took him to the infirmary just now. It was only a cold thankfully, but now there’s no one left to do his portion of the work…”


    “I see. Well sure, I’ll help you.”


    “You’re a lifesaver… We have to finish making arrangements with our sponsor by the end of the day…”


    Since the new student council was formed, Umi and some of her classmates had been helping them out since they were short-staffed. Umi was good with management and such, so she helped whenever a member of the council was sick or unavailable.


    “Anyway, sorry for disturbing your sweet time with Asanagi-chan, Maehara-kun. I’ll be borrowing her until the vice president is well, okay? Can I have your permission?”


    “I mean, Umi already said she’ll help, so go ahead… By the way, about the vice president…”


    “…Haha, I was hoping you wouldn’t notice that. Oh well, not like I could keep it a secret forever.”


    I was about to let it slide, but she had a concerned look when she talked about the vice president. Also, she called him ‘hubby’…


    “Oh, right, Maki doesn’t know, huh? Can I tell him, Nakamura-san?”


    Nakamura-san, with a slightly red face, nodded silently. From my impression of her and her behavior so far, I thought she wouldn’t be interested in such things, but it seemed like I was wrong.


    I didn’t expect this, but it wasn’t a bad thing or anything.


    “You knew about them, Umi?”


    “Yeah. Well, I didn’t find out until the end of the summer vacation. Apparently they were in the same club in middle school. Moreover, they were the only members of the club, isn’t it sweet?”


    “I see, so they were on good terms from the beginning.”


    According to Umi, Nakamura-san and the vice president (a first year named Takizawa Souji), were in a mystery club together. Their relationship developed beyond that of a senpai-kouhai relationship.


    Apparently, they would read books and discuss them together, study together whenever an exam was coming up and go to the library together on their days off as part of their club’s activities. Honestly, I couldn’t see them as anything other than a couple by that point.


    By the time Nakamura-san graduated from middle school, you would have thought they were already dating, but it seemed like that was not the case. Before Takizawa-kun enrolled in our school, they actually didn’t really stay in contact.


    The reason was because in Nakamura-san’s lockscreen…


    “…Woah, he’s handsome.”


    “Right? He even said that people kept hitting on him on the street.”


    He was a head taller than Nakamura-san, who was taller than the average boy. His face looked so good that I wouldn’t be surprised if someone were to tell me that he was a model. With that intelligent and calm look, if Nitta-san were to see him, she would immediately fangirl over him.


    Apparently, there were a lot of cute girls around him, from his childhood friends, classmates, kouhais and even students from other schools as well. That was why Nakamura-san decided to back down when she graduated.


    “But, the vice president, Takizawa-kun, had been in love with Nakamura-san since the first year. Just this spring, he entered our school without telling anyone. He joined the student council because his homeroom teacher asked him, but in truth, he just wanted to relive his middle school days with Nakamura-san.”


    “…So that’s why Nakamura-san became the president, huh?”


    So that was the ‘good reason’ Nakamura-san mentioned back then.


    When I turned my gaze to her, she immediately averted her gaze while blushing.


    “…S-So what? I-I’m a normal high school girl too! Actually back when my homeroom teacher asked me to be a member of the council, I refused, but when he asked me to… I just couldn’t refuse…”


    And now that same boyfriend was sick. Because of that, she got annoyed after seeing us flirting in the open. Which was why she approached us instead of just pretending not to see it.


    I felt bad for her.


    “So, in exchange for listening to my embarrassing story, lend me Asanagi-chan for a bit, please… Asanagi-sama, you’re my only hope! Everyone else already refused me, so please!”


    “Can’t be helped then. Sorry, Maki, I’m going to give her a hand. You should go back first, you’re exhausted, right? This will take a while.”


    “I can wait for you. It’s getting darker earlier these days, so it would be safer if I walked home with you.”


    Also, Sora-san had been telling me that she missed me, so I should stop by her house for dinner.


    “Alright, I’ll finish it as soon as possible. You should wait in the cafeteria, they should be open for a while.”


    “Roger. Message me when you’re finished, okay? I’ll pick you up right away.”


    “Mm, alright then, see you, Maki.”


    “See you.”


    And so, Umi went to the student council room with Nakamura-san and I went to the blue team’s place as previously planned.


    I could wait two or three hours for Umi, but in the meantime, what should I do?…

  


  
    Chapter 235 – A Lonely After School (2)


    ‘Thanks everyone for your hard work! Practice will continue tomorrow, so please go to bed as early as possible! You may go home now!’


    After the speech from the third years, we were finally released from our first day of practice. It was scorching hot since morning, but none of the students got heatstroke or any other illness thanks to the student council’s and the health committee’s measures.


    As I was thinking about that, Amami-san approached me.


    “Maki-kun!”


    “Amami-san.”


    “Hehe, good work today! I saw you practicing with Umi! Did she work you to the bone?”


    “Yeah… Thanks to that, I’m exhausted… It’s only the first day, jeez…”


    “Hehe, I feel you. It was exhausting for me too! I’m having fun, though!”


    She said that, but she didn’t look exhausted at all. 


    Even though I saw her running around the yard earlier, she didn’t seem to be out of breath at all. I would bet money that if she ran ten more laps, her expression would stay the same as it currently was. 


    …I guess we were built different, after all.


    “By the way, where did Umi go? She disappeared before practice ended…”


    “Nakamura-san asked her to help the student council out since the vice president is out of commission right now.”


    Of course I wouldn’t tell her that Nakamura-san dragged Umi partly because she was bitter about us flirting out in the open.


    “The vice president? Ah that cool looking first year? Takizawa-kun, right?”


    “You know him, Amami-san?”
 “Mhm! Ninacchi made a fuss a while ago about a ‘really handsome first year’, so I know about him.”


    Of course Nitta-san knew about Takizawa-kun.


    Well, that was a given I guess. With looks like that, no wonder he stood out.


    …But even with those good looks, Takizawa-kun still hadn’t managed to make Amami-san fall for him, huh?


    If Nozomu were here, he would be patting his chest in relief.


    “So you’ll be going home alone today, huh? I would like to go with you, but I still have some work to do with the backboard team…”


    ‘Amami-senpai~ When will the meeting start?’


    “Ah! In fifteen minutes at the workshop! Sorry, Maki-kun, I gotta go!”


    “Mhm. Do your best.”


    “I will! Thank you, Maki-kun!”


    With her golden hair fluttered behind her back, Amami-san dashed away.


    ‘That girl is so cute…’


    ‘I know, right? She’s cheerful and kind, even to the first years.’


    I could hear such comments coming from the boys who were staring at Amami-san.


    While being popular wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, dealing with people’s gazes and expectations seemed tough.


    “Woah, are you trying to take your chance to hit on your girlfriend’s best friend now that she isn’t with you? You look harmless, but you’re surprisingly daring, Rep.”


    “She was the one who called out to me, you know?”


    That was a terrible thing to accuse me of, but since it came out of Nitta-san’s mouth, I let it slide.


    She probably approached me because she saw me here by myself, like Amami-san. Although her way of approaching me was different from Amami-san, the kindness they showed me was the same.


    “…Why are you grinning? That’s creepy.”


    “My bad, my bad.”


    I started to understand her a little better.


    Everyone around me were kind people, which I’m grateful about.


    However, I didn’t expect them to be so worried about me when Umi wasn’t around. Guess it was to be expected, considering how we were always together at school.


    …Though, we tried to not be conspicuous about it.


    “I came over since I heard you were talking about Takizawa-kun. Do you know him, Rep? If so, can you do me a favor? I’ll be grateful for the rest of my life if you do it! Can you give me his contact?”


    “I don’t know him…”


    “Eh, really? Well, I guess it’s you…”


    The thought about telling her about his relationship with Nakamura-san crossed my mind, but I kept my mouth closed. I don’t think Nakamura-san would appreciate it if I were to babble like that.


    It wasn’t like I didn’t trust Nitta-san though. Nakamura-san would tell her sooner or later anyway, I was sure of it.


    Instead, I told Nitta-san about Umi, who went to help the student council.


    “I see, Takizawa-kun is sick… Jeez, if I knew this would happen, I would have joined the student council in a heartbeat.”


    “You’re the same as ever.”


    “Huh? What did you mean by that, hm? Of course I would act like this. Unlike Umi and Yuuchin, I don’t go after the boys in my surroundings! If I don’t do it earnestly, I won’t find my ideal boy!”


    If she had the same dedication toward her studies or work, I would respect her more…


    “Huh?…”


    Her words made me feel strange.


    She said she didn’t go after the boys in her surroundings, unlike Umi and Amami-san.


    In Umi’s case, the boy in her surroundings should be me, but in Amami-san’s case…


    “Nitta-san, did Amami-san find someone that she likes? Just now you mentioned her going after a boy in her surroundings…”


    “Hm? …Ah, sorry, I just said that randomly. You saw that Yuuchin is getting closer to Seki lately, right? Yeah, I just said those words because of that. I don’t think she found someone that she likes yet.”


    “I guess so, huh?…”


    I was surprised that she said those words so casually.


    As far as I knew, the only boy that Amami-san was close to was Nozomu. I thought that Nozomu’s feelings finally became requited, so I almost became happy for him, but it seemed like it wasn’t the case.


    “Sorry for making you misunderstood like that. Since I’m cute, please let me off with this.”


    “That’s not a good enough reason. Well, let’s just say that we are too tired to think correctly and had a slip up, that should be okay.”


    “…We could go with that I guess. Anyway, I gotta go.”


    “‘Kay, see you tomorrow.”


    “Mm, see ya~’


    I parted ways with Nitta-san and went to the classroom to change into my uniform. There was still an hour before they locked the classroom, but I didn’t want to be in my P.E uniform any longer. It reeked of dust and sweat.


    Since I took my time in the yard, the bustling atmosphere in school had died down since most of the students had gone home already. The only people who stayed were the backboard groups and the people who were making cheerleading equipment. Even though they were sacrificing their summer vacation time, they seemed to be having a good time.


    It was just like last year’s festival.


    Come to think of it, there were a lot of things to do back then too, but looking back, it was a lot of fun.


    Because back then, I always had my ‘precious friend’ by my side.


    “…I love Umi so much.”


    I muttered to myself as I walked down the hallway.


    Whenever I was alone with my thoughts, I always ended up thinking about her.


    It was only after I befriended her that I started to live more like a normal student. So it was natural that my precious memories were only filled with her. Though, if I were to see it from an objective point of view, it felt like I was thinking about her a little too much.


    From the lottery that made me the committee’s representative, the work that we did when we were left alone at school, the beef we had with Amami-san because of a slight misunderstanding, the moment where we held hands on the rooftop… All of them were my precious memories and Umi was in every one of them.


    I suddenly had the sudden urge to go to her side right now.


    Sometimes, I felt like this. I felt uncomfortable that she wasn’t by my side.


    “…No, stop thinking about that. I should calm down.”


    Thinking about her any longer would just leave me in agony. I should get ready to go home instead.


    I took off my P.E uniform and wiped the sweat off my body with a spare towel. After that, I sprayed some deodorant on my body. I used to only wipe my body with a single handkerchief, so I made significant progress in this regard.


    Well, everything that I used were the things that Umi bought for me… I guess I should think about buying them myself without her telling me next time.


    After changing into my uniform, I took out my phone and tidied up my bangs. Then, I sat down and let out a deep sigh.


    All I needed to do was to wait for Umi to finish her work. For some reason, the time passed agonizingly slowly.


    I took ten minutes to change and stuff. It was great that I managed to finish everything in that short amount of time, but I wished that it took longer than that.


    “…Let’s take a nap for a second.”


    Even if I were to set an alarm, I’d sleep until midnight anyway because I was exhausted, so I decided not to— Of course that wouldn’t be the case. The teacher will wake me up when it’s time.


    Now that I think about it, I used to do this a lot back then.


    I used my gym bag as a pillow and plopped my head on the desk. I hadn’t done this in a while because everyone wouldn’t leave me alone at school. It felt good to do this once in a while.


    As time passed, my eyelids started getting heavier, so I decided to stop thinking and closed my eyes. I should take a ‘nap’ until my ‘alarm’ woke me up.


    ‘Ah, it’s that guy…’


    “…Hm?”


    I heard the classroom door being opened along with someone else’s voice.

  


  
    Chapter 236 – A Lonely After School (3)


    I was in a daze because I was about to fall asleep, but I managed to turn to the door.


    There were a group of boys near the door. I could only see three of them from where I was sitting, with one of them being slightly taller than the other two. They weren’t my classmates and I didn’t recognize any of them.


    I didn’t know which one of them was talking.


    “Ah, he woke up.”


    “…Uh, what? You have a business with me?”


    “Eh? Ah, no… We’re just here to pick something up for a friend…”


    They walked to a certain someone’s seat and took the bag there.


    …It was Ooyama-kun’s seat. The owner himself was nowhere in sight.


    “…That’s Ooyama-kun’s bag, you know?”


    “I know. He asked us to get it for him. He’s a bit busy now.”


    Like Amami-san, Ooyama-kun was a part of the backboard team. He should be working with the rest of them right now.


    I see, those guys were his friends. I probably saw them walking with him at some point, but because their appearances were dull, I ended up not recognizing them. 


    “Alright, that’s that, I guess. Let’s go.”


    Said one of them before taking Ooyama-kun’s bag and leaving.


    I heard that there was an incident in the past where someone stole a student’s bag, while everyone was busy with the sports festival. I was suspicious of those guys, but I didn’t have Ooyama-kun’s contact information to let him know about this. Besides, who knows if those guys might be telling the truth.


    Well, even if they were thieves, I knew their faces now. I could just tell Ooyama-kun or the teachers about them later if needed.


    Besides, in the past cases, the victims of the thieving incidents were girls. The thieves would steal the girls’ clothes and the like. Most students left their valuables with the teachers, so there was nothing worth stealing inside a boy’s bag, unless the thieves were into boys’ clothes for some reason.


    …Still, thanks to them, I’m wide awake now.


    Even though I had been so sleepy just before they came in.


    Anyway, Umi still hadn’t contacted me.


    A silent and oppressive air enveloped the empty classroom.


    “…I should go outside.”


    After trying to go back to sleep and staring at my phone for five minutes, I decided to go outside.


    It was probably the first time since the last festival that I had to stay late at school like this.


    Back then, the five of us stayed behind to work together, but now we were separated and each of us had our own work to take care of.


    I wonder what will happen at next year’s festival?


    Around that time, we would be busy studying for our entrance exam, so we wouldn’t be able to enjoy the festival to the fullest. In fact, the third year’s participation was optional, so we could opt out if we wanted to.


    “I want to enjoy it with everyone one last time…”


    I looked out of the window to see the rooftop where we placed our mosaic art for last year’s festival.


    I had no regrets about last year. Thanks to Umi’s help, I managed to do my job well as the representative and we even won an award.


    However, back then, our relationship was messy. There were issues between Umi and Amami-san and I didn’t get to know Nitta-san and Nozomu until after the festival ended.


    That was why I kept thinking about this.


    What if we were able to enjoy it together?


    Realistically speaking, we would never be able to get in the same class again. There was too big of a gap between our grades. Nozomu, in particular, had already decided that he would keep doing baseball in college. Our career paths would never cross.


    Nevertheless, I still think that we should try to enjoy the next festival together. Maybe the five of us could go to a restaurant and talk about what we were doing over a meal.


    …When you think about it like that, it seemed really difficult to live our school life without regret like what the adults told us. Our school life passed by in a blink of an eye.


    “…I have to work harder.”


    That was why I wanted to cherish the little time I had left.


    School, studies, friendship and love.


    I would steadily tackle everything that came my way. I would try not to get overwhelmed by the plethora of new things that I’d come to experience in my school life.


    After resolving myself, I left the area. I could feel my face heat up because I was thinking of something embarrassing. I said a few things out loud too. Luckily, no one heard me.


    In any case, I’ll keep this to myself.


    Suddenly, I felt thirsty, probably because of the heat, so I went to the vending machine at the cafeteria to grab myself a drink. I brought some barley tea with me, but I already drank it all when I was practicing with Umi, so now I had to spend unnecessarily to satisfy this thirst. I knew that a bottle of juice would only cost me a hundred yen, but if this was a daily occurance, I’d run out of money quickly.


    When I was walking down the hallway, there were some female students that passed by me while complaining how hard the practice was.


    …Honestly, I didn’t think the practice was that bad.


    I checked the time on my phone and saw that it was almost six. The sky had gotten darker. I guess I should wait for Umi somewhere while enjoying my drink.


    “Huh? Could it be?…”


    In a nostalgic place, where Nozomu sat with me while drinking some yogurt after he got dumped by Amami-san, the space between the cafeteria and the building where the kendo and judo clubrooms were located.


    “Amami-san?…”


    “Huh? Maki-kun?…”


    There was a blonde girl, standing alone in front of a big backboard.

  


  
    Chapter 237 – Advice for a Friend (1)


    “It’s late, what are you doing here, Maki-kun? Are you still waiting for Umi?”


    Amami-san ran over to me with a smile on her face.


    There were blue and white paints in her right hand and a brush in her left. It seemed like she was still working at this late hour.


    “Mhm. It seems like she’s going to take a little longer… Wait, she just texted me.”


    When I checked my phone, Umi texted me.


    [Umi: It’ll be done soon.]


    [Umi: Wait for a bit, okay?]


    [Maki: Okay, good luck.]


    [Umi: Thank you. Give me lots of love later, okay?]


    [Maki: When we get home, yes, sure.]


    [Umi: Hehe, I’ll look forward to it.]


    I promised to meet her in front of the stairs, then I put my phone back into my pocket.


    “…Hehe, are you done talking with Umi?”


    “Ah, yes. Sorry for cutting our conversation like that.”


    “It’s fine, it’s fine. I don’t mind watching you with Umi. You are always smiling so happily.”


    “Eh, really? I was being careful…”


    “Your mouth is twitching a lot, so I could tell~ Ninacchi also knew about it. It’s actually obvious that you are trying to hold back from smiling~ Pfft…”


    Maybe she remembered something that happened in the past, she suddenly broke into laughter.


    Even though we were in different classes, I still texted Umi regularly. To hide my expression, I always tried to put on a poker face or hide my mouth. The gesture was enough to fool the teachers and my other classmates, but it didn’t work when it came to Amami-san and Nitta-san…


    “A-Anyway, Amami-san… You’re doing this on your own? Where’s the rest of your team?”


    “Ah, yeah. Well, we’ve finished our work for today, so everyone went home a little earlier, but there’s still something that’s bothering me, that’s why I’m here.”


    “…Can I see it?”


    “Sure. I’m still not done yet though.”


    The backboard was basically a big wooden plank that everyone painted something on.


    From the unfinished work, it seemed like they were trying to paint a big blue dragon on it.


    “This is the rough sketch. The others showed me a number of powerful creatures like demons or Raijin, so I used those as reference for this piece…” (T/N: Raijin is the thunder god of in shinto’s belief. There are a lot of depictions of him in statues or paintings. He is usually depicted together with Fujin or the wind god, in those pictures, he is the one carrying drums behind him. Fun fact if you’re a pokemon player, Thundurus’ incarnate form is based on him.)


    “…Woah.”


    I involuntarily let out that cry when I saw the sketch.


    If I were to describe it, it was a picture of a giant waterfall being split in half by a blue dragon. The blue dragon was facing upwards and roared toward the sky. Despite the picture being only painted on a piece of paper, I could already feel its oppressive atmosphere.


    Because she was the one in charge of sketching for our previous festival’s exhibit, some people knew about her artistic sense. And now, she was showing it in full force once again.


    Sometimes, they’d recruit some people from the art club for the backboard team, so there were cases in the past where one stood out compared to the rest. Seeing Amami-san’s work though, made me think that those works felt inferior.


    …But this was only a rough sketch.


    “And so, we decided to work on the finer details first. Currently, we’re working on the face of the dragon and the parts surrounding it, but when we were working on it, it deviates from the sketch somehow… Can you step back a little, Maki-kun? Ten steps from here will do. Compare our work to the sketch.”


    “Uh… Here?”


    As instructed, I moved away from the board. From where I stood, I compared the painting she was working on with the sketch.


    “What do you think?”


    “Hm… I don’t think there’s any problem with it…”


    I noticed that there was something off with it, but it was only a small part of it, not enough to make a fuss about.


    It would be difficult to maintain a high quality work while working in the middle of the summer heat, but as long as they could finish it properly, the outcome should be good enough.


    “Huh? You don’t think there’s any problem with it? …Hng… But…”


    But, it seemed like Amami-san had a different opinion than mine.


    “I don’t know how to explain it, but it feels like it doesn’t look as good as the sketch. That’s why I’m thinking of adjusting it myself like this…”


    She then changed the shade of blue they were using for the dragon. Because of that, the dragon had a different impression than before.


    Since painting on a big wooden plank and a piece of paper was different, it wasn’t wrong that there was a need to give some adjustment for the work from time to time. In fact, Umi and I did the same thing last year.


    But…


    “Amami-san.”


    “What do you think, Maki-kun? Don’t you think it will look better this way? You understand what I’m trying to do, right?”


    “Sorry, Amami-san, but I don’t think you should do something like this…”


    “…Huh?”


    Her expression hardened when she heard my answer. Probably because she didn’t expect that kind of answer.

  


  
    Chapter 238 – Advice for a Friend (2)


    “Eh? Is that… So? Do you think what I’m doing is bad, Maki-kun?…”


    “Yeah. Sorry, that’s just my opinion. Did I say a little too much?”


    “No, you didn’t. It’s better for me if you tell me about it bluntly like that. Anyway, that’s how it is, huh?…”


    Amami-san’s previously bright face became clouded after hearing my words.


    After all, she went out of her way to stay late for something that she thought was correct. But, here I was, telling her that she shouldn’t do it. She was probably quite shocked.


    I regretted being so blunt about it. I should have said it differently so that she wouldn’t get hurt. Well, it needed to be said. As her friend, I shouldn’t lie to her.


    “Um, can I ask you something, Maki-kun? Why do you think I’m doing something bad?”


    “Hmm, maybe I’m just overthinking, but…”


    After saying so, I looked over the part that Amami-san corrected.


    At first glance, the part was colored blue, but when I took a closer look, there were a lot of different colors splattered there, creating shades that made the part look more three-dimensional.


    Seeing how it looked after she corrected it, I could say that she improved it.


    “Before I say anything, I want to confirm something, Amami-san. This painting was painted by everyone in your team, right? Not just you?”


    “Ah, yes. I can’t do it on my own because it’s too big, so everyone has their parts they are working on. Since I made the sketch, I’m instructing everyone on what to do. Also, I help out on the various different parts of the painting, like the dragon’s eyes.”


    “So, you aren’t doing everything by yourself?”


    “Yes! The senpai and the kouhai took the initiative to do the work themselves, they are really nice! Of course, Ooyama-kun and the rest of the second years are doing their best as well!”


    “Alright, that means that this work was made by everyone.”


    “Yes, but why does that matter?”


    When I tried to avoid touching the main point of the matter, Amami-san tilted her head in confusion.


    I knew that I was talking in a round-about way, but this was the best thing that I could do in the current situation.


    If it was Umi, she’d immediately give Amami-san an earful after seeing this.


    “Amami-san, think about it this way. You’re painting under the guidance of someone, you are doing what you were told, drawing and coloring it as instructed. But suddenly, the next day, the painting had turned into a whole different painting. How would you feel?”


    “T-That…”


    “You understand? Now if someone comes up to you and tells you that they redrew it because they think it’d look better this way, how would you feel?”


    “…I see. I don’t know how other people would feel about it, but I wouldn’t like that. It would make me think that I did something wrong…”


    Her body trembled as she answered my questions.


    It seemed like she was beginning to understand what I meant.


    “Amami-san, did you tell everyone in your team about this?”


    “I noticed the weird part right before they left… Since I didn’t want to trouble them, I…”


    Saying this, she shook her head sideways.


    I understood her feelings. She just wanted to improve the quality of the painting. After all, the better the quality of our backboard was, the more points our group would get.


    However, even if it was for the greater good, the other member of her team wouldn’t feel good if she were to modify the painting arbitrarily like this.


    Of course, some people might not mind it. After all, it was Amami-san’s decision, she was popular and charismatic enough that people’d follow her decision without question. At least on the surface, she wouldn’t get any backlash because of it.


    However, as she herself stated, there might be people who’d find her actions unacceptable.


    “I see, that’s why you said that what I’m doing was bad. I was too focused on the painting to notice…”


    “I understand, Amami-san. You know, I found that you lose track of everything else once you focus on something. It isn’t a bad thing of course, but Umi and I would be happier if you were to have the same attitude toward your studies.”


    “Maki-kun, you’re a meanie! I tried my best in my studies too!”


    “Did you really?”


    “U-Um… Y-Yeah? I-I don’t fall asleep within thirty minutes when I start studying now…”


    That was her doing her best?


    “Uh… Try telling Umi the same thing.”


    “…Ehehe~”


    With a bright smile, she made an ‘X’ with her arms in front of her chest. Alright, let’s pretend that this conversation never happened.


    I really hoped that the thirty minutes was properly spent on studying. Or else, Umi will unleash hell on her.


    “…Thank you, Maki-kun. I didn’t expect you to say something like that to me, so I was a little surprised, but now I know that you are worrying about me in your own way… I’ll do my best so that I won’t unnecessarily hurt other people from now on!”


    “Mm, well, to be honest, I don’t care about them. I mean, I didn’t say all those words for their sake. Rather, it’s for your own sake, Amami-san.”


    “Huh? Me?”


    “…Yeah.”


    I continued to tell her my concerns.


    “You see, you can just tell them about this later. If the results turn out to be good, I doubt that anyone will mind.”


    “Okay, so?”


    “Well, if things were to go in that direction, you’ll end up doing everything by yourself, Amami-san.”


    “Ah…”


    If it was Amami-san, she would be able to do it on her own, I didn’t doubt it. But, it would be hard for other people to follow her.


    Let’s say that she modified the sketch. The scale between the sketch and the actual work was different, so a minor change to the sketch would involve a lot of work. Also, only Amami-san alone could reproduce the ‘feelings’ she had when she modified the sketch, the other people wouldn’t be able to.


    That was only if she were to make minor changes. Eventually, she’d have to make more changes as she went and she’d end up doing a lot of work on her own. This was another reason why I told her that she shouldn’t do that.


    “Even so, I don’t doubt that you could do everything alone, Amami-san… But still, there will be times when you’ll break down if you keep doing that.”


    Just like what happened to me last Christmas.


    Because of how she usually acted, it was easy to forget that she was a normal high school student like me.


    “So, uh… It’s okay to work hard, but you don’t need to work that hard. In the end, it’s just a school event.”


    I knew that I could say something like this because I wasn’t in her position. But still, I didn’t want to see someone overworking themselves for something like this.


    …Especially if that someone was the best friend of my girlfriend, and also my own friend.


    “It’s just a school event, huh? …That’s a horrible way to put it, but it sounds like something you’d say, Maki-kun.”


    “Well, Umi and I had to put up with your antics last year, so I don’t want anyone to suffer through what we went through.”


    “E-Eh?! R-Really?! I-I saw you two doing your best, so I thought that I should go all out too…”


    “The end result wasn’t bad, but there were some details that were awful. Because of the revisions, we ran out of cans. We had to make do by using dirty cans we found in the trash cans.”


    Amami-san didn’t seem to notice it back then. To her, as long as it followed the sketch somewhat, it would be fine. Thanks to that, we managed to finish it before the deadline.


    Even so, to her, it was probably one of her precious memories.


    “…Maybe you think that as long as everyone is working together on it, everything will be fine. But you forgot that you can’t expect everyone to push themselves as hard to meet your expectations.”


    “Because it’s just a school event, right?”


    “Mhm.”


    Even if the end result wasn’t that good and we didn’t end up winning any awards, as long as everyone enjoyed the process, it would become a memorable event for everyone.


    After the festival was over, the next year afterwards, after graduation, and later in their lives, they’d be able to look back at the memories fondly.


    “Hehe. I see, I understand. I’ll try not to overdo it, Maki-kun. I’ll redo what I did and apologize to everyone later.”


    “Mm… Sorry for being meddlesome. I even gave you a long sermon over this…”


    “Don’t worry about it. I like this part of you a lot, Maki-kun.”


    If it was any other person, they probably wouldn’t take my words well and lash out at me. But this girl thanked me instead.


    This was also the case with the rest of my friends, mom, Sora-san, Daichi-san and even Riku-san. Everyone around me accepted this troublesome personality of mine.


    I was truly blessed, surrounded with kind people like them.


    “Alright, since I don’t want to make you worry about me anymore, I’m going to go home now. I’m hungry. My mom is probably waiting for me too.”


    “Ah, why don’t you go back with us? Umi is about to be finished with her work anyway.”


    Umi texted me just now. She had already left the council room. We could meet up with her if we were to go back together.


    “Nah, I have to pass today. I have a lot of things to do. Besides, I don’t want to intrude on your sweet time together~”


    “W-What do you mean our sweet time together?!”


    We were just going to walk home together, nothing more. Besides, we were going straight to Umi’s house, we won’t do anything excessive there…


    “Anyway, I’m going home now. See you tomorrow, Maki-kun~”


    “Alright, see ya–”


    “Ah, wait, Maki-kun!”


    When we parted ways, Amami-san suddenly approached me and brought her face closer to mine.


    “There’s something in your hair.”


    “Huh? Where?”


    “At the end of your bangs… Let me brush it off for you.”


    She gently reached for my hair and removed what seemed like dried paints that somehow stuck on my hair.


    It had been a while since I saw her face close like this, but she looked as pretty as ever.


    Her golden bang swayed left and right and below them were a pair of clear blue eyes. I could see why Nozomu fell over heels for her.


    “Alright, all done! Now Umi won’t see your clumsy side~”


    “She’s seen it more than enough times… Anyway, thank you.”


    “Hehe, don’t mention it~”


    After parting ways from Amami-san, who waved at me with a bright smile, I went to the place where Umi was waiting.


    When I was waiting for Umi on my own, time went at a snail pace, but when I talked with Amami-san, it passed by quickly.


    I sent a text to Umi before walking down the dark hallway.


    “Today was rough… I feel like dying… Haha, it sure was…”


    I muttered the words that the girls I passed by a while ago said and let out a quiet laugh in the middle of the dark hallway.

  


  
    Chapter 239 – Before the Sports Festival (1)


    After that, both preparation and practice for the sports festival proceeded smoothly.


    Or at least, that was according to the student council. With the vice-president returning to duty after recovering, they managed to do their work without issue. Nakamura-san was also regaining her usual cheerfulness. These days, I could see her practicing for the group events.


    As for me, things went surprisingly well too.


    “Alright, that seems good enough. How’s the time, Nina?”


    “Hm… One second off from your personal best. You two are good enough to compete with the other pairs now. I expected that you two would improve, but this is a surprise.”


    “See, Maki? Hard work pays off.”


    “I-I guess yeah. Well, this was only possible because of your coaching, Umi.”


    When we first started practicing, our pairing almost always finished last in the mock races because of my slow legs. Umi had to hold back a lot to match my pace. After a lot of practice though, I managed to get a sense of it and was able to keep up with Umi at full speed.


    Other pairings of the three-legged races were made of people who belonged in the sports clubs, so they were way superior to us in regards to their physical capabilities. But, we could beat them in terms of cooperation because we were the so-called idiotic couple pairing.


    “It’s a little early, but let’s take a break. You deserve it because we got a good time.”


    “Why don’t we just end the practice as it is? Let’s end everything in a good—”


    “No. We’ll take a fifteen minute break and after that we’ll continue practice for real. I want both of us to get used to this mentally so we won’t fall behind during the real thing.”


    “Uwah… Y-Yes ma’am.:”


    Umi was still in her demon coach mode.


    It seemed like I’d have to receive another Umi Massage today.


    We went to our usual break spot together with Nitta-san, who was accompanying us for today’s practice. The frozen barley tea we brought had already melted and it successfully quenched our thirst after long hours of practice.


    This was the moment when everyone would say something like ‘I’m alive again.’ It was the first time I’d ever experienced this.


    There were sports festivals back in grade school and middle school as well, but I’d never had to work this hard.


    …Guess I was slacking too much.


    “Phew, it’s been a while since practice started, so I didn’t realize that August was almost over. I couldn’t hook a rich, kind, handsome guy to be my boyfriend this year too. What a bummer.”


    Said Nitta-san as she hung her head after chugging the sports drink she bought at the vending machine.


    Apparently, she had been going on blind dates with students from other schools and didn’t manage to find anyone that she fancied.


    “Your standards are too high. What rich, kind, handsome guy? Just pick one of them and go with it. Like me for example, I prefer guys with a good personality, that’s why I went with Maki. Right, Maki?”


    “Don’t ask me.”


    I don’t think I fit the description of ‘guys with a good personality,’ but if that’s what Umi thinks, then sure. To be honest, I’d only show my ‘good personality’ toward a select amount of people, mostly those I was close with like Umi, Amami-san and the others.


    “Personality, huh?… Well, I understand where you’re coming from, but it’s human nature to want for more. I don’t think a little bit of everything is bad… I just don’t want to be cheated on again, you know?”


    I didn’t know the details, but I heard that Nitta-san had plenty of unsuccessful relationships. The reasons varied. From being cheated on as soon as she got into a relationship, to being gaslighted into thinking that she was getting into a relationship.


    Her standards gradually becoming stricter was the result of that. It was understandable as she wasn’t a fool. She definitely didn’t want another failed relationship. But if she kept this up, it would turn into a vicious cycle where her standards kept getting stricter to the point that she wouldn’t be able to find anyone.


    “If you want a boyfriend so badly, why not try raising one to be your ideal type instead of looking for one? Looks, wealth, personality, everything could be changed with enough effort. Case and point, Maki.”


    “You don’t understand. Rep has a decent base to begin with. I never noticed because no one knew him and he kept people away from him back then, but his personality is good. He also never really struggled with money. Although he’s bad at sports, he could use his head. As for looks…Too bad he doesn’t look as hot as his dad.”


    “Why are you bragging about someone else’s boyfriend? …Anyway, if you put it that way, I guess I could see where you’re coming from.”


    “See? In any case, you are lucky to find a diamond in the rough like him, Umi. Of course, Rep is lucky too.”


    Although Nitta-san usually teased me about a lot of things, sometimes she would give her objective opinion about me like this.


    Honestly, I always thought that it’d be easy for her to get one or two boyfriends with those looks and personality. Too bad her picky nature got in the way.


    In retrospect, both Umi and I were lucky in this regard. Other than Nitta-san who kept failing to find someone that fit her standards, we had Nozomu who still couldn’t move on from his attachment to Amami-san and also Amami-san herself who didn’t even think about love. 


    “Ah, what the hell am I talking about during our precious break time? Who cares about how my love life is going. Let’s talk about something else like… Right! The first year who’s gathering everyone’s attention! Takizawa-kun!”


    “Takizawa-kun? The guy who was chatting happily with Nakamura-san just now?”


    “Yeah! Ugh, damn it, what’s up with that?! Wait, our conversation didn’t change that much from the previous topic, did it?!”


    Regarding the relationship between the student council president and vice president, those two didn’t make any effort to disclose or hide it. Though, if someone wanted to know the truth about their relationship, they had to ask them directly.


    Nitta-san looked rather annoyed. It seemed like she was serious about trying to get closer to him.


    “…Well I guess I have to look for the answer myself. Anyway, regarding Takizawa-kun, I heard that when he first entered middle school he looked dull. He was really short back then too.”


    “…I know, right? There are so many girls that are prettier or smarter than me… Ugh, if only I had golden hair and blue eyes like a certain someone…” (T/N: Both dialogues are by Nitta, the raw is like this, so I assume the author just omitted the rest of Nitta and Umi’s chatters.)


    I don’t think the result would change much if that was the case since it was still Nitta-san in the end. Well, that was typical of her.


    “Ah, speaking of which, where did Yuuchin go? I haven’t seen her all day long.”


    “Amami-san? She should be working on the backboard since it’s almost finished.”


    With the sports festival just around the corner, every team had already claimed their positions. The only thing we needed to do was install the backboards at the teams’ respective positions. That was why the backboard team was giving their all to finish their pieces.


    “Everyone!~ Ninacchi! Umi! Maki-kun!~”


    Speak of the devil, Amami-san noticed us from the other side of the yard and ran over to our side.


    There was a big smile on her face. That smile and the blue paint on her cheeks told us that she finished her job successfully.


    “Heya, Yuu. Finished with everything?”


    “Mhm! Thanks to everyone’s efforts, we finished it sooner than expected! Our team was the first one!”


    Even after receiving my advice, Amami-san still worked overtime, but unlike before, she never pushed herself too hard. I’d been watching her since that day and it seemed like she communicated with the rest of the group more and she seemed to be enjoying it more than before.


    Well, that was just my speculation as she never told me anything about how her work went, but that smile was enough proof for me.

  


  
    Chapter 240 – Before the Sports Festival (2)


    Since they would only install the backboard the day before the sports festival, we could only see them from behind the scene for now.


    In the blue team’s backboard work area, aside from the backboard team, there were third year representatives, a teacher who acted as the supervisor, and some students from other teams who came to see the backboard.


    “So, what do you think, everyone? My job was designing the sketch and helping out here and there. It turned out quite good, didn’t it?”


    “Is this a dragon? Yuuchin, you could make something like this too?”
 “…I knew it, you are amazing, Yuu.”


    By combining a large amount of paletes, it formed a large dragon with blue scales. As stated, the one who designed it was Amami-san. Despite knowing what the sketch looked like and seeing the work-in-progress multiple times, I was still amazed after seeing the end result.


    The quality was consistent throughout the piece even though the scale was gigantic. There were some rough parts if you were to take a closer look at it, but it wasn’t that noticeable.


    I shared the same opinion as Umi and Nitta-san. This piece was amazing.


    “What do you think, Maki-kun? We cut some corners here and there, but those parts aren’t noticeable, right?”


    “Mhm. I can’t even tell that you cut corners.”


    The students from other teams were secretly taking pictures of our backboard. They looked impatient, probably because they saw how quickly our team managed to finish our backboards and how amazing the quality was.


    “You did a good job, Yuu. Even though we didn’t help you.”


    “Hehehe… Thank you, Umi. …Well, Maki-kun gave me some advice, so that isn’t entirely correct.”


    “No, no. I was just being preachy. It was your hard work that got you this far, Amami-san.”


    Naturally, I told Umi everything that happened that day. When she heard everything, she immediately offered to help Amami-san.


    ‘I wanna see how far I can get on my own!’


    That was what Amami-san told her. So, in the end, we just ended up watching her from afar until they finished.


    In the past, Amami-san often relied on Umi for everything. The fact that she managed to lead a number of people and worked alongside them to finish this project without Umi’s help was a sign that she had started to become more mature.


    She was already talented in both sports and arts, now she gained leadership skills. Soon enough, we’d be the one getting help from her instead of the other way around.


    Amami-san was truly an amazing girl.


    “Alright! Now that I’m free from this, time to focus on practicing for the relays! Lately, I’ve been sitting here all the time, so I’m itching to move my body around!”


    “Ah, good one, we’ll help you with that. We won’t be in the relays, but if it’s just passing the baton around, we could help with that, right? …What are you two doing?”


    “…Rep, please ward those two hot-blooded idiots off. One of them is your girlfriend and the other one is your best friend, right? You could ward them off for me, right?”


    “That’s impossible. Sorry.”


    It was like during the class match, those two turned into hot-blooded idiots when it came to such things and I was completely at their mercy.


    The practice time would end in an hour or so. Hang in there, my legs, my whole body, also Nitta-san as well.


    Since she finished her work faster than scheduled, Amami-san had a lot of energy left. She took the lead and led the three of us to the yard to practice.


    During the preparation period for the festival, Amami-san’s presence became widely known to the whole school. Not only our fellow team members, students from other teams were also openly staring at her.


    Whenever this happens, I’d always hear people talking about her. Sometimes, they’d talk about Umi or Nitta-san, but they’d never say anything about me.


    …However, I felt more gazes that were sent to Umi and I this time.


    ‘Could it be?…’


    ‘Mhm, that’s the guy…’


    ‘Just like what they said…’


    “Hm?”


    At first, I didn’t know they were talking about me, so I just went to the yard without caring.


    We headed toward the edge of the yard, the place where Umi and I usually practiced. When we arrived, I still felt their gazes on me.


    “…Rep, the other students’ reaction toward you seems to be different than usual. Did you do something?”


    After confirming that we were the only ones in the vicinity, Nitta-san whispered that to me.


    I thought I was just being too sensitive again, but it seemed like the rest of our group also felt the same way as me.


    “Uh no? I just did the same thing as I usually did. Did you do something, Umi?”


    “Same as you. But, I heard something about shuraba and stuff, it’s been a while since I heard that kind of talk going on…”


    “Ahaha… Probably because Maki-kun is the only boy here. If Nozomu-kun is also here, they wouldn’t say things like that, maybe.”


    From the perspective of the people who didn’t know about our relationship, I was merely a dull boy who was surrounded by three beauties. Amami-san’s words might be true.


    But still, when someone pointed it out loud, it felt off, huh?


    Amami-san, Umi and me.


    “…Let’s just start practicing. Who cares about that kind of insignificant gossip. It’ll die down soon enough.”


    “Right. I mean, it’s just Rep forming a harem, what’s wrong with that?”


    “Everything, Nitta-san. Everything.”


    The only person that was romantically involved with me was Umi and the rest of the girls were my friends. Of course there was a case like Nozomu one-sidedly liking Amami-san, but that was an open secret. Calling our group my harem specifically would be a terrible accusation to all of us.


    “What are you even saying, Ninacchi?! …Whatever, let’s just start running! We’ll forget everything when we run!”


    I’d probably run out of stamina first, but what Amami-san said wasn’t wrong.


    Although I felt concerned about the rumor that was currently spreading, I felt more concerned about the upcoming sports festival.


    I didn’t want this groundless rumor ruining the efforts we had been putting in so far. Especially when this would be our last sports festival before we graduated. If we wanted to look into the rumor, we could do so after the festival.


    Regardless of the outcome, as long as we could make this festival memorable, it would be enough. That was our groups’ goal.


    …And so, we went to practice with the high-spirited Amami-san.


    “…Uh, Amami, Maehara, can I talk to you two? …Well, the other two could tag along, I guess.”


    “Eh? Nagisa-chan?”


    Just as we finished the first round of practice, an unexpected person approached us.


    A certain tanned skin, foul-mouthed gyaru who normally wouldn’t have anything to do with us, Arae-san.


    …I had a bad feeling about her approaching us all of a sudden.

  


  
    Chapter 241 – The Picture from the Rumors


    Arae-san called me for some reason, so I left the field with her and went to our classroom. I wanted to know what she needed from me.


    Normally, we would go to the back of the gym or somewhere deserted if we wanted to have a talk, but most of those areas were either used by others to practice or were crowded. The classroom was the next best option.


    Since she went out her way to do this, something big that she couldn’t just tell to anyone might have happened.


    “I don’t want to beat around the bush, so I’ll cut to the case. Amami, Maehara, do you recognize this picture?”


    After confirming that there was no one else in the classroom, Arae-san tossed her phone to us.


    I received the phone from her and took a look at it with everyone.


    “…What is this?”


    It was a picture of Amami-san and me together.


    The picture showed us facing each other— no, it looked like we were about to kiss.


    “…Maki, Yuu, what is this all about?”


    “Uh… Um… I think this happened a while ago when I ran into Maki-kun when he was waiting for you, Umi. You know, back when you helped out at the council.”


    “…Mhm, I can’t remember other times when I was together with Amami-san. This should be back when she took some trash from my hair.”


    I didn’t think this was such a big deal because I reported to Umi that I was talking to Amami-san alone. Though I didn’t get to tell this part because this was something that Amami-san normally did, like back when we were at the pool.


    Still, to the eyes of outsiders who didn’t know our group’s dynamic, this could be seen as a huge scandal or something of that sort.


    Nitta-san, who had been staring at the picture in silence, muttered while furrowing her brows,


    “Hm… This image was edited. Look at this part, the position is a little off, see?”


    “Eh? You could tell something like this, Ninacchi?”


    “Yeah. I posted my selfies on social media often, so I’m familiar with this kind of thing. They purposely edited it so that you two’d look like you’re about to kiss. It isn’t perfect, but if they want people to get the wrong idea about you two, this much should be enough.”


    Arae-san nodded to her words, it seemed like she shared the same opinion as hers.


    “I don’t know where it came from. One of my friends showed it to me. I noticed right away that it was edited, but it seemed like the picture was already spreading among the first and second years.”


    “So that’s why people have been giving us more attention than usual.”


    I had been wondering why people were gossiping about me, but after seeing this, it all made sense.


    I didn’t know what kind of rumor was spreading because of this picture, but I knew that it wouldn’t be a pleasant one.


    It would probably be something along the lines of, ‘The dull-looking guy who isn’t satisfied with his cute girlfriend is trying to make a move on the school idol.’ 


    “But, who would do something like this?…”


    I muttered to myself as I was staring at the picture.


    The picture looked out of focus, perhaps it was because whoever did this wanted to add a sense of realism to the picture. They wanted to make the picture look like it was taken in a spur of the moment. Since Amami-san stood out because she was the only blonde girl in our school, this could be the main talk of the whole school at least during the sports festival.


    …Seriously, what a disgusting thing that they had done.


    A heavy atmosphere enveloped the classroom, even though Amami-san and I hadn’t done something wrong.


    “…Sorry everyone, I didn’t mean to do that, but it seemed like my actions caused people to misunderstand…”


    “It’s fine, Yuu. Everyone understands.”


    “That’s right, Yuuchin! Our relationship is always like this, it’s those people who edited and spread the pictures who are at fault!”


    Even though it wasn’t intentional, Amami-san and I could also be blamed for this incident. It was our carelessness that caused this situation in the first place. Honestly, I was prepared for Umi to scold me hard because of this. But that was that.


    We still couldn’t let those people who created this kind of rumor go.


    “…My bad. I hesitated on whether to tell you guys about this or not for a second, but I figured that it’d be better to let you know so that you guys could prepare. Prevention is better than a cure, after all.”


    “I agree with you, Arae. Nina, can you tell Seki about this later? Just in case something troublesome will happen.”


    “Mm. Well, showing him this image will just trigger him, so I’ll just tell him the gist of it. Anyway, we have to look for the source of the rumor. Can you help us out, Araecchi? No, I mean, please help us out.”


    “…Well, I was the one who told you the story, so of course I’d help.”


    The two of them had a large network among the students, so we could leave that to them. I would like to help them, but since I was the source of the rumor itself, if I were to make a rash move, it would just worsen the situation. The same thing could be said to both Umi and Amami-san as well.


    All we could do was to put our trust in our friends and get through this situation somehow. I wanted to believe that as long as we were together, we could get through this.


    “That should settle that part of the story for now. Yuu, what we should do now is run, shout and forget that this ever happened. To do that, you need to cheer up first. Don’t make that kind of face, okay?”


    “…Okay. Hehe… Thank you, Umi, Nagisa-chan, everyone…”


    “No need to thank me. It’s really out of character for me to do this of my own accord, but I can’t just leave you alone. I know how it feels to be in your position. No one should suffer through this.”


    “I knew it, you’re such a kind girl, Nagisa-chan. I’m really happy to be friends with you. Thank you again, Nagisa-chan!”


    “…Think whatever you like. But could you at least stop adding ‘-chan’ to my name? It’s embarrassing.”


    “Is that so? Alright, I’ll call you Nagisa from now on.”


    “Do whatever you want!”


    Arae-san turned away in embarrassment as Amami-san gave her a gentle smile.


    Those two got along really well. Arae-san’s relationship with Umi and I was as dry as ever, but since she was the kind of person who could adjust herself to every kind of situation, it wouldn’t be a problem.


    People like her were what made socializing interesting.


    “Alright, after practice, let’s go to a restaurant or something! We could pick up Seki along the way. It’s been a while since we went out together, hasn’t it? I want to relax, drink and eat a lot. Of course, the playboy over there will treat us.”


    “Why should I?… Well, whatever. We’ll work you to the bone soon, so this is just fitting, I guess.”


    “Jeez, Ninacchi! Don’t worry, Maki-kun, I’ll help you pay for everyone’s meal.”


    “Well, if Maki wants to pay, then I’ll help him out. I’m his girlfriend after all. I’ll let you eat everything you want just for today, Nina.”


    “…Hm?”


    The lineup suddenly became like this:


    People who would pay for the meal: Me, Amami-san, Umi.


    People who wouldn’t pay for the meal: Nitta-san.


    At the 3:1 ratio, Nitta-san let out an anxious expression.


    “E-Eh? W-Why do I feel like the bad guy suddenly? W-What happened?”


    “You are the bad guy, though.”


    After hearing Arae-san say that with a sigh, everyone immediately laughed.


    We had prepared ourselves well for the upcoming shitshow and planned on our next course of action. Our bond as friends had grown even stronger.


    …I hoped that everything could go well between us, during and after this incident.

  


  
    Chapter 242 – Unexpected Help (1)


    Days passed, summer vacation was finally over and the second semester had begun.


    The sports festival would start this Sunday, but the school seemed to be disregarding that as they were still holding classes like usual. For us second years and the third years, in addition to our regular exams, we had to take various mock exams held by different organizations, so we would be especially busy this semester. That held true for the teachers as well, as they had to prepare a lot of things for those exams.


    “It’s time, Maki. Let’s go.”


    “Mm.”


    I left my house with Umi, who came to pick me up as usual. Even though it was already September, the summer heat was still lingering around, so we were still wearing our summer uniform. Some of the girls had started wearing their autumn uniform though.


    In any case, the most memorable season for me was about to arrive.


    “Umi.”


    “Hm?”


    “Soon, it’ll be a whole year since then.”


    “Yeah.”


    It had been almost a year since we first met each other. Our first year anniversary as lovers was still quite far off since it was on December 24th, but I think our first year anniversary as ‘friends’ was also an important thing to mention.


    “It feels like it was just yesterday that we became friends. Before I knew it, this much time had passed…”


    Umi smiled happily as she waved her hand that was enveloped with mine around.


    Back then, I didn’t know how to make friends. Umi approached me when I was all alone. We befriended each other almost immediately, becoming conscious of each other in no time and now we had become the so-called ‘idiotic couple’. I was able to experience all this thanks to Umi.


    It was also thanks to her that I got to know Amami-san and the others.


    “…Maki.”


    “Hm?”


    “Everyone’s relationship will stay the same. No matter what happens.”


    “Yes. No matter what people say about us, we’ll never change.”


    We held each other’s hands tightly as we intertwined our fingers.


    It was the next day after we found out about the edited picture of Amami-san and I.


    Yesterday, Nitta-san invited the whole group to go to a nearby restaurant and spent the rest of the day as usual.


    So far, nothing has changed between us. We went to school together. Then, if our schedule allowed it, we’d eat lunch and spend our after school time together.


    Amami-san, Umi and I might become the subject of a bad rumor circulating among the students, but that wasn’t enough to distance ourselves from each other.


    Then again, if we did distance ourselves, that would be the same as admitting that the rumor was true. Also, that would drive Amami-san and Umi apart again.


    Umi’s opinion about me was the thing that mattered the most for me, but I didn’t plan on slighting everyone else’s opinion of me.


    Amami-san was Umi’s best friend and one of my closest friends.


    I didn’t want our relationship to break down because of rumors spread by god knows who.


    As we were walking on our normal route to school, suddenly someone pushed me lightly from behind.


    “Yo, you idiotic couple! Have you kissed each other this morning?”


    “Morning, Nina.”


    “Morning, Nitta-san.”


    “Morning~ Wait, don’t just ignore the question! Well, not that I expect you two to answer…”


    We met up with Nitta-san along the way and we went through the school gate together. Amami-san and Nozomu weren’t with us because both of them went ahead of us. The former was busy with the installation of the backboard and the latter had morning practice like usual.


    Nozomu was fine since the rumor didn’t directly mention him, but I was worried about Amami-san’s state. I hadn’t heard anything from her since we went home from the restaurant yesterday.


    After promising each other to meet up at lunch time, the three of us went to our respective classrooms.


    As soon as I entered my classroom, I could feel everyone casted their gazes at me. I pretended not to notice it since I was used to this kind of situation. This was my safe haven because at least I was familiar with the people in here.


    Though I didn’t expect that this place would be this peaceful.


    Anyway, Amami-san seemed to have finished her errands and was happily chatting with Arae-san over at the latter’s seat. She should be fine for the time being, Arae-san and her group should be able to protect her.


    “Amami, Maehara’s here already…”


    “Hm? A-Ah…”


    Arae-san noticed me and casually urged Amami-san to go back to her seat, which was next to mine.


    I met Amami-san’s eyes with a slight hesitation when she approached me.


    Naturally, the eyes of the rest of the class were focused on the two of us. But, due to a certain someone clicking her tongue and saying, “Don’t you guys have something better to do?” they immediately turned their gazes away.


    She ended up helping me, but was it really okay for her to act like that? Well, I guess one could interpret her action as good or bad depending on the situation.


    “G-G-G-G-Good morning, Maki-kun! It’s another hot day today, huh? Even though it’s September already…”


    “A-Ah, y-yeah. I-It’s hot today, isn’t it?”


    “M-Mhm! E-Ehehe…”


    I kept trying to tell myself to act like usual, but it was really hard for me to do so. It seemed like she felt the same way, so it was inevitable that our interaction went on awkwardly like this.


    If Umi or Nitta-san was here, I knew that it would go differently, but, well… Once again, I realized the importance of those two people in our group.


    I could hear Arae-san’s sigh from a distance and I felt bad about it. In any case, I decided not to think much and to just be focused on the upcoming classes. 

  


  
    Chapter 243 – Unexpected Help (2)


    The class started and the noise surrounding us calmed down for the duration of it. But, there was still an air of awkwardness between Amami-san and me. Actually, the awkwardness became more and more pronounced as time passed.


    Currently, the English class by Yagisawa-sensei was still ongoing.


    “Alright, can someone translate the passage up to this point? Hm… Since it’s the first of September, the first person in the attendance list should do it, so go ahead, Amami-san.”


    “Y-Yes!”


    After being nominated, Amami-san stood up. But, she looked more jumpy than usual.


    Then I noticed that she didn’t have her textbook on her desk.


    …It seemed like she forgot to bring it.


    “Amami-san? Did you forget your textbook?”


    “Y-Yes… I came to school really early this morning, so I forgot… S-Sorry…”


    “Ah, right, you had to help with the backboard installation this morning. It’s an easy part though, so you could ask the person next to you to show the passage for you.”


    “Y-Yes, ma’am…”


    Normally, in this kind of situation, whenever Amami-san’s clumsiness appeared, I’d help her with whatever she needed.


    There was nothing special about this as everyone in class should be familiar with this, but…


    “Here, Amami-san. The sentence goes from here to here.”


    “Ah, u-um, t-thank you, Maki— n-no, Maehara-kun…”


    I secretly wrote down the Japanese translation of the English passage so that she could have an easier time, but the way she acted was a little unnatural.


    Why was she acting like this? I thought we decided to forget about the rumors and just act like usual?


    I felt the need to do something about this. So, I immediately took a blank paper and started writing something on it.


    [Amami-san, calm down. Nothing happened yet, don’t worry.]


    I tore the piece of paper with my message on it and placed it on Amami-san’s deck. Seeing that, it seemed like she had regained some of her composure as she nodded. Then she proceeded to answer sensei’s question.


    Although Amami-san’s grades in her studies, including English, weren’t that good, she still had foreign blood running through her veins. She didn’t speak English, but her pronunciation and intonation were on point.


    “Alright, thank you. Share the textbook with Maehara-kun for the rest of the class, okay? Also, next time, bring your own textbook.”


    “Yes, sorry… Hehe…”


    She laughed weakly as she slowly sat down on the chair.


    Then the class continued quietly. Suddenly, she passed over a piece of paper to me.


    [Sorry to trouble you again, Maki-kun.]


    [Don’t mind it. That’s what friends are for.]


    [Okay. Also, can you not tell Umi that I forgot to bring my textbook?]


    [No.]


    [ >< ]


    [Don’t make that face.]


    [Maki is bullying me!]


    Occasionally, she’d let out a little giggle when we were doing this. It seemed like she had calmed down a little.


    It might be confusing to some people, but this was how our usual interaction would go.


    Even though we were going through a rough patch, I really wanted Amami-san, the most cheerful person in our group, to be able to shine brightly like usual. I knew that everyone in our group shared the same opinion.


    And so, the rest of the morning classes passed without a hitch. At first, I was worried about the gazes from my classmates, but as time went on, I was too busy trying to keep up with the classes, as it went at a faster pace than usual. 


    The teachers’ policy of ‘since you had enough fun on your summer break, get on with your studies’, helped me tremendously this time.


    “Ngh~ Finally, lunch time! It’s been a while since we had classes. Somehow it feels more tiring than usual…”


    “I feel you. I’ve been slacking off too… I think I’ll need some time to get used to class again. Anyway, let’s go.”


    “Okay. Don’t want to keep everyone waiting.”


    We were supposed to eat with the usual group of five, so we took our lunches and left the classroom.


    We met up with Umi, who was waiting for us in front of our classroom and headed toward the courtyard, where Nozomu and Nitta-san were waiting for us.


    “Yo, Maki. How’s everything?”


    “Just okay. How about you?”


    “Same. Anyway, the rumor had spread in my class too. Seriously, they don’t know the slightest thing about us, yet they keep talking about things. I hate it.”


    “I tried to find out about the source of the rumor, but everyone said that they heard it from a friend. No one seems to know the source.”


    Even while we were talking like this, I could feel the gazes of the students who heard about the rumor. Because of this, it was hard for us to talk under those gazes. I doubt that we could eat our lunches in peace either.


    I woke up early in the morning to prepare my lunch with Umi. I wanted to enjoy it peacefully at least.


    “So, where should we eat, Maki? Our usual spot is used by other people to practice.”


    “Is that so? Hm…”


    I knew a few quiet places that I used to eat my lunch by myself, but if we were to go to those places together, it’d make us stand out if anything.


    The weather was still scorching hot outside, so if possible, I wanted to eat somewhere inside, but I didn’t know a place where we could go together without minding other people’s gazes.


    In other words, the cafeteria was out of question since it was filled with people. Our respective classes too. I wonder if there was an empty classroom we could use somewhere in the building?


    “Um, can I have a word, senpai?”


    “Hm?”


    Suddenly, one boy approached us.


    “Sorry for suddenly calling you out like this, but you are Maehara-senpai, right?”


    “Yes, I am.”


    “Great. I’ve never talked with you before, so I was afraid that I mistook you for someone else…”


    The boy smiled. He was wearing a green tie, a sign that he was a first-year.


    He looked like a boy that could bewitch every girl who saw him. He had light brown hair, beautiful brown eyes, overall a nice face and he was tall. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was an idol or something.


    Though, for some reason he looked really friendly even though this was our first meeting.


    Then, Umi, who stood next to me, greeted him.


    “Heya, Takizawa-kun. You’re all better now?”


    “Yes. Sorry for troubling you back then, Asanagi-senpai. Mio-chan— I mean, the president was really thankful for your help.”


    “You don’t need to hide anything, we won’t make fun of you or anything. Right, Nina?”


    “Eh?! Y-Y-Y-Yeah…”


    The conversation between Umi and the boy, who seemed to know each other already, and Nitta-san, who acted strangely, made me realize something.


    “Umi, is he that Takizawa-kun?”


    “Yes, he is that Takizawa-kun.”


    “Ahaha… I’m embarrassed to admit it, but yes, I’m Takizawa Souji, the vice president of the student council. Nice to meet you, Maehara-senpai.”


    The boy who still managed to smile amiably even after we had that kind of conversation in front of him was the first year who was heavily talked among the girl students in our school.

  


  
    Chapter 244 – Unexpected Help (3)


    I was aware of Takizawa-kun’s existence. He had been a topic of conversation in our group (thanks to Nitta-san) and since he was especially close to Nakamura-san, I wouldn’t be surprised if we were to meet soon. I didn’t expect him to approach me first though.


    “Uh, hello… Nice to meet you too, vice-prez.”


    “Just call me Takizawa, Maehara-senpai. Sure, I may be the vice-president, but I’m still just a first year who has barely been in this school for six months.”


    Takizawa-kun grinned.


    I knew that he was a good looking guy when I first saw his picture on Nakamura-san’s homescreen, but the real thing looked way better than the picture.


    It was no surprise that Nitta-san would fall head over heels for him.


    “Uh, sorry to ask, but is there something you need me for? It seems like you’re looking for me instead of Umi, but…”


    “Yes. Actually, the president told me to check up on everyone. Also, if you’re having trouble looking for a place to eat lunch, you could come over to the student council office.”


    The student council office. Surely, if it was there, no one would disturb us.


    “I see… But, is it okay for everyone to go there? I think inviting five people at once to eat there is a little too much…”


    “Of course it’s okay, the room isn’t reserved for the student council members or anything. The president and I would be using the room today, but everyone can enter whenever as long as you ask.”


    If he said so then we didn’t need to hold back.


    “Student council room, ugh. I only have bad memories there because of my sister… Well, I don’t mind going there I guess…”


    “I don’t mind either. I will never turn down your suggestion, Takizawa-kun!”


    “Me too. It’ll be my first time eating my lunch inside the student council room! I’m looking forward to it!”


    Nozomu, Nitta-san and Amami-san all said that they didn’t mind.


    “I’ll follow you wherever you go, Maki.”


    And Umi obviously wouldn’t mind. With that, it was decided that we’d be going to the student council room.


    Since we’ll be intruding on them, it was inevitable that Nakamura-san and Takizawa-kun would be able to hear about what we were talking about, but honestly, I didn’t mind it that much. Besides, the AC in the room should be working properly, that was a fair exchange.


    “Senpai, I brought Maehara-san.”


    “Good job, my dear kouhai. Thank you for your hard work. Alright you all, sit down and have some tea if you may.”


    When Takizawa-kun led us inside, Nakamura-san greeted us. It seemed like both of them were also about to eat their lunches since they had them spread around the table.


    “Uh, thank you, Nakamura-san… Also, sorry, we– no, I mean, it was mostly my fault that I ended up intruding on you like this…”


    “Hehe, don’t mind it. Asanagi-chan has been helping me lately and you’re my friend, so this much is nothing. Also, though it isn’t what I intended, the rumor helped us hide our relationship for the time being, right, my dear kouhai?”


    “…Ahaha, don’t mind her, Maehara-senpai. She said all that, but she really was trying to help you. She is really kind, after all.”


    “Don’t worry, I know what kind of person Nakamura-san is.”


    She went out of her way to invite us here even though that would reduce her time together with Takizawa-san. Though, one could say that she was trying to make up for the time when she took my time together with Umi.


    “Still, you really went through a lot of trouble, senpai. The sports festival is about to start and you have to deal with people spreading bad rumors about you… It really sucks, I understand that feeling.”


    “You seem to have gone through your fair share of trouble, Takizawa-kun.”


    “That I did. Well, it’s all over now and I’m here living my school life happily with my senpai. Back when she graduated, I had no one else to talk to since she cut all contact with me, it was quite the struggle…”


    Then Takizawa-kun proceeded to tell me about himself. About how he started to have a difficult time dealing with girls as he got older and taller.


    The girls around him who were into him would deliberately spread rumors that he went out with them to make sure that other girls wouldn’t dare to involve themselves with him. After hearing that, it felt like he went through a lot more trouble than us.


    It was amazing that he didn’t grow to be a gynophobe because of it. I guess it was thanks to Nakamura-san who always stood by his side whenever he needed her.


    Nakamura-san normally looked aloof and it was hard to tell what she was thinking. But, if troubles were to appear, she would show her strength to handle them, both mentally and physically. In other words, she was a dependable person.


    As a senpai and as a girlfriend, she was the perfect person for Takizawa-kun.


    I genuinely thought that they made a perfect couple.


    “In any case, feel free to use the room whenever you like, just notify us. Also, whenever I see any of you senpais, I’ll do my best to actively talk with you all.”


    “Eh, really?! You’ll talk with me too? Alright, let’s exchange numbers! We can start as friends— Ouch!”


    “…Calm down, Nina.”


    “You can’t do that Ninacchi, jeez!”


    Amami-san and Umi dragged Nitta-san away from Takizawa-kun. She seemed to have forgotten that his girlfriend was right in front of her.


    I wanted to believe that this was one of her usual jokes again, but… Yeah, no, she was serious about this, wasn’t she?


    Nakamura-san was only watching the situation with a smile, but I had a feeling that she was ready for war if the situation called for it.


    I should take a mental note to not make enemies out of a smart and beautiful girl like her and Umi.


    “Give me your number, Takizawa-kun. Also, can you tell me if my sister has any weakness I can exploit?”


    “Your sister is the former student council president, Tomoo-senpai, right? She still visits here occasionally. I’ll try to help you whenever I can, senpai, but don’t count on it…”


    “Ah, that’s unfair, Seki! Cutting in line like that! Takizawa-kun, give me your number too!”


    “Yes, please take care of me, Nitta-senpai.”


    Thus a new contact was added to my list, Takizawa-kun.


    It had been a while since I got to know another guy, the fact that he was a year younger than me was a bonus. 


    Honestly, it was the first time in my life that I had ever been called ‘senpai’ by anyone. I felt moved.


    I hope that my relationship with him would grow deep enough that we could one day refer to each other as friends.


    In any case, we gained a reliable ally in him.

  


  
    Chapter 245 – End of the Rumors (1)


    With the help of the two from the student council, Nakamura-san and Takizawa-san, we managed to get through the day comfortably. Though, in return, Nakamura-san told me that I might need to help her out from time to time. Not that I minded. I would be happy to help if she really needed it.


    I asked for her permission to continue using the student council room in the future. She said this to me,


    “…What a mess you got yourself into, Maehara-kun. Something like a love affair is a hot topic among us students.”


    “Honestly, I’m used to it because I had to deal with this from the moment I started dating Umi. But this time, Amami-san is also involved, so…”


    I was probably biased, but it felt like there weren’t too many topics that students like us could talk about. That was why when things like ‘two timing’ and ‘shuraba’ came out as a topic of conversation, everyone would flock to it like moths drawn to flame.


    Especially if the rumor didn’t concern anyone that they were close with.


    “…They thought that things like this were fun. People get a kick out of any juicy scandals, regardless of the truth.”


    Muttered Takizawa-kun, followed by a sigh. I completely agreed with him. Thanks to Nitta-san, I had the experience of listening to rumors about Takizawa-kun, so I knew exactly what he was talking about.


    It would take time for the rumors to die down. With how widespread the rumors are at this point, it would be difficult to track down the source. Even if we managed to find the perpetrator and deny the rumors, it wasn’t a guarantee that it would sway the public due to the sheer amount of people who had heard it.


    To those people, whether the rumors were true or not didn’t matter.


    “In any case, you can count the student council as your ally, my favorite idiotic couple. With president Nakamura and vice-president Takizawa at your service, you can stand tall and proud.”


    “Stop calling us that… Anyway, are you sure that it’s okay for you two to help us like this? We appreciate it, but you know, you two are only two more people in the end and we’re up against the whole student body…”


    “Hehe, indeed, ultimately, the bigger numbers will win.”


    One way to deal with the rumors was to slowly debunk them. We could do that, but we didn’t have the numbers to do it efficiently. It was hard for us to reach out to students in a different grade as well.


    Those two should have known about this, but looking at Nakamura-san’s mischievous smile, it seemed like she had something in mind.


    “…Sorry about this, Maehara-senpai. She’s always like this.”


    “Hahaha, but this side of Nakamura-san is the thing that made you attracted to her, isn’t it, Takizawa-kun? She’s really dependable isn’t she?”


    “…I knew it, we’ll get along well, Maehara-senpai. If you have the time later, we should hang out for a bit. I want to hear stories about Asanagi-senpai from you.”


    Then we’d brag about each other’s girlfriends? Sure, that sounded fun.


    The thought of gaining a new friend made me happy. After that, we went off to practice for the sports festival.


    *   *   *


    Since the festival would be held on Sunday, everyone was preparing hard for it during practice.


    On the school grounds, there were preparations being made for the festival. There were tents for the spectators, a broadcasting booth, and makeshift entrance and exit gates. Our agenda for today would be listening to the student council’s explanation about the overall flow of the festival.


    Until now, both Nakamura-san and Takizawa-kun had been working behind the scenes and this was their first time in the spotlight.


    “As some of you may know, I am Nakamura Mio from class 2-11. I inherited the position of the student council president after being appointed as the successor by the former president, Seki Tomoo-san. This is my first time, so I may not be familiar with a lot of things, but with the help of the vice-president and the rest of the council members, I will do my best to make this sports festival enjoyable for all! And so, I would like for everyone to give us your support!”


    When she bowed without any hesitation, the student body gave her a round of applause.


    Up until this point, there was nothing special about this scene.


    However, when she passed the mic over to Takizawa-kun, some of the girls in the first year started to make a fuss.


    The students who weren’t familiar with the situation were looking at him, confused. Somehow, Takizawa-kun gained more attention than both Nakamura-san, the newly appointed president and Tomoo-senpai, the recently retired president.


    “How do you do? I am Takizawa Souji from class 1-1. It’s only been six months since I entered this school. I’m a newcomer who doesn’t know left and right, but I’ll do my best to not cause anyone any trouble.”


    When he ended his speech with his idol-like smile, the crowds instantly exploded.


    According to what I heard from Nitta-san, the girls secretly formed a fanclub dedicated to him. I knew he was popular, but jeez, I didn’t expect him to be this popular.


    “Woah, Takizawa-kun sure is amazing~ I always thought that he was cool, but this kind of reaction from the crowd surprised me…”


    “Oh, could it be? Are you also aiming for him, Yuuchin? You have to go through Nakamura-san first, though. She isn’t exactly an easy opponent.”


    “Don’t lump me with you, Ninacchi! Sure, I think that he’s cool, but he doesn’t make my heart pound or anything. I don’t even feel anything special when being around him.”


    “Huh, I see. So, you don’t have anyone that you like yet?”


    “Mhm. Honestly, I still don’t understand how that kind of thing works…”


    Since she had been going to an all-girls school up until now, it seemed like Amami-san didn’t understand a single thing about love.


    The fact that she had no one in mind meant that there was still hope for Nozomu. Still, if Takizawa-kun couldn’t win her heart, Nozomu would probably have a hard time.


    “C’mon, it’s time, so let’s get ready! Let’s do our best in practice and carry the momentum to the real thing!”


    “W-Wait– Y-Yuuchin, stop pushing me!”


    “Alright, Umi, Maki-kun, I’ll do my best so cheer for me, okay?~”


    “Go break a leg.”


    “Do your best, Amami-san.”


    “Hehe~”


    Amami-san smiled when she received our encouragement and went to the place where the others gathered.


    At a first glance, she looked the same way as ever.


    “…Umi.”


    “Hm?”


    “Will she be okay?”


    “…You noticed too, Maki?”


    It seemed like Umi knew what I was talking about. In truth, ever since the day she found out about the rumor, Amami-san had been gloomier.


    When she was around the usual group, she’d act cheerfully like usual. During lunch just now, she was able to chat happily with Nakamura-san and Takizawa-kun.


    But, to me it felt like she was forcing herself to act that way just so we wouldn’t be worried about her.


    “What should I do, Maki? I really want to help her, but she has been really stubborn about not receiving any help lately. When we were alone a while ago, I casually brought up the topic to her and she just brushed it off and said that everything is okay… It feels like she doesn’t want to drag us down or something…”


    “I guess we really meant a lot to her, huh?…”


    Honestly, it felt like Amami-san was overthinking about the matter too much. To be fair, it has only been a few days since we’ve heard about the rumors, so this kind of reaction was normal. Still, she should’ve been used to dealing with this kind of rumor, yet she acted like this.


    Her behavior had been weird. I’ve noticed it since this morning.


    Well, for the time being, we couldn’t really do anything about the rumors. But both Arae-san and Nitta-san were working together behind the scenes to handle it. Now with Nakamura-san offering her help, I hope that everything will end on a good note for all of us.

  


  
    Chapter 246 – End of the Rumors (2)


    After the last scheduled session, our practice for the day finally ended. Since tomorrow would be the day for rehearsals as the real thing would start the day after, they let the students use the yard for practicing. Of course they wouldn’t let the students practice until late at night, so in reality we’d only get one or two hours worth of time. Nevertheless, everyone who was serious about the festival appreciated the extra time.


    “What should we do after this, Maki? Honestly, I’m tired, should we just go home? It’s friday too…”


    “I kinda want to practice a little more. The weather is cooler than usual today, so I can go on a little more.”


    Since we would be up against the various members of the sports club, it would be impossible for us to win or even get a high rank for the race. Still, I wanted to do my best at least.


    We had been practicing hard, so I wanted to give it my all.


    “If you say so, fine. I won’t go easy on you though.”


    “I didn’t expect you to. Thanks for going along with my selfishness, Umi.”


    “Don’t mention it. Just make some time for me later to make up for the time we’ll spend on practicing, okay?”


    “…Do you want to go on a date?”


    “Maybe~”


    So she said, but I knew that she wanted to go on a date with me. Even if my guess was wrong, a date should be enough to make up for this.


    But still, we were practicing together, just the two of us. Didn’t this count as us spending our time together?


    …Whatever. To be fair, our ‘spending time together’ was something that I wouldn’t willingly do in front of other people.


    It had been a year since we first met and my feelings for Umi were still going strong.


    As I was reconfirming my love for Umi, a handsome boy approached us.


    “Thanks for your hard work, Maehara-senpai, Asanagi-senpai.”


    “Takizawa-kun? Are you done with your work?”


    “Yes. Actually, we still have to hold a meeting with the teachers, but the president should be able to take care of that on her own. Also, she told me to check up on you two. Here, help yourself.”


    He gave us some barley tea and candy. During our practice, I caught a glimpse on how hard he worked for the council. I could see the reason why Nakamura-san put her complete faith in him.


    “Well, I’ll be checking up on the other senpais as well, so see you later. By the way, we will be enemies during the festival, so I can’t cheer for you two, but let’s give it our all during the festival, senpai!”


    “Yes, let’s give it our all.”


    After he gave us that pep talk, he went over to Amami-san’s and Nitta-san’s place, a distance away from us.


    …Nitta-san had a smug look that could be seen even from here. I didn’t know what they were talking about, but she looked ecstatic. Meanwhile Amami-san had a troubled look on her face.


    “He’s amazing. How could he keep his composure under that kind of gaze? I could never be like him…:


    “I know, right? Some people would hate that kind of attention, and then there’s him. He just smiled at everyone, not a hint of negativity in his expression. That personality with that height and neat appearance, I can see why people came to like him.”


    In fact, I have been hearing all kinds of comments about him nowadays. It wasn’t only the girls that liked him, even the boys had a favorable impression of him. As far as I could tell, there were only very few people who voiced their jealousy of him behind his back.


    ‘I tried my best to become someone who can walk side by side with senpai.’ That was what he said during lunch. He said that with a smile, but looking at his relationship with girls, he must have been having a hard time. The kind of mental strain he had to deal with must have been immeasurable.


    “You share the same opinion as me, Umi.”


    “I mean, it’s hard to not have a favorable impression of him since his specs are just that high… Huh, wait, are you jealous, Maki?”


    “Uh, no? …I mean, we’re different kinds of people, so it isn’t even worth comparing myself with him.”


    “You say that, but I saw you pouting a little when I praised him~”


    “Ugh…”


    She was right. I felt a little jealous when hearing her praising Takizawa-kun like that.


    I knew that there was no deeper meaning in her praise, but I still felt bad about it.


    …I see. So this was the feeling that Umi always had to deal with, huh?


    “…Sorry.”


    “Don’t be. Just keep in mind, no matter what happens, you’re the only one for me, Maki. I only have my eyes on you.”


    She hugged me tightly.


    The gesture made me feel embarrassed, but at the same time, hearing her say that made me feel really happy.


    “U-Um… Likewise, you’re the only one for me too, Umi.”


    “Hehe, thank you. I was a little worried that you might be swayed because of the rumors, but I’m glad to hear those words coming from you.”


    “I really should say this kind of thing more often, then.”


    “Yes. I know how you feel about me, but when you put your feelings to words like this, it makes me feel more secure, you know?”


    Some people might think that we were too clingy to each other, but honestly, this kind of clinginess was perfect for us since we were the kind of people who’d get lonely easily.


    I loved Umi and she was the most important person to me. I wanted to prove that through both my words and my actions.


    After reaffirming our love to each other, we, the idiotic couple, went back to practice.


    Perhaps because our flirting went well, we were more in sync during practice.


    Even without shouting the rhythm out loud, we managed to match with each other. We had one of our legs tied to each other, but it felt like we were a single entity.


    “…Umi.”
 “Mhm, this is it. We finally managed to get that sense.”


    Two days before D-Day, we finally managed to sync with each other perfectly. Now the only thing we needed to do was to keep this up until the actual thing.


    After practice, when we left the yard, I noticed another big change.


    When we passed a group of girls who were going to the yard as we left,


    ‘Look, look, that senpai over there…’


    ‘Huh? So the rumor is a lie after all? I knew Takizawa-kun said so earlier, but, you know…’


    ‘I see. Well, whatever, we shouldn’t get involved with it.’


    ‘Right.’


    They were speaking in a low voice, but both Umi and I could hear what they were talking about clearly.


    …So this was what Nakamura-san was talking about.


    ‘If the rumor had a great influence among the students, then we only needed to overwrite it with a greater influence.’ Takizawa-kun moved around with that in mind as he was mingling with our group.


    Whether this method would work or not remains to be seen, but I believe that we’d see the results in the coming days.

  


  
    Chapter 247 – End of the Rumors (3)


    Thanks to Takizawa-kun actively denying the rumors about us, we managed to get through the next day’s rehearsal without hearing anything that could make us feel uncomfortable. We also managed to spend our days relatively peacefully, at least compared to the first few days when the rumors first started.


    Of course, we still went to the student council room for lunch. I could still hear some people speaking badly about me whenever I was alone, but the number was too few to be concerned about, so I just ignored it.


    The rehearsal day passed by peacefully and then came the next day.


    It was finally the day of the sports festival.


    As usual, I saw my mom off to work, drank a cup of cold tea and sat down for a while. It was still early in the morning and I had a couple of hours to spare before I needed to leave for school. But ever since I woke up, I had been feeling restless, so I decided to get ready early.


    [Umi: Maki, we’ll get our lunch from mine and Yuu’s place for today.]


    [Maki: Got it. By the way, I’ve already changed, so you can come over whenever. We’re all going together today, right?]


    [Umi: Yes, but Seki’s house is in the opposite direction, so he’ll meet us halfway. Only Nina and Yuu will be with me.]


    [Nina: Since we’re going out of our way to go there, prepare some cold drinks for us, okay?]


    [Amami: Let’s do our best today, Maki-kun. Of course, it’s not only Maki-kun, everyone too!]


    [SEKI: I’m the only outcast here… In any case, let’s have fun and do our best today!]


    [Maki: Yes.]


    The five of us exchanged texts as usual.


    At first, the group chat members were only Umi and I, but later on, Amami-san, Nitta-san and Nozomu joined in. Thanks to that, my phone became somewhat livelier than before.


    I had Nakamura-san, Takizawa-kun, Nitori-san and Houjou-san’s contacts too, but our usual five-man group was a special existence to me.


    The picture of the five of us, along with both my parents that we took last christmas was neatly placed near the TV stand. I took it out from the album so I could take a look at it whenever I wanted.


    Even though I acted selfishly back then, troubling my parents and everyone, showing them my pitiful appearance, they still thought of me as their friend. I wanted to continue making memories with them.


    Today’s sports festival was the perfect opportunity to fulfill that wish.


    As I was thinking about the sports festival, the intercom rang.


    “Is it Umi?… No, she has the spare key, so she could just come in if she has already arrived…”


    When they first found out about the spare key, Amami-san and Nitta-san teased us about it to hell and back. Though, nowadays, everyone was used to it already and Umi had been treating my house like her second home.


    Anyway, she arrived earlier than usual. I guess it was because it was Sunday? Everyone got ready quicker than usual.


    “Umi? The door is unlocked, just come in—”


    {…Um, sorry, Maehara-kun, I’m not Asanagi-san.}


    “…Huh?”


    I casually answered the intercom, but the voice that came out from the other side was completely different from what I expected.


    Hurriedly, I took a look at the intercom’s screen and saw a boy. He was about as tall as me and he wore a pair of glasses. The boy was staring at the camera with an anxious look.


    It was Ooyama-kun.


    “Ooyama-kun? Huh? How did you know I live here? Have I ever told you before?”


    {N-No… I didn’t know where you live either, I just followed her…}


    “What? You followed who?”


    {Me, I brought him here.}


    Arae-san’s face popped out after she said that.


    …I never told her where I lived either. Well, in her case, she could find out about it from my other friends like Amami-san. Nitori-san and Houjou-san also knew where I lived.


    “…Give me a moment, I’ll open the door.”


    Arae-san coming to my place during this hour, bringing Ooyama-kun with her even though they weren’t especially close or anything. It felt really out of place, but considering what happened recently, I could guess what was going on with those two.


    I took a deep breath and went to meet those two at the entrance.


    “Umi? Amami-san, Nitta-san…”


    And just in time, the three people I was supposed to meet this morning had also arrived at the scene.


    “Maki.”


    “Maki-kun…”


    “What’s going on, Rep?”


    “I don’t know. Arae-san, could you tell us what’s going on?”


    Arae-san looked at our faces and nodded her head.


    “…Sorry, Maehara, I planned to do this after the festival, but this guy insisted that I bring him here.”


    “…”


    Ooyama-kun, who had been silent while hiding his face, was lightly kicked by Arae-san. He took a step forward after that.


    Arae-san had been trying to look for the source of the rumors for us together with Nitta-san. But, when Nitta-san was busy taking care of Amami-san, it seemed like Arae-san was still looking for the culprit instead of dilly-dallying.


    At first, Umi and the others were puzzled by the situation, but they gradually understood what was going on. Their gazes turned especially cold when they were looking at Ooyama-kun.


    “…Is it you, Ooyama-kun? The one who spread that picture around?”


    “…Yes. I have no excuse. It was me who took that picture.”


    With a self-mocking tone, he confessed everything that he had done to us.

  


  
    Chapter 248 – The Differences Between the Two (1)


    Since it would be a nuisance to the neighbors if we talked right in front of my house like this. And because my house would be too cramped if everyone were to go inside, we decided to go to school earlier than planned.


    When we arrived, we saw that some people were already gathered at the school grounds. The committee members were setting up tents for the audience and checking the necessary equipment on the broadcasting booths, the cheerleaders were having their last practice before the main event and lastly, some students were warming up for the event.


    “Good morning, Maehara-senpai! You came here early today.”


    “Good morning, Takizawa-kun.”


    Right in front of the school gate, we met Takizawa-kun, who was decorating a signboard with ‘The XXth Sports Festival’ written on it.


    When he first saw me, he showed us his usual sweet smile, but as soon as Arae-san and Ooyama-kun entered his sight and he noticed the overall mood of the group, the smile on his face was gone. He looked around to see that there was no one else around us.


    “…I didn’t expect you to find the culprit this quickly.”


    “Me neither. Well, I’ll tell you the details later. Is the student council room open?”


    “Yes. I’ll notify the president, so use it as you like, senpai. Here is the key…”


    “Thank you, Takizawa-kun.”


    “Don’t mention it. I’ll be in the tent at the center of the field with the president, so please return the key to us when you’re done.”


    After receiving the key from Takizawa-kun, we decided to go to the student council’s room. It felt weird because there were no actual student council members in our group, but since Umi was a temporary member of the council, we could fool anyone we’d run into.


    “…You’re amazing, Maehara-kun. You’re completely different from me…”


    Said Ooyama-kun after seeing Takizawa-kun leave to join the other members of the student council. 


    His voice was filled with jealousy and I didn’t know how to respond to that. Well, whatever, I’ll get to that later.


    “Maki, I’ve talked to my homeroom teacher, the advisor of the student council, they gave us the okay. Since most of the students haven’t arrived yet, we can take our time and talk for a while.”


    “Thank you, Umi. Let’s go, everyone…”


    Before going to the student council room, we went to get permission from the teacher first. After that, we immediately opened up the student council room and entered it. Compared to the outside, the air in the room was cool. Nakamura-san or Takizawa-kun must have turned on the AC before they left the room earlier.


    “…Alright, I’ll be leaving. Do whatever you want with him.”


    “Are you sure, Arae-san? You’ve been helping us out, it’s okay if you want to stay until the end.”


    “I only agreed to help look for him, not to find out what his motives are. Besides, I don’t want to get too chummy with you guys, this is just my way of returning the favor for what happened with the class match.”


    That was a bad way to put it, but basically what she was saying was that she didn’t want to get in the way. It was her way of showing concern for us.


    “…I see. See you on the field later, Nagisa-chan. Let’s do our best for today!”


    “Do your best yourself. I’ll be going at my usual pace…”


    After glancing at Amami-san, Arae-san left the room quietly.


    She said harsh words like that, but she hadn’t been slacking off on her practice, so I knew that she wouldn’t cut corners during the real thing. Her words were harsh, but her heart was soft.


    “…Alright, we’ll be asking you a few questions, okay?”


    After making sure that Arae-san had left the perimeter, I turned to face Ooyama-kun and asked him that question.


    “Uh, can I see the original picture first? The unedited one.”


    “…Here it is.”


    I received the phone from Ooyama-kun’s hand. There was indeed a picture of Amami-san and me together.


    In the picture, Amami-san was reaching her hand out to me while smiling gently. Looking from the angle where the picture was being taken, the distance between us was too far to be misunderstood by anyone who was seeing it.


    From our group’s point of view, it really was just Amami-san acting like her usual self, there was nothing special in what she was doing. Her cheeks were slightly red, but that was most likely because of the heat.


    Still, there was no reason for him to take this picture of us together.


    “…Back then, I was looking for my bag. I brought it to school because one of my friends wanted to borrow a manga from me, but when I was working on the backboard, they took it without my permission. I asked them where they put it, but they didn’t answer me properly, so I had to look for it all over the place…”


    And that was when he found Amami-san and me. Before we got to that, I wanted to know what was up with him and his friend.


    Before I met up with Amami-san, I remembered that his bag was taken by a group of boys.


    They told me that they were his friends, but… I could see the picture clearly now.


    They were acting suspiciously back then too.


    I really shouldn’t have let them do whatever they wanted back then, huh?


    “Ooyama-kun, sorry for being rude, but…”


    “Ah, don’t worry, I know. They had been acting more blatantly as soon as the second year started. Knowing them, they probably had been treating me like that behind my back for quite some time before that. They knew that I wouldn’t say anything as long as they kept everything at a reasonable level.”


    That meant the bag incident wasn’t the first time they did this. Back when we met at the pool, they most likely pranked him to buy some drinks and ditched him.


    “Uwah… So even people who don’t normally stand out do terrible things like this? I know it really depends on the person, but, you know…”


    “Those kinds of guys are usually worse, you know? They’re the ones who feel conscious about castes and stuff the most. They’d pick on people ‘lower’ than them just to make themselves feel better.”


    “…I don’t need to know that kind of people exist, really.”


    Both Umi and Nitta-san had a disgusted look on their faces. I felt as disgusted as them.


    They didn’t even bother treating him as a friend. This was just straight up bullying.


    However, no matter how bad his situation was, that didn’t give him the right to trouble Amami-san and I.


    Well, before I decide on what to do with him, I guess I should listen to his story first.

  


  
    Chapter 249 – The Differences Between the Two (2)


    Ooyama’s PoV


    Why ‘him’?


    I had been thinking about it since last autumn.


    ‘His’ name was Maehara Maki. For some reason, we have been in the same class since the first year. Even so, we barely exchanged words with each other.


    For a while after school started, he had only been idling by himself in class. He’d go home without saying a word to anyone for the entire day. He spent his day pretending to be sleeping at his desk or going somewhere by himself.


    He was the kind of guy whose existence you’d only remember once in a while.


    Honestly, I never wanted to get along with him. I knew that our conversation would die down even if we tried to talk, so there was no point in starting a conversation with him to begin with. Aside from that, I didn’t want other people to look down on me for getting along with him.


    ‘I’m not like him.’ I, Ooyama Takeshi, had been living my life with that thought in mind. It was a relief knowing that someone who was lower than me existed.


    However, things changed after the cultural festival.


    Asanagi Umi, Amami Yuu, Nitta Nina, three girls who were considered good looking by the boys started to gather around him. Perhaps it was because they worked together during the cultural festival. In any case, he started to speak more often.


    By the time winter came around, Seki-kun, a member of the baseball club, joined their group. Ever since then, his presence was becoming more pronounced in our class.


    His surroundings were constantly changing and growing. Compared to that, mine was…


    “It’s heavy. Can someone help me carry my bag over to that bridge over there?”


    After school, when I was walking home with the usual group of people I usually hang out with, someone suddenly said that. Of course, none of us were kind enough to carry his bag for him, but since it seemed fun, all of us decided to do rock-paper-scissors to decide who’d carry his bag.


    Originally, our group wasn’t particularly close. We just came from the same middle school. We only grouped up so that we wouldn’t get isolated in high school.


    All the friends I had in middle school went to different high schools.


    There was one of them who said, ‘Let’s hang out once in a while after we enter high school,’ but I hadn’t heard from him since.


    “Let’s do rock-paper-scissors. We’ll pick either scissors or paper. Whichever group has the least members, will carry the bags of the group with the most members.”


    “You should join us, Ooyama.”


    “Okay.”


    After saying the chant, I put out a rock. Meanwhile the other four put out papers.


    And so, they threw their bags at me.


    Each one of the bags were heavy and I staggered a little when I received them.


    “Hahaha, your luck is rotten, Ooyama!”


    “Well, you only need to walk for around a hundred meters, so do your best!”


    Two of them said those words to me before quickly racing to the bridge.


    The other two showed their concerns toward me for a second, but seeing that the first two had gone ahead, they only said “If you think you can’t make it, just tell us,” before chasing the other two.


    “…You can’t hear me from over there even if I call out to you.”


    I muttered to myself. I didn’t want anyone to hear those words.


    Since it was rock-paper-scissors, I could only blame this on my bad luck. Or so they wanted me to think. I noticed that the four of them winked at each other right before they put out their hands.


    …No, I was probably overthinking it. This was just something we did for fun. Besides, they were just telling me to walk, it wasn’t a big deal.


    I decided to follow the four people who had gone ahead while shaking my head. Suddenly, a certain pair of students caught my eyes.


    “…Really?”


    There they were, Maehara and Asanagi, walking while holding hands in a friendly manner.


    Back during the festival, there had been rumors going on that they were dating, but they never confirmed nor denied it. It seemed like they really were going out.


    “…”


    At that moment, I felt miserable.


    In a group filled with dull people, I was the dullest among them all. Meanwhile, someone who I thought to be lower than me managed to get a cute girlfriend.


    We weren’t so different in terms of appearance, but why did he get all the good things?


    I could hear a girl giggling from somewhere. Surely, she was laughing at me.


    The thought of leaving the bags right here and then crossed my mind, but if I were to do that, those four would surely abandon me.


    “…Shit.”


    With a click of tongue, I rushed toward the place where my ‘friends’ were waiting.


    Why him?


    Ever since that day, I avoided Maehara like a plague.


    *   *   *


    Maki’s PoV


    “…I think I probably envied you, Maehara-kun. Not only Amami-san and Asanagi-san, you quickly got to know the girls that everyone found cute and unapproachable. The other boys tried to get close to them, but they always failed to do so, meanwhile, you managed to do it easily. And now, even the vice-president is on your side… It’s so unfair…”


    “Because of that you tried to get me into trouble and spread the rumor about Amami-san and I?”


    “No… Yes, I took the picture, but I just wanted to tease you a little with it. Well, that was the plan, it wasn’t like I had the guts to do it anyway. But the other four started scouring through my phone and found the picture…”


    “So that was what happened?”


    “Yes. Apparently, there is this girl in first year that one of them had his eyes on. That girl loves gossiping about scandals like this, so they edited the picture, fabricated rumors out of it and tried to get her attention… Well, that was what Arae-san told me.”


    I thought that Takizawa-kun did really well handling this case, but apparently Arae-san did even better as she managed to get to the root of the situation quickly.


    Well, even though she was pretty rough on Amami-san initially, she was generally well-liked by other girls. She really was the perfect person for the job.


    “…That’s all. It was the other boys who started the rumor, but I’m still the root of the problem as I was the one who took the picture. I knew the truth, but I didn’t come out because I wanted you to get into trouble…”


    Of course I didn’t trust his words as he could be just as involved in it as the others. But, if his words about his friends were true, there might be a chance that what he was saying was the truth.


    Well, his expression was convincing though, so I guess I could trust him a little. It seemed like he had given up on everything.


    “So, what should I do now? If you ask the student council for help, you could drag me and the perpetrator out to explain and apologize to everyone about the rumors…”


    Said Ooyama with a more vigorous voice than before. It felt like he was trying to come out clean, but his voice sounded more desperate than anything.


    “I don’t need you to do that. Not everyone in the school knows about the rumor anyway. Besides, I’m not doing this to take revenge on you guys.”


    What we ultimately wanted from Ooyama-kun and his friends was for them to stay out of our lives.


    Now that the rumors had spread around, even though they came out and explained that everything was a lie, people wouldn’t believe them so easily. Besides, I didn’t want them to get off that easily.


    For now, what we were going to do was to stick with Nakamura-san and Takizawa-kun until the rumor died down to an extent.


    As was the case with a real fire, handling rumors were also a handful. Even when the rumors died down, we still had to deal with the aftermath.


    To some extent, relationships between people were the same.


    “I don’t need your apologies. I doubt it’ll be a sincere one anyway and I don’t want any one of you to get off that easily.”


    “…You seem angry, Maehara-kun.”


    “What do you think? I’m just living my life and you all came barging in and started shit with me even though I didn’t even know who you are. Not only that, people I care about got caught in the crossfire…”


    Honestly, I really wanted to lash out on his group, but I decided not to.


    It was a complete waste of time and energy to deal with worthless people like them. Devoting all that time and energy to Umi and the others would be more worthwhile.


    “Let me tell you something. Do this again and who knows what kind of shit that I’ll do to you.”


    Umi, Amami-san and Nitta-san nodded at my words.


    It was the consensus of everyone in the group.


    This time, everything somehow lined up perfectly and we were able to solve the problem smoothly. But if we didn’t manage to solve it like we did, we’d have to deal with the shitshow for the entirety of the sports festival.


    I didn’t want my first and last sports festival in high school to happen on such a sad note.


    “…Got it, I’ll let them know. I hope that they won’t have the guts to do something like this again… See you later, then…”


    After sensing that we didn’t want to have anything to do with him anymore, Ooyama retreated and opened the door.


    I didn’t want to feel anything about him, but seeing his back being hunched even more than usual made me pity him a little.


    I thought that everything would be settled with this for the moment, but it seemed like a certain person in our group thought otherwise.


    “Ooyama-kun, can I have a word with you?”


    Just before he closed the door and left, Amami-san called out to him.


    Up to this point, she had only been listening to his words silently.


    Ooyama-kun’s relieved face turned grim once again.


    “Y-Yes?’


    “Ah, sorry for stopping you suddenly like this, but there’s something I want to tell you.”


    Saying this, Amami-san took a few steps toward Ooyama-kun.


    Her golden hair fluttered as she let out her usual bright smile.


    “Y-Yuu?’
 “Yuuchin?!”


    “Jeez, why are you two acting like that? It’s all okay~”


    She acted like she didn’t do anything special.


    “W-What is it, Amami-san?’
 “I just want to correct something that you previously said.”


    She was smiling like usual, but her clear blue eyes were devoid of any smiles.


    “Maki-kun and you are completely different. Your look, personality, everything is different, so know your place.”


    What came out of her mouth was something that I had never expected.

  


  
    Chapter 250 – Are You Kidding Me?


    That was the moment I realized that Amami-san was angry. She went through a lot because of him, even more than what I had to go through. It was completely understandable that she’d explode in anger like this.


    Everyone called her an angel and such, but in the end, she was just a normal girl. Whenever she found out that her friends were wronged, the tone of her voice would become more stern than usual, just like what happened with Arae-san.


    I always thought of her as the kind of person who wore her expression on her sleeve. But, the current her was…


    “Ooyama-kun, let me ask you something. What made you think that you and Maki-kun were similar? Because you thought you had a similar personality? Height? Face?”


    “T-That’s…”


    Quiet anger. That was the closest expression I could use to describe her current state. Sensing that there was something in Amami-san’s smile, Ooyama-kun stumbled on his words.


    This situation felt more like an interrogation than anything.


    “Y-Yuuchin, what’s wrong? Y-You’re scaring me.”


    “Yuu, I understand how you feel, but calm down, okay?”


    Sensing her mood, Umi and Nitta-san immediately rushed to her side. But, after saying “Don’t mind me,” to both of them, she continued on.


    “You two are completely different people. The only similarity that you two have is your atmosphere and that’s it. At your core, you two are completely different. Even that similarity has changed since last autumn. Maki-kun, who had been working hard since then and you, who had only been trying to drag other people down to your level, do you think that you’ll grow the same way as him?”


    “T-That might be true, but–”


    “But what? Are you still trying to say you’re similar to him? In what sense? Sprint time? Grades? He beat you in both regards. He has a girlfriend who he cherishes while you don’t. Now, tell me, why do you think that you’re similar to him? What makes you think that he’s ‘lower’ than you?”


    “…”


    Unable to answer, Ooyama-kun just shrunk down on the spot.


    He probably knew that our positions had become completely different since long ago, but he was blinded by his jealousy and pride.


    Amami-san likely knew this as well.


    This situation reminded me of back when she confronted Arae-san on her own. Except that back then, she was by herself, meanwhile right now, we were right behind her.


    This alone gave her more authority as we could back her up the moment Ooyama-kun tried to argue against her words.


    …But this shouldn’t go any further. As I said earlier, our goal was to solve the problem as soon as possible, not trying to get our revenge on Ooyama-kun and his friends.


    Revenge would only bring us temporary peace of mind.


    “I understand your feelings, Amami-san, but let’s just stop. He won’t dare to do anything else to us and honestly, who cares about what he and everyone thinks about me.”


    “But, Maki-kun…”


    “Yuu, please. None of us want you to go this far, okay?”


    “Yuuchin, this is enough. Rep is right, any more than this and we’ll become the bully instead of the victim.”


    “Umi… Ninacchi…”


    When the three of us managed to calm Amami-san down, Ooyama-kun let out a sigh of relief.


    “Ooyama-kun, just go. We don’t need you anymore.”


    “B-But…”


    “Just go, and forget about what Amami-san said earlier. Don’t forget about what I said earlier either… Also, good work for the backboard.”


    “…Sorry, Maehara-kun.”


    After confirming that Ooyama-kun left the vicinity, we brought Amami-san to a nearby chair and sat her down there.


    “Here Yuu, drink some water, then take a deep breath.”


    “…”


    Amami-san obeyed Umi’s instructions, gulped the water she gave her and took deep breaths repeatedly.


    For a minute or so, she remained silent with her face leaning on Umi’s shoulders. After  a while, her breathing became calmer. She then muttered a few words,


    “…Are you kidding me? What the hell was he on about?”


    “Yuu?”


    “He made light of you and Maki-kun… The people I hold dear, the ones that always stood by my side whenever I needed them. He thought he was the same kind of person as Maki-kun? Seriously, don’t make me laugh…”


    Her impulsive actions must be a result of her guilt over the ongoing bad rumors about us. But more than that, it was the result of us being the people that she cherished.


    While I was happy that she was thinking about me that way, what she had done just now was a little out of line.


    In any case, since there was still time before the assembly, we decided to take a rest inside the student council room.


    “Oi, I saw that Ooyama guy just now— Ah, you guys already talked to him?”


    “Good morning, Nozomu. Is that your cheering outfit? It looks good on you.”


    “Hm? Ah yeah, thanks. It’s old and smells a little, but it still fits me.”


    It seemed like he immediately rushed to us after he changed his outfit. He was wearing the school’s cheering squad outfit. From the length and the embroidered names on the back of the outfit, it seemed like they had been using this same outfit for generations. With that in mind, it made the outfit look even cooler. 


    Because he just got back from his practice, he hadn’t been involved in the previous squabble. Thanks to that, he was still acting cheerful like always. That cheerfulness was pretty infectious as it relaxed the tense atmosphere in the room.


    “…You know, I had been racking my brain, trying to come up with something to drive away this bad atmosphere and you came here cluelessly, but somehow did what I couldn’t do. Also, what kind of couple play were you two doing? ‘It looks good on you’? ‘Ah, thank you’? Are you trying to feed us BL?”


    “What? What the hell are you on about? We’re friends! Don’t make it sound weird!”


    “But you were blushing when I gave you that compliment.”


    “Why are you encouraging her?!”


    As we made that silly exchange, everyone’s expressions started to loosen up.


    “…Hehe.”


    Amami-san, who had been watching us, giggled. It felt like it had been a while since I last saw that expression of hers.


    “Is everything okay now, Yuu?”


    “Mhm. Thank you, Umi. Sorry, Maki-kun, I took Umi from you just now… It should have been you who monopolized Umi’s shoulders, not me…”


    “…Can you stop talking as if he has the exclusive rights for my shoulders? …I mean, it’s true, but we don’t do it all the time, you know…”


    A few minutes before the assembly, Amami-san had returned to her normal mood.


    Although the thing that happened just now would affect her in some way or another, she should be able to focus on the festival now that everything is over.


    If we were to do our best, we should be able to drive the bad atmosphere away.


    “Ah, right, since the five of us are here, let’s do a quick huddle! I know we can do it later, but this is the only time we could do this with only the five of us.”


    “Sure, let’s do it! It’s a good way to get into the mood.”


    “Ngh… It’s embarrassing though… Well, whatever, no one is watching us anyway, doing it once in a while should be fine… Alright, I’ll be in your care, Rep.”
 “I haven’t said anything yet… Whatever, you up for it, Nozomu?”


    “Sure. I’m in a different group, but you know what? Let’s just do it for the hell of it.”


    I never thought that I’d do such a normie thing in my life, but here I was.


    This would be added to the list of our good memories together.


    “…Uh, everyone, put your hand out.”


    I moved my hand forward and everyone followed suit.


    Umi, Amami-san, Nitta-san, lastly Nozomu.


    I could feel the weight of their hands on the back of mine.


    The warmth of the friends that I’d always cherish.


    “By the way, how should we do it? Should we call out our team name? ‘Blue team, hurrah!’ something like that?”


    “I don’t know… It isn’t like our group has a name… Even our group chat doesn’t have a proper name…”


    The group started with Umi and me by ourselves. Then, the number increased one by one. Since we had no plan to add anyone else to the group, I guess it was time for us to decide a proper name for the group.


    However, I couldn’t think of a good name.


    “Here’s an idea! Let’s name our group ‘Umi-chan’s’ because she’s the one holding our reins!”


    “Nina, I swear… Whatever, don’t use my name. Maki’s the one who made the group, so we should use his name instead.”


    “So, ‘Maki-kun’s’? Hmm… That doesn’t sound right to me…”


    “Is that so? Then, how about we take a little bit of both and call the group ‘Maki-chan’s’?”


    “…”


    Somehow, I became the leader of the group even though in reality, the three girls were the one who decided on everything that our group did. Whatever, we could just leave it as a tentative name. We could always change it later.


    Though it seemed like everyone settled on keeping that name. Whatever, I’ll just accept this as my fate.


    “Alright, one, two–”


    “““““Three!”””””


    ‘Maki-chan’s! Fight! Hurrah!’


    …I didn’t know if it was because of the mood, but it felt like everyone was pumped up. Then again, this was how our usual group was.


    Now, all we had to do was enjoy the festival.

  


  
    Chapter 251 – Everything’s Fine Now


    The sound of the starting pistol reverberated through the blue sky as it signaled the beginning of the race.


    As the participants of each group rushed off the starting line, the students who were wearing the same color headbands as the participants started cheering for their respective teammates.


    {Here’s the two-person-three-legged race, the red team is still in the lead, followed by the yellow team. Meanwhile the blue and white team are behind them, side by side. Will the race end this way?!}


    With the live commentary of the member of the broadcast committee, the three-legged race that Umi and I participated in, began.


    Our turn will come up next.


    We had practiced so much, so we should be able to perform well in the race, but sadly the pair before us stumbled and our team, the blue team, ended up nearly getting the last place.


    The race had just started, so we could still fix it, but because of the stumble, it put us in the position where we couldn’t afford to make any more mistakes.


    …Thanks to that, I felt unnecessarily nervous.


    “…Are you okay, Maki?”


    “Yeah, somehow. My heart is pounding so hard right now, though…”


    “Me too. Everyone is cheering for us, so we have to do our best.”


    With our ankles firmly tied together, Umi and I waited quietly for our cue.


    “Umi!~ Maki-kun!~ Don’t worry if you fall over! Beat them all, just like how we practiced!~”


    We could hear Amami-san’s cheer from the stands.


    Her blonde hair shone as bright as her dazzling smile under the autumn sunlight. She raised her voice with all her strength to cheer on us.


    “…My best friend had said all that, so I guess I have to do my best.”


    “Mhm. We got this, Umi.”


    To ease our tension, we held each other’s hands as we took a few deep breaths. This was the same method that we had always used even before we started dating.


    We were still on the race track, but everyone’s attention was on the race, so it should be no problem if we were to flirt a little.


    …I’ll limit myself to hand holding for now though. Anything more, people will start giving me nasty looks.


    After a certain amount of tension had been released, we slowly made our ways to the starting line.


    Thanks to the efforts of the first year pair, our current standing was third place. Depending on our efforts, we could still catch up to the other pairs ahead of us.


    “Here goes, senpai!”


    “Yes.”


    After receiving the baton from the first-year pair, Umi and I looked at each other, nodded and kicked the ground as hard as we could.


    There was no need to say anything loudly. We practiced so well.


    {Oho~ After a great start, the blue team managed to jump into second place! They’re closing the gap with the red team little by little!}


    “Go, you two, go!”


    “Don’t let us down, you idiotic couple!”


    We chased after the first place bearing the cheers of the crowds on our backs.


    I frantically moved my feet forward, only focusing on the cheers and Umi beside me. All the nervousness and anxiety I had been feeling just before the race had been swept away. 


    *   *   *


    “Oh, welcome back, idiotic couple.”


    “Good work, Umi, Maki-kun! That was an amazing run! I was moved when I was cheering on you two!”


    “Thanks, Yuu. As for Nina, prepare yourself, I’ll give you a beating later.”


    “I-I was joking, go easy on me! …Ah, Rep, good work to you too!”


    “Thank you… Too bad we didn’t get first place.”


    We managed to do better than expected, but in the end, it was the red team that won the whole thing and we ended up in second place. To be fair, their team was filled with people from various sports clubs, so it was inevitable. 


    Nevertheless, we did better than expected and we did not fall behind in the overall score, so there was still a chance for our team to win the whole thing.


    Currently, the ace of our team, Amami-san, has yet to enter the race.


    “Al~ Right~ I’ll do my best! Let’s take the top spot for the scavenger hunt, Ninacchi!”


    “Eh, it’ll depend on what card we’ll get… Well, if there’s a card that says ‘A good-looking student council member (male)’, I’m sure I could finish everything in a heartbeat!”


    “That’s way too specific. You just want to mess with Takizawa-kun, don’t you?”


    The scavenger hunt was organized by Nakamura-san and the others. In order to make sure that the hunt went smoothly, they made the item list easily accessible by the participants. (Takizawa-kun told me this).


    Well, since the rule stated that you don’t need to disclose the item you needed to hunt, it was possible that something like ‘a male acquaintance’ was mixed into the list.


    “Alright, that’s our cue. Cheer us on okay, Umi, Maki-kun?”


    “Mm. Good luck, my dear friend.”


    “Do your best, Amami-san.”


    “Hehe, thank you!~”


    She headed toward the gate with Nitta-san. Suddenly, she stopped and looked back at us.


    “Ah, right, Umi, Maki-kun!”


    “What’s wrong? Are you nervous? A kick in the butt should fix it.”


    “No! I have something to tell you two!”


    Then, after seeing our faces, she let out a gentle smile.


    As if she was holding back her tears, she narrowed her eyes.


    “…Sorry, Maki-kun, Umi. Because of me, you guys had to go through a lot of trouble. But don’t worry, from now on, I’ll be fine.”


    “Yuu? What do you mean?”


    “Hehe, you don’t need to worry about me anymore. I hope you two can stay together for a long time. Anyway, Amami Yuu, go forth! I’ll take first place!”


    She said that with a playful look and her usual cheerful atmosphere. Without waiting for our replies, she turned around and dragged Nitta-san away with her to the place where the other participants were gathered.


    If I had to guess, she was probably referring to her behavior at the pool and her behavior that led to the ongoing bad rumors about us.


    She was trying to tell us that she won’t do something that would be easily misunderstood by others anymore.


    “Let’s go back to the stand for now, Maki. The senpais will scold us if we loiter here.”


    “…Ah, yeah, okay.”


    As Umi dragged me by the hand to our stand, I could hear a faint whisper from her. Sadly, the loud cheering and the voice of the broadcaster drowned out her voice to the point that it was inaudible to me.


    ‘Yuu, you dummy.’


    But I could tell what she was saying from the movements of her lips.

  


  
    Chapter 252 – Um, I…


    After that, the sports festival went on smoothly. Finally, we reached the final event of the festival, the team rally.


    The blue team which we belonged to, was currently in second place, followed by the yellow team with a gap of only a few points. In the individual events, we managed to get a lot of points thanks to Amami-san’s efforts, but ultimately, we couldn’t close the gap with Nozomu’s team, the red team.


    If things were to continue like this, the red team would naturally win the whole thing. But, there was a chance for a comeback because the overall score also included the score for our backboard and cheering squad, so our team had no intention of cutting corners on the final event.


    “Yuu, we aren’t too far behind. We can overtake them and steal first place from them!”


    “Go get them, Amami-san!”


    There were only two runners left, which were Amami-san and the anchor of our team.


    Her blonde hair that was tied into the ponytail and the fact that the rest of the runners were third years made her stand out from the rest.


    She didn’t respond to our cheers, seemingly focused on the race as she had her eyes set on the things that were happening right in front of her.


    Like she said, she would be fine. I hadn’t noticed anything wrong with her performance either. So this was just her being focused, not her being listless.


    “!”


    After receiving the baton, she instantly leapt forward and closed the distance with the third years running in front of her. The differences between their running speed was clear as the gap shrunk with each stride she took.


    3 meters, 2, 1…


    Finally, as they made the final turn, she managed to overtake the lead runner.


    “…Phew.”


    After passing the baton to our team’s anchor, Amami-san turned to face us.


    “Hehe, how’s that?~”


    The crowds in the blue team stand went wild after seeing her giving us her peace sign with a grin.


    “Amami-chan, you’re amazing!”


    “Amami-senpai, you’re the best!”


    The momentum of the crowds were so great that even if we tried to say something to her now, she wouldn’t be able to hear it.


    When she saw the crowds go wild, she nodded happily.


    Meanwhile in the race itself, thanks to the momentum brought by Amami-san, our anchor managed to stay ahead of the red team and safely finished in first place.


    Considering that the red team still managed to get second place, it was still difficult for our team to win with the overall score, but getting first place in the relay should be something at least.


    Nozomu, who was also competing in the relay, approached Amami-san and gave her an applause. By the way, he was the first runner of the red team and the one who got the best time overall.


    Regardless of the result, we managed to give it our all and this should be enough to turn this event into a memorable experience for us all. Sure, the matter of the rumors was a bummer, but time will heal that.


    …In any case, I’m tired.


    “That concludes the sports festival! To all students, you can begin the cleaning now!”


    After the closing speech was over and the parents and other guests left the school, everyone started cleaning up the tents, stands and other things that were scattered through the field.


    By the next day, the place would look normal again.


    On one hand, I felt relieved that I wouldn’t need to practice under the scorching heat any more, but on the other hand, I felt a sense of loneliness that everything was over.


    “The sports festival is over, huh?…”


    “Amami-san? …Yeah, I guess so.”


    When the senpais were still addressing the team for the final meeting, Amami-san called out to me.


    In front of us were the backboards that were being uninstalled by the contractors.


    Some of the pallets would be stored in the warehouse so that the kouhais would be able to reuse them for the next festival.


    “It was a lot of work… I don’t think I want to do it again if the festival were to be held again next year… Well, at least I’ve done a lot this year.”


    “Mhm. Though, I wouldn’t mind if they held the festival every year, just spare me from the backboard again… Ugh, I had to wake up early, thanks to that I could barely sleep at night! Since we started preparing, I only slept for seven hours every night! It’s terrible!”


    “Huh? …Ah, yeah, I guess?”


    Most people would say that seven hours a day was plenty, but apparently that was not the case for her. Well, I guess to have the amount of energy she used during the festival today, she needed more sleep than the average person.


    “Thanks for today, Maki-kun.”


    “Huh?”


    “The thing with Ooyama-kun… At that time, blood rushed to my head and I couldn’t think clearly. I couldn’t forgive him just like that. But at the same time, I saw his earnestness when he was working on the backboard…”


    “Ah, I see. If it bothers you, why don’t you talk to him after everything is over?”


    “I can do that, but… Won’t he be scared of me after all that?”


    “Maybe, but I think it’ll be fine.”


    I actually haven’t seen Ooyama-kun all day. He probably actively avoided us.


    Well, I still thought it was a good idea for Amami-san to have a talk with him. While we didn’t have any business with him anymore after the conversation this morning, it would give Amami-san closure since she seemed to regret her actions.


    “…I see. If you say so then, Maki-kun, I’ll do it. I’ll be on my own though.”


    “On your own? Are you sure you don’t want our help?”


    “Mhm. I said it earlier, right? I’ll be fine on my own. Besides, I need to be able to do this much on my own at least.”


    Eventually, we’d be going on our own paths. While we’d still be friends even after graduating, we couldn’t always be there for her.


    She must’ve done a lot of thinking to come up with this conclusion.


    In any case, I’ll try to respect her wishes.


    “I’m going, Maki-kun.”


    When the final meeting was over and the team was dismissed, Amami-san immediately followed Ooyama-kun’s back as he fled toward the direction of the school building.


    I knew that it was dangerous to let her go on her own like that, but I had no choice but to trust her for now.


    After telling Umi and Nitta-san about the situation, we went to the student council room to pick up our luggages.


    “Phew, finally, everything’s over! I don’t want to do this anymore… Practicing, sniffing around for information all day long… What am I, a detective? I want my long and well-deserved rest, thank you very much!”


    “Good job, Nina. As a thank you, I’ll treat you to a drink.”


    “All that work for a measly 200 yen? I know it was Araecchi who solved the problem, but I worked my ass off too, you know? Add some french fries in.”


    “All your work for a measly 380 yen, amazing…”


    However, this kind of answer was just how Nitta-san was.


    Like Nozomu, she did her best to help out Amami-san, even though the rumor had nothing to do with her whatsoever. She still worked together with Arae-san to get to the root of the matter diligently.


    Sure, she still owed me money from the dinner we had a while back, but this favor far exceeded the money she owed me.


    While I didn’t know how Nitta-san felt about me, I considered her to be a good friend, just like Amami-san and Nozomu. Honestly, my impression of her had changed so much from the first time I met her.


    In any case, I wanted to repay her for this favor. Of course, I refused to do anything that had something to do with Takizawa-kun.


    “…Ah, right, can you help me with something else instead, Rep?”


    “Hm? Sure, if it’s something I could do. I won’t set you up on a date with Takizawa-kun, though.”


    “I know. I’ve seen him and the president flirting in the student council room a few times. Seriously, even though everyone else is working… At least close the door, why can’t they do that?”


    It seemed like that made her give up on Takizawa-kun. Still, Takizawa-kun and Nakamura-san were flirting in the room? Well, good for them I guess.


    …Anyway, if the favor wasn’t related to Takizawa-kun, then what else did she need me for?


    “Well, actually this is something that concerns your girlfriend too, Rep.”


    “Huh? Me too?”


    “Yeah. I don’t want to do this behind your back, it’d be unfair. In any case, listen to me.”


    “?”


    She was talking in such a roundabout way that made us tilt our heads in confusion.


    What was it that made her act like this?


    “…Anyway, Rep, let me just get straight to the point.”


    “…Okay?”


    She took a deep breath before opening her mouth.


    “Maehara… On our next day off, can you go on a date with me?”

  


  
    Chapter ??? – I Gave Up Writing a Letter to My ‘Friend’


    August 5th. My friend, Ninacchi and I went shopping.


    We went shopping for autumn clothes and manga that I was into recently, but my main goal was to buy a present.


    It was a present for my ‘friend’ whose birthday was tomorrow, Maehara Maki.


    I managed to buy the present quickly because I’ve already decided on what to give him. My only worry was that the item I was looking for would be out of stock. The item wasn’t a very popular one though. In any case, I was currently holding a gift bag with it in both hands.


    “…Haah, it’s been a while since I gave a present to a boy, but why does it have to be him? What am I going to do with my life?”


    “Hehe, you say that, but you sure were taking your time picking out a present for him, Ninacchi.”


    “…Well, I don’t want him to think that I have bad tastes. Besides, I owe him, so this will make it even.”


    Ninacchi picked a t-shirt as a present for Maki-kun. We bought it at the store we frequented, so the price wasn’t expensive. The shirt’s design was neither tacky nor too plain. It was clear that she picked this one with Maki-kun’s taste in mind.


    She treated him rather harshly at times, but to her, Maki-kun was one of her ‘friends.’ It was because she treated him as a friend that she was able to act without restraint around him.


    …Unlike me, she was a kind girl.


    “By the way, Yuuchin… You know…”


    “Hm?”


    “…No, never mind.”


    “Eh? C’mon, don’t leave me hanging like that~”


    “Hehe, my bad. It’s nothing, really.”


    Lately, she always seemed like she had something she wanted to ask me. But she always stopped herself before actually asking me.


    I didn’t know what it was because I never tried to push the subject on her.


    Though from the wry smile that she had, the question she wanted to ask didn’t seem like ‘nothing’ to me.


    “Alright, I’ll be going this way, see you later, Yuuchin.”


    “Mm, bye bye, Ninacchi. See you at school.”


    We part ways at the usual fork on the road. I walked down the orange path home. Up until last month, the sun was still shining brightly at this hour. The red dragonflies flying around beneath the dusk sky was a gentle reminder that autumn was approaching.


    “We’ll be busy with the sports festival after Obon… Soon enough we won’t be able to enjoy the summer vacation as freely as we’ve been doing…”


    Everyone studied together, taking the long way home to have fun along the way, making lunches at each other’s houses on weekends and having a barbeque party in my yard… I could say that I’ve been enjoying my second summer of high school to the fullest.


    But the long summer vacation will soon come to an end. Thinking about it made me feel sad.


    “…Hehe, I’ve changed, it seems. Normally, I’d be happy because I’ll be able to see everyone again when school starts.”


    Lately, I’ve been spending my time alone under the dusk sky. Thanks to that, I felt a little smarter, though I didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing.


    Until not long ago, my best friend, Umi, would always stay by my side. Thanks to her presence, I didn’t need to think about a single thing and I got to enjoy my days to the fullest together with her.


    She was kind and strong, someone who always led me around whenever I was lost. She was a person that I admired.


    Umi had every good quality that I could think of. She was pretty and smart, she wasn’t clumsy… Her cooking was even worse than mine, but she had been getting better at it lately. She was a hard worker and she had a lot of friends.


    Right, friends.


    At first, it was only Sanae-chan and Manaka-chan, but now…


    Umi seemed to have a complex about me, but it really shouldn’t be that way.


    It was me who had a complex about her. Since a long time ago.


    “Woof!”


    “Woah! …W-What is it, Rocky?! Why did you jump at me so suddenly like that?!”


    “…*whimpers*”


    “Ahaha… Sorry, there’s something on my mind, so I spaced out. You just startled me, I wasn’t scared or anything…”


    While I was mulling over various things, it seemed like my feet had found their way home. Before I knew it, Rocky had jumped at me. Mom was nearby with a leash in her hands. It seemed like she had just returned from a walk with him.


    “I’m home, mom.”


    “Welcome home, Yuu. You’re done buying your present?”


    “Mhm. I gave it a lot of thought. I think this is the right present for him.”


    “Hm… You gave it a lot of thought, huh?~”


    “What’s wrong, mom?”


    “Nothing. As long as you’re happy with it, I don’t mind how expensive the present is.”


    “Ah, don’t worry about that, the present isn’t an expensive one this time. Anyway, I’m hungry. What’s it for dinner, mom?”


    “Beef stew. I’ll prepare it after Rocky finishes his dinner, so wait a little longer, okay?”


    “‘Kay~”


    After giving Rocky a light pat, I went to my room. Maybe it was because I had been out since noon, as soon as I dove into the bed, a wave of exhaustion came over me.


    “…Will Maki-kun feel happy after receiving this present?”


    I thought as I absentmindedly looked at the bag sitting on my desk.


    Somehow, it felt unsatisfactory. The present should be fine, but it still felt like there was something lacking.


    Maki-kun will be spending his birthday with Umi this time, so the rest of the group won’t visit his house tomorrow. The plan was for me to give the present to him at school, but I couldn’t stay around with him for too long while doing it because the stares of the other classmates might bother him.


    However, there were a lot of things that I wanted to tell him. I wanted to thank him for fixing my strained relationship with Umi, for helping me with the matters concerning Nagisa-chan and for helping my studies as well.


    I really wanted to take this opportunity to thank him properly.


    “Oh right, letters! I should give him one! He’ll be able to read it and it’s common for presents to come with one! …Alright, let’s write it now!”


    Since I wouldn’t be able to think straight with a full belly, I decided to write the letter now. I moved the present away and took out a large piece of notepaper that was tucked inside my drawer. It was a peach-colored paper with floral patterns around the edges. If I were to fold it neatly, it’d make a good letter.


    “Let’s see… First thing first…”


    I began to write the sentences that came to my head quickly.


    —


    Dear Maki-kun.


    Happy 17th birthday! I wanted to celebrate your previous birthday too, but we weren’t friends back then, so I couldn’t. Let’s just treat this letter as my second celebration, okay? Happy birthday!! Two ‘!’ for two greetings! Hehe~


    Maki-kun, thank you for always caring about me. Of course I know that from your view, you’re only doing it because of Umi. Nevertheless, I still feel thankful to you.


    Honestly, back when we first changed classes, I thought that it would be hard for me to get along well with you. But over time, I came to know how kind of a person you were, how much care and attention you gave to the people around you. If we didn’t become friends and hung out together often, I would never have come to know that.


    If only I came to know that earlier, I would probably have tried to befriend you sooner. But in the end, Umi got there first. Sorry about that.


    Oops, sorry for talking about this kind of thing even though you’re supposed to be celebrating your birthday.


    Anyway, thank you, Maki-kun. I know that we’ve only known each other for a year, but it feels like we’ve been friends for years already. Is it because you’re Umi’s boyfriend? Or am I just acting like a weirdo again?


    Or maybe it’s because you’re always spoiling me? Hehe, just kidding~


      

    


    Anyway, that’s the thing that I like about you, Maki-kun. Not only that you’re kind and caring, you’re also sincere. That’s why everyone likes hanging out with you.


    You always said that ‘Everyone is here because of Umi, I’m just tagging along’, but in truth, I—


    —


    “No, wait, I can’t write something like this…”


    As I was lost in thought while writing, I suddenly came to myself and scribbled out the last part of the letter with my pen.


    I wrote it myself, but even I think that it was too much. A letter like this should be more concise instead of something like this… It was no good.


    Besides, Maki-kun wouldn’t be the only one reading the letter. Umi, who was always by his side, would also join in to read it. 


    It wasn’t a bad thing, of course. I was the one who wrote this kind of dumb letter, so it was completely my fault if she were to find out.


    “…If Maki-kun sees this…”


    No, not him.


    Let’s take a few steps back.


    If Umi were to see this…


    Imagining what would happen, I could feel a chill running down my spine.


    ‘Yuu?~ The dinner is ready~ Hurry up and eat before it gets cold~’


    “Y-Yes! I-I’m coming!”


    My mom’s call snapped me out of it. I crumpled the letter I had just written. I was about to throw it into the trash can, but…


    For some reason, the letter just refused to leave my hand.


    ‘Yuu?~ If you don’t hurry, Rocky will get his saliva all over your dinner!’


    “I know! I’ll go down soon! Please hold Rocky back for me, mom!”


    In the end, I uncrumpled the letter, folded it neatly and threw it into the back of my drawer where it would never see the light of day again. 


    “…I’ll rewrite it later.”


    I should just get rid of that letter, throw it into the trash can so that it could be burned along with the rest of the trash so that no one would be able to see it.


    I should do that, but…


    “I’ll think about it after dinner…”


    Having written down my true feelings toward him made me realize the existence of those feelings again.


    I knew that I should shred the letter and throw it out, but I couldn’t do it. Hiding it away was the best I could do.


    —-


    T/N: And we caught up with the latest chapter. The author mentioned recently that he’s going to update the WN soon, but he didn’t give out any dates, so who knows when he will pump out more chaps.

  


  
    Chapter 253 – Busybody


    Nitta’s PoV


    Up until now, there were no such things as a ‘best friend’ in my life.


    I had always kept my relationship shallow and broad, so I knew various people whom I’d see once in a blue moon and friends whom I’d see once or twice a month. I never had a relationship with anyone I could confide my problems with.


    Of course, I didn’t hate living this way. People badmouthed me behind my back, saying that I lived a ‘lonely’ or ‘empty’ life, but I didn’t care. Having a casual relationship while talking about random things without any care in the world felt liberating for me.


    It wasn’t like I held no feelings towards my friends. If they were to come to me and ask for my help, I’d do my best to help them and give them my advice (Especially when it came to love).


    Even so, I never involved myself too deeply. I kept a clear boundary so that other people wouldn’t get across easily.


    That was how I, Nitta Nina, lived my life until I was in middle school.


    And I thought that I would stay this way forever.


    *   *   *


    “—I’m home.”


    The Sports Festival, that had been going on since the end of Obon, had finally ended. When I got home, I let out a sigh of relief. My body was completely exhausted from all the activities I did under the scorching September sun. The school would be closed tomorrow and the day after, but at this rate, I’d be spending the next two days sleeping at home.


    This would be the only Sports Festival I’d ever join in my high school life. It was fun, but at the same time, there were a lot of things going on behind the scenes.


    “Ah, welcome home, Nina. I’ve already taken my bath, so go and take yours, wash off your sweat. If you want to eat— From the look of it, you haven’t eaten yet, have you? Hm? Could it be? Your friends left you out of their after party?”


    “As if… Everyone’s too tired to do something like that, they’re postponing it to a later date. The fireworks festival next week.”


    “Now that you mention it, I saw something like that in the fliers somewhere. Anyway, Nina, who’ll you go with? Maybe with that quiet boy? Who did you call him again? Rep or something?”


    “I. Am. Go. Ing. With. Every. One. You dummy. Didn’t I tell you that we’ll do an after party or whatnot at a later date? It’ll be during that fireworks festival. I know your brain got fried because of your upcoming exam, but try to read between the lines.”


    “I know, I know, I was kidding.”


    “…”


    Maybe she was stressed from all the studying, but my sister had been teasing me a lot lately.


    Usually, I’d just casually brush off this topic, but it hit a little too close at home this time, so I was caught off guard and couldn’t come up with anything to retort her with.


    …Back then, it should have only been me, Asanagi and Maehara…


    “Hm? Your face is getting red, Nina, what’s up~?”


    “…Shut it, just focus on studying, you idiot!”


    I went to my room on the second floor to run away from my sister, who was grinning from ear to ear after seeing my face. After changing into my shirt and shorts I went to the bathroom.


    Normally, I’d just grab the clothes and walk around the house in my underwear, but today, I felt too embarrassed to do so.


    …The reason for that was my out of character behavior just a few hours ago.


    “Ah, jeez! What the hell was I thinking?!”


    I let out a deep sigh, muttering to myself as I soaked my body in the bathtub filled with hot water.


    Somehow, I asked my friend to go on a date with me.


    Not only that, I did it right in front of his girlfriend.


    I had a good reason to do so, but I still wasn’t sure that this was the right thing to do.


    What could I do to smoothen out those three— No, those two’s relationship?


    They have known each other since they were children, they were literally best friends.


    And those two managed to fall in love with the same person, though they did at different times.


    What I was gonna do would be a one hell of a stunt.


    That girl had come up with her own answer; trying her best to suppress her feelings, yet I planned to prevent that from happening.


    “That won’t work, Yuuchin… You’ll only get yourself hurt…”


    While reaching out to the orange light that dimly lit the steamy bathroom, I called out to my ‘friend’ who wasn’t here with me at the moment.


    I never thought that Yuuchin’s decision was wrong. Maehara and Asanagi were couples, a lovey dovey one at that, and it was impossible to come between them. That was why I understood her decision; to stand back and watch them from the sides while supporting their relationship, like a good ‘best friend’ should do.


    That was the kind of development that would make ‘Asanagi Umi’ happy. But, what about ‘Amami Yuu?’


    


    Yuuchin probably didn’t want to do something outrageous like stealing her best friend’s boyfriend. I knew she had fun teasing those two from the side while supporting their relationship all the way through. I had hoped that things would stay this way.


    But, Amami Yuu had fallen for Maehara Maki.


    Those two’s relationship progressed from acquaintances to a friend of a friend and eventually, before she realized it, her eyes would wander to his side all the time.


    She was staring at him more often than at her own best friend, Asanagi.


    And I noticed, whenever Yuuchin was talking to Maehara, she looked just like a maiden-in-love.


    This was why I wanted her to cherish her feelings more.


    ‘First love’ was something that only happened once.


    Also… I had a feeling that if I didn’t do something, she’d end up all alone…


    “But still, seriously, Rep? You snatched the prettiest girl at school’s first love? And I thought it was surprising that you went out with Asanagi…”


    He was a boy whose name and face I couldn’t remember until exactly last year. Somehow, he became the center of attention of three beautiful girls, including me.


    It wasn’t like he was handsome or anything. He had a dull face and personality, but I gotta say that he had this mysterious charm. Personally, I wouldn’t see him as a love interest, but I could definitely see why the other two were head over heels for him.


    Not only was he genuinely kind, he was also a ‘busybody,’ someone who’d go out of his way to help out others.


    Honestly, he was the only person I knew who’d do something like that… Rep— No, Maehara Maki…


    “Wait, does this mean that I somehow got influenced by him before I realized it? …Jeez, what a cheeky guy.”


    I let out a chuckle as I remembered how clumsy, yet strangely spirited he was during the sports festival.


    …Maybe that was the reason why those two fell for him.


    After I washed my fatigue and sweat away, and gave my skin a proper care, I got out of the bath for a late dinner.


    I made some onigiris from the leftover rice and opened up a cup of instant ramen. We were supposed to have dinner together at a family restaurant, but because Asanagi was sulking, we ended up postponing that plan for a week.


    Well, that was all because of me being a ‘busybody.’


    “…Nina.”


    “What is it, Yuna-nee? I won’t tell you anything about the fireworks festival. Also, his name isn’t ‘Rep,’ it’s Maehara, Maehara Maki.”


    “Maki-kun, right, that’s what his name is. Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to talk about. It’s about your hair.”


    “What? I haven’t changed my hairstyle.”


    “Yeah, I know. I wanted to ask you, why are you keeping that blue scrunchie? The threads are frayed, it’s already worn out.”


    “…Ah, this thing, huh?”


    My sister pointed at the blue scrunchie I’ve always worn.


    It was a cheap scrunchie I bought back when I first entered high school because I wanted to change my hairstyle somehow. Prior to that, I had always let my hair down.


    …This blue scrunchie somehow became one of my prized possessions though.


    “Eh, who cares, just leave it alone.”


    “Huh, that’s unusual for you. Did someone praise you when you wore it?”


    “Something like that. It was one of my friends who did, though and she wasn’t a boy.”


    “I see. That friend of yours has a good taste.”


    “…What are you scheming? I won’t give you anything even if you flatter me, you know?”


    “Hehe, I’m just being honest. What? Is it wrong for a big sister to think that her younger sister is cute?”


    “…Well, not really, but still…”


    Even though I found her annoying most of the time, moments like this were the reason why I couldn’t bring myself to hate my big sister.


    Thanks to her pestering me at home and Yuuchin, Umi and Rep pestering me at school, I haven’t been feeling like ‘myself’ these days…


    Well, I gotta admit that it was more fun this way.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 254 – The Long-Awaited Weekend Outing (1)


    After the sports festival was over and the second term began in earnest, the weather during the daytime finally became bearable. Although we still needed to keep the AC on because it was still around thirty degrees Celsius on average, the temperature would drop both in the morning and evening. Sometimes when I wore a sleeveless shirt, it felt chilly.


    This was the second autumn ever since I became a high school student.


    Exactly one year has passed since last autumn, the most memorable time of my life.


    “—Thank you for waiting, Maki. Sorry for taking your time, even though it’s the weekend…”


    “I only waited for an hour, so don’t mention it. In any case, all of your errands related to the sports festival are done, right?”


    “Mhm. It was a lot of work, but it was worthwhile. Then again, as long as I can spend the rest of my day together with you, it’s all good.”


    The Sports Festival Committee, which was mostly filled with the members of the Student Council, was finally disbanded after the debriefing today. At the same time, Umi’s position as their helper was relieved.


    Apparently, Umi was a great help to Nakamura-san, to the point that she offered her a position in the council during the Sports Festival. She declined it though, as she said she preferred to spend her time with me instead.


    Personally speaking, I didn’t really have a problem even if she were to join the council. But, as her boyfriend, it made me happy that she prioritized me above all else…


    “Alright, let’s go home.”


    “Mm… Um, can I hold your hand?”


    “That goes without saying.”


    “Hehehe. Okay, now, please escort me~”


    Under the setting sun, we walked together, hand in hand. 


    When I tightened my grip a little, her expression became relaxed. She proceeded to embrace my arm lovingly.


    “Uh, Umi? There are still people around, you know?”


    “Hehehe, it’s fine, it’s fine. I doubt they care about what we’re doing anyway. At most, they’ll treat us as an annoying couple and move on.”


    “They don’t, but I do…”


    Well, I said that, but it wasn’t like I wanted her to let my arm go, so I didn’t resist her at all.


    For the longest time, I’ve always been in the spectator’s position. Whenever I saw a couple being lovey-dovey on the streets, I’d grumble to myself, ‘What the hell are they doing out in the open?’


    Now that I was in the couple’s position though, I totally understood how they were feeling.


    Anyway, ever since the Sports Festival ended, Umi had been getting more clingy than usual.


    If I were to guess the reason, it would most likely because of the words that Nitta-san said to us back on the day of the Sports Festival.


    ‘…On your next day off, will you have a date with me?’


    It went without saying that I rejected her strongly and she backed off without making a fuss.


    But still, why did she say such a thing?


    Nitta-san wasn’t the kind of person who’d joke around about things like that. I assumed that there was a deeper reason behind her action.


    “…Hmph.”


    “Ow! Umi, you know that if you pinch my side suddenly like that, I’d get freaked out, right?”


    “Not my fault. You’re the one who’s thinking about another girl when I’m here right next to you!”


    “Sorry, I was just wondering why did Nitta-san say something like that so suddenly…”


    “Well, we were too surprised to ask why back then, huh? She has been avoiding us ever since too…”


    For tomorrow’s Fireworks Festival, it was decided that all five of us would go together. If we wanted to ask her for more details, it would be during that time. But, the thing was, Amami-san and Nozomu knew about this matter too, so I didn’t know what exactly would happen tomorrow.


    …I hope that things won’t turn out badly.


    “By the way, Maki, what are we going to do? Hanging out at your place like usual?”
 “That’s the plan… Unless you have a better idea.”


    “…Mm, there’s somewhere I want to go. Let’s eat our dinner there while we’re at it.”


    It seemed like she wanted to go on a date for the first time in a while.


    I actually tidied up my room for a bit and prepared some stuff just in case that something might happen, but I guess we wouldn’t need all that. Well, going outside once in a while would serve as a nice change of pace.


    “Okay, let’s do that then.”


    “Hehe, thank you~ As expected of my Maki, you know what I want~”


    “Well, as your boyfriend, I need to do at least this much for you, Umi.”


    “Good, good. Keep up the good work if you want to stay in this company for a long time, okay?”


    “Who are you? My boss or something?”


    I didn’t know where’d we go, but since this was Umi we were talking about, she’d definitely have a suitable place in mind. After all, this would be our first after-school date in a long while.


    The sun had completely set and the air had gotten chilly. Normally, I’d start shivering since I was still wearing my summer uniform, but this time, Umi’s body temperature was keeping me warm.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 255 – The Long-Awaited Weekend Outing (2)


    After Umi and I returned to our homes, changed from our uniform to our casual clothes, we went out together.


    Usually, we’d board the train whenever we’d be going on a date, but this time, it seemed like we’d be boarding a bus.


    A lot of students in our school commuted by bus since their places were close enough from school, but it wasn’t the case for the two of us since the school was within a walking distance from our places. This would be the first time in a while we’d be boarding a bus, so we both felt a little nervous.


    “Maki, do you have an IC card app on your phone— Nevermind, pretend I didn’t ask that.” (T/N: You know, Japanese people usually would scan a card whenever they board a train or bus or whatever? Yeah, that is an IC card.)
 “…I mean, it isn’t like I’d have a lot of chances to use it.”


    Well, I should consider installing it on my phone since there should be more opportunities for me to go out with Umi in the future.


    After taking the numbered ticket from the bus’ entrance, we boarded the bus together. Although around this time should be the rushing hour, the bus was relatively empty. We could freely choose where we wanted to sit.


    “Where do you want to sit, Maki?”


    “Anywhere we could sit together… How about at the back?”


    “Hehe, you’re such a child~”
 “Shut it. Just hurry up and sit down.”


    “Sure~”


    We sat down at the very back, on a five-seater. I chose to sit next to the window. After we were seated, the bus slowly departed towards the next bus station.


    Honestly, I felt anxious because I tend to get carsick easily, especially when I could faintly smell the bus’ exhaust while having to experience its slight shakings. Still, since we wouldn’t be here for too long, it should probably be okay…


    “Can you tell me where we’re going now, Umi? I need to prepare the money and all…”


    “You’ll only need 290 yen for the ride.”


    “…I guess you won’t be telling me anything then? Fine, I’ll find out when we get off anyway.”


    “Yes, just trust me on this, okay~?”


    Since I decided to take up on her words, I leaned back to my seat and tried to enjoy the window view—


    “Umi.”


    “Yes~?”


    “Stop poking me on the sides. On the cheeks too. It tickles.”


    “I can’t hear you~”


    “Stop it…”


    I just wanted to spend my time in peace, but I couldn’t because of the (rather frequent) assaults by Umi.


    My hand was still holding hers, obviously. We also had enough fun flirting while waiting for the bus to come. But it seemed like she thought I hadn’t fawned on her enough.


    Who was it that called me a ‘child’ again?


    In any case, I couldn’t keep letting her do something like this.


    “By the way, Umi, have you submitted your career choices to your homeroom teacher yet?”


    “Now, that’s really out of nowhere. Well, it isn’t like I had many choices, so I wrote that I want to go to college and submitted it. Based on the mock exam the other day, I should be able to go to my third university choice.”


    “I see. You did it quite early, huh?”


    With the summer vacation ending, our topic of conversation inevitably went in that direction. Next month, the school will be holding a parent-teacher conference, so those among us who were having poor grades like Amami-san, Nitta-san and Nozomu, wouldn’t have it as easy as Umi and myself.


    “You haven’t submitted yours yet? Well, I know I am your first choice.”


    “That’s one hell of a way to put it, but yeah, I’ve written my first choice at least.”


    Obviously, I didn’t write ‘Asanagi Umi’ as my first choice. What I wrote down was the same university that she picked as her first choice. What stumped me were the second and third choices, and the fact that I still didn’t know what kind of work I wanted to have in the future.


    I had been talking with my mom about this and she agreed to let me go to the same university as Umi as long as I actually managed to get there. But the thing with the whole career choice was that I also wanted to write some realistic options in it.


    “If you had to get a job, what kind of job do you want to do, Maki? Do you want to work for a company? Or do you want to work as a freelancer while trying various things?”


    “The most realistic option is the first one since that’s what my parents are doing to earn their money…”


    I never even had a part-time job, so I didn’t really have the right to say anything about this, but… Seeing my parents up close, working seemed like a hard thing to do despite it being something that other people commonly did…


    My father worked for a well-known company that everyone should have heard its name at least once in their lives, and managed to have a financially stable life. But in exchange, he had to sacrifice his time with his family. The same thing happened with my mother, who was working hard to earn money for both of us.


    I couldn’t give my thanks enough for them, but… Should I really follow their life choices and live just like them?


    “I know things like a job, money and so on are important… But, there’s something that I value more than all of that…”


    “Something that you value more…? Could it be…?”


    “That goes without saying, isn’t it?”


    Saying this, I squeezed her hand tightly.


    Even if in the future, I found a job that I really wanted to do, I wouldn’t prioritize it more than Umi. As long as my goal, ‘to live a happy life with Umi,’ was fulfilled, I wouldn’t care for anything else.


    “To summarize, you want to work in ‘a workplace that would make you have enough money for a living while having as little overtime as possible.’ Hm… The only thing I could think of is either you work in a really, really white company or you work as a civil servant.” (T/N: White company is the opposite of black company basically. A company with reasonable working hours, good working conditions, healthy work culture and all those stuffs. Well, that’s pretty much a myth.)


    “Quite a narrow choice, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah. As far as I know, only Hayato-san— Yuu’s dad, who is working in that kind of environment. Even so, he usually gets back home late.”


    Amami Hayato-san. I haven’t met him yet, but I heard he was working at the prefectural office.


    I’ve seen how he looked when Amami-san showed me a picture of her family on a trip before. He wore glasses and he gave me the impression that he was a serious man. From what I’ve seen, it seemed like they were just like the Asanagis, a very harmonious family. Still, I wonder what kind of person he was?


    It roused my curiosity a little.


    “Anyway, let’s think about that later. Why don’t we enjoy our little date today? It would be a waste if we were to spend it talking about something like that.”


    “True.”


    There would be more opportunities to talk about it, yes. Like she said, I should focus on spending my sweet time together with my sweet girlfriend at the moment.


    ‘The next stop is the shrine. Next stop, the shrine. Passengers getting off at this stop, please prepare to disembark.’


    “Oh, we’ve arrived. Press the button, Maki, we’re getting off.”


    “Ah, okay.”


    I did what Umi told me, pressing the button, paying the fare and getting off the bus. The next bus station was still a distance away, but it seemed like most other passengers of the bus were also getting off here.


    “Over there, Maki. We’ll be having our date there.”


    “Huh? Really…?”


    Just like what the announcer said, we stopped right in front of a torii. But, even though it was nighttime, the path to the shrine on top of the hill was brightly lit. The reason was because of the various floating lanterns on the way. There were also various stalls along the way.


    “…Um, so does this mean that we’ll be having a date at this festival?”


    “Mhm! We’ll also get to see a preview of tomorrow’s Fireworks Festival! C’mon, stop dawdling, we’ll get left behind by everyone~”


    “Okay, okay…”


    Actually, the Fireworks Festival was supposed to be held on the riverbank, quite a distance away from here— You know what? I’ll just follow her for the time being.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 256 – The Long-Awaited Weekend Outing (3)


    As we passed through a large torii, with Umi leading the way, a warm and lively atmosphere greeted us.


    The sweet smell of candies and the savory smell of soy sauce tickled my nose. At the same time, I heard a quiet rumbling noise from my stomach.


    “Hehe, since we’re already here, why don’t we eat something? You brought some money, right?”


    “Yeah. I only brought the usual amount though.”


    I was talking about the money my mom gave me for food and for having fun with Umi. She had been giving me the same amount of money ever since she found out about our relationship. However, since Umi was the one who invited me today, we decided to split the bills.


    We both grabbed some food from the stalls, I bought some yakisoba and ikayaki, meanwhile Umi bought a whole box of takoyaki and some drinks. The two of us then slowly walked up the hill while eating our food little by little.


    “I’ve never expected that they’re holding a festival in a place like this. Considering this shrine isn’t exactly a big one…”


    “Right? I didn’t know about it either, my mom was the one who told me. Apparently, this shrine always held a festival around the same time every year. Today is the main event, but I heard that they’ll hold some kind of event tomorrow too. Anyway, I thought it’d be nice for us to come to check the place out before tomorrow’s Fireworks Festival.”


    “I see. But, you know that the Fireworks Festival will be held over there, right?”
 “I know that! …Anyway, can we talk about that later when we finally get to the top? Also, do you want some takoyaki? There’s one left for you~”


    “Yeah, sure, but…”


    We gently climbed the stone steps while Umi was feeding me the takoyaki in her hand. Eventually, we reached the top of the hill and the shrine’s main building came into view.


    There was a large bonfire in the center of the grounds. People were surrounding it while throwing something, probably old good-luck-charms or something similar to that. Maybe it was a part of a burning ritual or something?


    
 We settled on a bench in the corner of the ground, watching the flickering flame while munching on our food.


    The yakisoba and ikayaki were more flavorful than the meals I usually ate, but that was probably because of the overall cheerful atmosphere of the place.


    Honestly, this kind of atmosphere wasn’t bad at all. That would be an unthinkable opinion to have if I were still the same person as I was a year ago.


    Well, actually, I would probably think the same way about all sorts of places as long as Umi was with me.


    “Come to think of it, we were so busy during this summer vacation. We couldn’t even go to a festival like this, huh?”


    “Yeah, cram school, Sports Festival… Next year, it will be the Cultural Festival instead of the Sports Festival, so, technically speaking, we should have more time, but we will be too busy studying by then…”


    Looking back, it really felt like we hadn’t had enough fun together. For me especially, since I had always spent most of my summer vacation at home, I had fewer good memories of it compared to most people.


    Still, the summer vacation this year was quite nice.


    If there was a memory I’d cherish the most, it would be back when I went together with Umi and her family to her hometown.


    Well, I couldn’t remember too many details because things were a little hectic, but it was around the time when Umi and I finally became physically and mentally connected. There were also times when we were together by ourselves during the trip and honestly, I still found myself grinning whenever I remembered those occasions.


    “…You’re imagining something perverted aren’t you, Maki?”


    “N-No? I’m just looking at the fire!”


    “Liar~ There’s no use trying to deceive me~ I can tell from your expression what you’re thinking about, you know~?”


    “R-Really?”


    “Yes~”
 “…Can you specify what kind of expression?”


    “…Hehehe…”


    It seemed like her words were true, but she was the only one who could tell as I didn’t even realize it.


    “Tell me, please.”


    “Hehehe, no~”


    “Ugh… Why are you so mean to me?”


    “Hehehe~ Don’t worry about it too much. I said ‘expression’ but it’s really just a little change from your usual ones. Only someone like me, someone who’s always staring at your face, would be able to tell that~”


    “I’ll trust you then…”


    “You know, I’ve noticed you were doing this quite frequently recently. But only when we’re together.”


    So, apparently she figured out about every thought that I thought I had kept hidden.


    Like whenever I thought about those kinds of things whenever we were alone. Or whenever I was thinking about other girls like Amami-san or Nitta-san.


    I guess because she figured out that I did about the former more than the latter, she didn’t find it necessary to point it out to me sooner.


    “W-Well, let’s forget about that and get going already. We don’t come here just to eat some yakisoba and takoyaki, right?”


    “Ah, right. Now that we’ve filled our stomach, time to do what we’re coming here for.”


    Ignoring the bonfire, which already got bigger before we noticed it, we went to the back of the shrine.


    We entered the pitch-black space, away from the hustle and bustle of the festival, where no light could get through.


    “There’s a festival outside, so it feels fine and all, but imagine if there isn’t…”


    “The atmosphere here feels great, isn’t it? Right, why don’t we do a test of courage here later? It’ll be a nice way to celebrate the end of our summer vacation, don’t you—”


    “Hell no.”


    It wasn’t like I believed in ghosts or something like that, but the horror genre wasn’t exactly among my favorites. The Fireworks Festival tomorrow would be good enough to celebrate the end of the summer vacation or whatnot.


    But, from the flow of our conversation so far, it seemed like it would be inevitable for us to come back here tomorrow… Hopefully, we won’t actually do a test of courage or something similar tomorrow…


    
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 257 – The Long-Awaited Weekend Outing (4)


    As we continued on our way while chatting, we soon came to an open area. It seemed like this was the actual top of the hill. A fence had been set up here to prevent people from falling down.


    There were no benches or anything of the sort here. Umi said that the people of the shrine didn’t prohibit entry to this area. They wouldn’t do anything unless we caused them troubles like littering everywhere or being too loud.


    “Over there, Maki. It’s a little dark right now, but you can see the sky from here.”


    “You’re right… We can see the riverbed from here too… Huh, could it be? The reason we came here really is for tomorrow?”


    “I told you~ When I told my mom that we’re going to see the Fireworks Festival, she told me about this place. She said that this is the place she went to pray for my safe birth a little before I was born.”


    I looked toward the direction Umi pointed at. There was a large river which reflected the lights coming from the various buildings on its surface. It was the same river where the Fireworks Festival would be held.


    The festival was the only large-scale event this town had, so I had been bracing myself for the inevitability that was being crushed by the crowds of people. However, if we were to watch the festival from here… It was a distance away from the riverbank, so it wouldn’t be ideal to come here for people who wanted to see the fireworks up close, but we should be able to watch the entire thing from here. Since there wouldn’t be anyone else who’d come here, the five of us would be able to watch the fireworks in peace.


    Also, when Umi and I were walking through the shrine, I managed to find out that aside from selling charms for childbirth, they were also selling charms for a successful exam. It wouldn’t be a bad idea for us to visit the shrine while we were at it.


    “It’s getting a little chilly… Maki, can I snuggle closer to you?”


    “Mhm. Also, you can wear my shirt. It’s a ¾ sleeve shirt but it’s better than nothing.”


    “Thank you… Hehe… I never expected I’d get to wear your shirt in a place like this~ It looks a little lame though~”


    “Well, I didn’t expect that we’d come here in the first place. Also, if you don’t like it, give it back to me.”


    “I never said I don’t like it~”


    Because of the darkness, I couldn’t tell what kind of expression she had. But, it was obvious from her tone that she was happy.


    …I just hope that she could stop sniffing on that shirt’s collar… I actually got goosebumps from seeing that…


    “You know, Umi? This is a nice place.”


    “Right? This is my first time coming here so it surprised me too. The air is clean and the place is quiet~ Well, we wouldn’t be the only ones here tomorrow, so it might not be as quiet.”


    Watching the fireworks while being surrounded by a crowd of people didn’t sound too bad, but honestly, watching it from a quiet place like this suited me better.


    Tomorrow, our usual group of five would come here with us, so who knows how rowdy it would get compared to this moment.


    I tried to imagine Umi and I here by ourselves, watching the fireworks… Wait, no, if I were to continue it, I’d start thinking in that direction again.


    “Ah, you are about to think something perverted again.”


    “How did you—? Are you sure that you’re the only one who’d notice me doing something like this? Are you sure that no other people are aware of my habit or whatnot?”


    “Don’t worry about it, unless they’re watching your face closely on a regular basis, they won’t know. If you still doubt me, why don’t you ask your mother? She might be able to tell that you’re thinking about something weird, but she won’t know the details.”


    “…The details…?”


    It seemed like this matter went deeper than I thought.


    …I wonder how far Umi could read my thoughts?


    Honestly, I didn’t plan on keeping any secrets from her, but it seemed like if I were to actually do it in the future, she’d be able to tell anyway.


    As expected, I was no match for her.


    After spending more time together, cuddling while admiring the starry sky, we headed back to the way we came, the shrine’s grounds.


    Half an hour had passed while we were flirting in that place. The flame had reduced by half of its original size and the atmosphere of the place had calmed down a little.


    “Maki, while we’re here, why don’t we make a prayer? We didn’t get to have a proper hatsumode this year because you were sick, right?” (T/N: Hatsumode is the first shrine visit on the new year. It’s a tradition for the Japanese that they make a visit to a shrine on the first few days of the year to pray.)


    “Good idea. Let’s buy some charms too. I still have leftover money, we can get one for my mom and one for your mom too.”


    “…By the way, what kind of charm should we get? Academic success? Love? Health? Or maybe, a safe childbirth?”


    “It’s really hard to choose from those three options… It isn’t like we could just get all three either…”


    “Hey, don’t ignore the obvious one! Don’t belittle the worth of that charm for the new moms!”


    “Whatever you say.”


    …Eventually, I’d be ready for that…


    Both financially and mentally…


    “…Anyway, we should buy three charms for good health. Health is the most important one out of the other two options anyway.”


    “Okay. We’ll buy them after we’re done with our prayers, then we’ll go home.”


    With that, we went to the line for the prayer and ended our very, very late hatsumode.


    As we gave our offering and joined our hands together, I took a glance at Umi’s side profile. Thanks to the festival as a background, she looked even prettier than usual.


    Once again, I got reminded of how cute my girlfriend was.


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Maki? Have you finished your prayer yet?”


    “Ah, yeah, I have. It’s been a while since I’ve done this so I didn’t know what I should do while waiting for you.”


    “…You can just be honest and tell me that you were admiring my face.”


    “…You aren’t wrong.”


    “Hehe, you’re as cute as always, Maki~ Here, here~”


    “Stop poking my cheeks!”


    Despite the fact that we had been going out for a while, there were things that stayed the same. After that, we proceeded to buy the charms as planned and left the shrine.


    Although we only stayed for an hour, it was the first time in a long while that we were able to have a date outside of our homes.


    While spending our time relaxing at home together without worrying about anything might be the best thing to do, it still felt nice to enjoy the cool night breeze, leisurely watching the scenery outside while holding each other’s hands.


    There was still time before our curfew, but if we were to go back to my place and continue our date, we’d end up missing it, so we decided to go to Umi’s place instead.


    On our way home, we rode the last bus for the night. There were more people compared to the previous time. Several seats were available, but there weren’t any ways for us to sit side by side, so we ended up standing up, with me holding the bus strap and Umi leaning on me.


    “How was it, Maki? I know I dragged you outside on short notice, but did you have fun?”


    “Yeah. It’s my first time going to a festival with someone else, it was fun…”


    Because of my dad’s work, we had to move from city to city. My mom and I didn’t go out together that often when I was a child, so it felt refreshing to be among the crowds in that festival.


    The foul smell and the shaking of the bus that I hadn’t felt for a while. The warm light that lit up the festival ground. The taste of the thick yakisoba and takoyaki sauce…


    And more importantly, the warmth of the girl next to me. This would be a memory that I’d always cherish even in the future.


    …But, there was one thing that kept persisting in my mind. A selfish thought that I couldn’t get rid of.


    “…Umi. About the festival tomorrow…”


    “Hm?”


    “…What about we watch it from the festival venue instead?”


    “Huh?”


    At that moment, a hint of unease appeared on Umi’s smiling face.


    It was understandable that she’d react like that. The reason why she brought me here was to check this place out for tomorrow. I had been giving her a positive reaction yet I suddenly said those words to her.


    “Ah, sorry, I wasn’t saying the place was bad or anything, rather, it feels too good to be true. The thing is… I don’t really fancy the idea of everyone coming to that place…”


    “…Are you saying that you want us two to monopolize that place?”


    “Something like that.”


    There was no doubt that it’d be great if we were to go watch the fireworks with everyone in that place. We could avoid the crowds, which meant we wouldn’t get into trouble. Objectively speaking, watching from that place was better than going to the venue itself.


    But, when Umi and I were stargazing just a while ago, something came to my mind…


    A desire to keep that place a secret just for the two of us.


    “Since we’ve already planned things out with everyone, we couldn’t do it tomorrow, but there should be another opportunity next year, or the year after that…”


    “If you say so, I’m fine with that, Maki, but, that means we have to prepare ourselves for some troubles tomorrow. The train is definitely going to be packed. In the venue itself, if we aren’t careful, we can get separated from everyone. We might also be unable to watch the fireworks because of the crowds.”


    “…I guess you’re right…”


    Even if the five of us were careful enough, there was no guarantee that we wouldn’t get into trouble. Since it was a big event, they’d definitely put up a security measure for it, but there were just some things that the security couldn’t handle.


    For the three girls especially, they’d definitely get called out by someone like back when we were going to the pool.


    While that wouldn’t happen if Nozomu were there, if one of them got separated from the rest, it would be a different story.


    “…Sorry, forget about what I just said.”


    “Don’t be. I was exaggerating things a little. As long as we’re careful, we should be fine.”


    “I know, but I kinda realized that I was a little too selfish.”


    Though my time with Umi was more important to me than anything else, that didn’t mean I wanted to disregard everyone’s feelings for my selfishness.


    “I see. Then, I’ll tell everyone to come here tomorrow. Is that okay with you?”


    “Yeah. Sorry for saying something weird.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I know more than anyone else that you’re a selfish kid, Maki-chan~”


    “…Now we’re back to treating me like a child again.”


    “Am I wrong though? Like, the other day you were holding on my chest—”


    “Let’s continue this conversation after we get off the bus, okay?”


    Our first outing in a long while ended with a note of embarrassment for me. With that, the first night of the weekend was coming to an end.


    I wonder what will happen during the festival tomorrow?


    Hopefully, everything will end without any accident.


    
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 258 – The Night of Fireworks Display (1)


    Next day, Saturday. Although the weather wasn’t exactly a pleasant one for an autumn day, the forecast said that there would be no chance of rain. They announced that the fireworks festival would proceed as planned today on their social media. Based on the reactions, it seemed a lot of people would be going to the venue.


    Since it was a holiday, I got out of bed a little later than usual. When I headed to the living room, I could scent the smell of coffee wafting through the air.


    In the kitchen, Umi was humming a tune joyfully as she poured some coffee into two cups. Somehow, this had become a regular scene in this house.


    “Good morning, Maki. You woke up late today, hm? Well, since it’s a holiday, it doesn’t matter, but keep in mind that if you do this too often, you’ll get insomnia.”


    “Good morning, Umi. I’ll keep that in mind, thanks for the coffee.”


    “Don’t mention it. Anyway, let’s leave the lecture about your sleeping habit after our breakfast. Come here~”


    We went to the couch and proceeded with our morning routine. She stroked my head and fixed my hair with the comb and the hair wax that she brought. Since we would be going outside with everyone today, she put in more effort than usual.


    I still had the aversion of getting my hair touched by others, but Umi was an exception among exceptions. Her gentle touches and the soft texture of her hands always felt so comfortable. If I were to let my guard down, I could fall asleep right there and then.


    “Hehe, if you’re still sleepy, you can go back to sleep. We promised to meet in the evening anyway, I can just wait until you’re awake.”


    “Nah, if I go back to bed now, it’ll just ruin my hair again. Besides… Um… You need to get ready, right? You know, with clothes and stuff…”


    “Well, yeah, I mean, this kind of festival only happens once a year. Since you’ll be there too, I’d need to put more effort into dressing up.”


    As was the case last Christmas, Umi was the kind of person who’d put an effort into dressing herself up in an event like this. There was no way she wouldn’t be doing the same this time.


    I’ve seen her in a yukata during the summer vacation, but this would be the first time I’m seeing her wearing one in a festival. As her boyfriend, I was really looking forward to that.


    “Ah, right, we have an old yukata at home. It’s my brother’s, he used to wear it back when he was still in middle school, but it should fit you. Too bad we don’t really have men’s yukata at our place. Anyway, you should wear it.”


    “Huh? I’m wearing a yukata too?”


    “Of course! What, are you telling me you want to wear a normal shirt, jeans and a pair of sneakers for the festival? Even though I’ll be putting a lot of effort into dressing up?”


    “…Can’t I?”


    “Gee, I don’t know~ Can you~?”


    “…Fine.”


    I understood her desire to walk around the once-in-a-year fireworks festival while wearing a yukata together with me. Especially when it was doubtful that we would be able to go to another festival next year.


    …But, still… I’ve only been wearing shirts, jeans (sometimes) and sandals whenever I went outside. Could I really pull off a yukata?


    “You don’t need to worry, I’ll dress you up so you’ll look good in it! I’ll give you a clean haircut, beautiful eyelids, straight nose, sharp jawline and smooth skin without any blemish! What do you think?”


    “Aside from the hair, you’d need to do a plastic surgery on me for all that.”


    “Hehe, I know, I was kidding, but you really don’t need to worry about anything, Maki. You’re a lot more toned compared to last year.”


    So she said, but she was the one who said that a middle schooler yukata would fit me. I really wanted to grow taller and bigger.


    …At least until Umi could entrust herself to me with a peaceful mind.


    “In any case, you’ll be wearing a yukata today and that’s final. Also, don’t tell anyone about this! Let’s give them a surprise!”


    “You’re speaking as if me wearing a yukata would be a big deal… Well, whatever, I’ll leave that matter to you.”


    “Hehe~ I’ll be seeing you in a yukata for the first time~ I’m excited to see how you’ll look~ Ah, wait, I have to call my mom first.”


    It seemed like I would be at the mercy of the Asanagis today too. Well, when I saw how giddy Umi looked, I decided to just accept my fate. After all, it had been a while since I’ve seen her this excited. 


    The upcoming festival was something that I was personally looking forward to, but that wasn’t as important as her smile.


    After we’ve eaten our breakfast, it was decided that we’d move over to Umi’s place so I could get dressed. I felt bad for intruding, but Sora-san welcomed me with open arms.


    “Welcome, Maki-kun~ Hehehe, this yukata has been sitting on the drawer for years now, finally there’s someone who’s willing to wear it. I bought it for Riku, but he was too shy to wear it.”


    “I see…”


    …I’d say she was too welcoming. When I got there, Sora-san was holding Riku-san’s old yukata with a smile that looked so similar to Umi.


    Whenever I saw this kind of thing, it reminded me of how those two were truly related. They probably never realized it, but the expression they made as they pushed that yukata onto my face was a hundred percent similar.


    They took me to the guest room on the first floor. It seemed like they wanted to finish my affairs first before getting Umi to dress up.


    “Hmm… Maki-kun’s hair is getting longer again, Umi. Why don’t we cut the front part and the back part a little? That’ll give him a cleaner look.”


    “True. It’s still noon anyway, so we can get that done. Maki, leave that yukata behind. Let’s go outside and cut your hair.”


    I thought I only needed to take care of my clothes, but it seemed like we’d be doing much more than that.


    …This made me wonder what everyone else was doing.


    Thanks to that thought, I became a little worried. I haven’t heard anything from Amami-san and the others, who knows, maybe they had decided that they’d go a little later than us.


    “Before you start cutting my hair, can I use my phone for a while, Umi? I want to check up on everyone.”


    “Sure. You know, I should just do the same.”


    While Sora-san went to prepare the scissors and clips for cutting my hair, I opened up the group chat that our group of five usually used to communicate.


    When I typed in a message, everyone immediately answered.


    [Maehara: Hello, everyone.]


    [Seki: Yo.]


    [Seki: Never change with that greeting, eh, Maki?]


    [Maehara: What do you mean? Isn’t this how you’d normally greet other people?]


    [Nina: I know right? Never change, Rep. Anyway, heya~]


    [Amami: Hehe, hello~ Is Umi with you, Maki-kun? Or is she at least in the same room as you?]


    [Asanagi: Hello, everyone.]


    [Maehara: Why are you imitating me?]


    [Asanagi: Hehe~]


    [Seki: Get a room.]


    [Nina: Get a room.]


    [Amami: You two, get a room! Hehe, kidding~]


    [Maehara: Sorry.]


    [Maehara: By, the way, will you guys make it to the festival? There’s no problem like you’ll come in late or feel sick, right?]


    [Nina: No problem for me, what about you, Yuuchin?]


    [Amami: Me too. What about everyone else?]


    [Seki: Me three.]


    [Asanagi: No problem here too.]


    [Maehara: Since I’m the same, then we can follow the planned schedule I guess.]


    For now there didn’t seem to be any problems. That meant we could meet up at the planned time.


    As planned, we’d be meeting up here at Umi’s house since it was the closest place to the bus station. While I was pondering that Umi sent a new message to the group chat.


    [Asanagi: Alright, we’ll meet at the bus station at five as planned. If any of you are going to be late, just contact either me or Maki. Especially you girls. Yuu, Nina, you two got your yukatas ready, didn’t you?]


    [Amami: Yes, of course! My mom insisted that I wear it!]


    [Nina: I mean, I’d be looking so out of place if I’m the only one not wearing one.]


    “Huh?”


    Based on what we were doing yesterday, we’d be going to the shrine that Umi and I went to. After we got there, we’d go to that secret spot and watch the fireworks from there.


    I decided to stop texting for the time being and turned my gaze towards Umi.


    “Uh, Umi?”


    “Well, um… I had a second thought. I guess it would be better for everyone to watch the fireworks from the actual venue. Sorry, I shoulda notified you earlier, but honestly, I only came to a decision this morning.”


    “I see. Well, I’ve already prepared myself to deal with the crowds in the first place, so this is fine, but… Were you having a second thought because of what I had said last night?”


    “…”


    After hearing my words, a red tinge appeared on Umi’s cheeks as she nodded.


    “I gave it a lot of thought last night. I know I’ve said all those things last night, but… In the end, I decided that it would be better if we were to monopolize that place. I feel a little guilty, but, you know… What you said last night… Made me really happy…”


    Last night, I thought I really was being selfish, but it seemed like Umi felt the same way as me.


    We only stayed at that place for half an hour last night, but we didn’t spend all that time stargazing.


    Remembering what we did made me feel embarrassed. Basically, because of the atmosphere around us, we ended up flirting a little harder than usual… To summarize, what happened was…


    ‘Maki, which one is prettier? Me or the night sky?’


    ‘…There’s no one around us, Maki. You can be a liiiittle more proactive.’


    And so on. Maybe it was because we hadn’t gone on a date for a while, but we ended up going overboard.


    That was why, honestly, if we were to bring everyone to that place, I’d be too busy thinking about those memories instead of watching the fireworks.


    “But, are you sure this is okay? I’ve never gone to one, but don’t fireworks festivals usually have a huge crowd? I’m more or less already getting used to the crowds, but there’s still a chance that unsavory things might happen…”


    “Don’t worry about that, I have a plan for that… We have to bring more people with us because of that though…”


    “Bring more people? Others will come with us too? Like Nitori-san and Hojo-san?”


    “No. They’re adults. Well, you already knew them.”


    “I already knew them? Could it be…?”


    When it came to my acquaintances that were adults and were free enough to lead five high schoolers in a fireworks festival, not many people came to my mind. As I was pondering about this, I heard the sound of the front door being opened.


    “I’m home. Seriously, I haven’t had a day off for two months and a half and I have to spend it babysitting?”


    “Jeez, Rikkun, I know you’re looking forward to seeing Sora-obaa-san and Umi-chan.”


    “I’m not—”


    “Huh, that voice…”


    If Umi was talking about those two, then they were indeed the people I knew.


    “Yo, Maki. It’s been a while.”


    “Hello. I heard there’ll be a fireworks festival here, so I thought it’d be nice to see it with Rikkun. Of course, we brought Reiji with us too. C’mon, say hello.”


    “Hello, Big Brother!”
 “Riku-san, Shizuku-san and even Reiji-kun is here?”


    Umi would probably tell me the details on how things came to be like this later. In any case, it seemed like the festival would be rowdier than I previously thought.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 259 – The Night of Fireworks Display (2)


    I hadn’t seen Riku-san since the trip to Umi’s hometown around three months ago. He looked completely different than the last time I’ve seen him.


    First of all, he looked bigger. It wasn’t because he somehow had gotten taller, but his hunched back had become straighter. Not only that, his previously rather lean body had gained a lot of muscle, making him resemble Daichi-san.


    He had cut his previously long hair, giving him a fresh look.


    “I don’t know how to put this, but… You looked different, Riku-san.”


    “I know, right? Seriously, I don’t know how he could change this much in just three months. Disgusting.”


    “What the hell are you two on about? …Then again, I’ve been hearing the same thing from other people lately…”


    Seeing our surprised look, he averted his gaze from us while scratching his cheek in embarrassment.


    While his outward appearance changed a lot, it seemed like he was still the same old Riku-san.


    “Ever since he moved back to Mizore-baa-chan’s house, he had been working under my father every day from four in the morning until late night. Isn’t he cool?”


    “Shi-cha— No… Shizuku, stop teasing me like that. Also, you’re exaggerating.”


    “Oh jeez, I’m not exaggerating. Besides, it’s true that you’ve changed a lot, right, Reiji?”


    “Yeah~”


    After glancing at Riku-san, Reiji nodded in agreement.


    It had only been a short time since Riku-san decided to work at Shizuku-san’s inn, ‘Shimizu,’ so I didn’t know how far his relationship with Reiji-kun progressed. But, seeing that he was no longer hiding behind me and Shizuku-san, I guess they were doing well.


    As an outsider who went out of my way to get those two closer, I was relieved.


    “So, why are you here, Riku-san? I know you said you’re on a holiday, but it’s still a long way from ‘Shimizu’ to here.”


    “A while ago, I was given a two day vacation for today and tomorrow. After I got permission from the boss— I mean, Shizuku’s mother, all three of us discussed what to do for the vacation. After a while, somehow, we came to talk about fireworks festival.”


    “I remember that even though I hung out a lot with Rikkun back in the day, we’ve never gone to see a fireworks festival, or any festivals for that matter. Since we have two days off, I figured that we might as well go to one. Reiji was also looking forward to it.”


    “…Yeah. Also, Mom said that you’ll go with us, Big Brother.”


    Even though I was still a little bewildered over this sudden reunion, after hearing their explanation, I’ve managed to come to terms with it.


    Anyway, to summarize, they were talking about what to do on their two days off. Eventually, they settled on to see a fireworks festival. Since that was the case, they figured that they might as well come and visit us here and join us to see the fireworks festival today.


    …I see. Now I understand everything.


    “So, Umi, the adults you were talking about are…”


    “Yes. Yesterday, Shizuku-san contacted me that she’d be visiting us here. Since that’s the case, I went out my way to invite them to join us as well. Yuu and Nina won’t mind even if we add more people. Seki too.”


    Right, no one in our group would make a fuss even if we were to invite more people. Besides, it would be safer for us since Riku-san would be there with us. As for Reiji-kun… Well, I had a feeling that Amami-san and the others would take the initiative to take care of him.


    “Big Brother, let’s play~ We’ll continue our game last time~”


    “I’m going to get dressed, so we’ll do that after I’m done, okay? …Riku-san, can we borrow the consoles in your room later?”


    “Didn’t I tell you that you can use them whenever? Also, he really is attached to you, huh? I still have a long way to go…”


    When he saw Reiji-kun trotting over to my side with a handheld console in his hand, Riku-san’s expression turned a little gloomy. This made me wonder if he’d also follow me around during the festival… Well, maybe not. I mean, Shizuku-san would come with us too.


    After that, Umi and Sora-san quickly helped me with dressing up. When that was done, the three of us, Riku-san, Reiji-kun and I played a game together. Meanwhile, Umi, Sora-san and Shizuku-san went to get dressed.


    ‘Oh my, so that means you’ll be engaged with Riku soon.’


    ‘Yes. My parents haven’t given their approval, but they aren’t opposed to the idea, so… Hehe~’


    ‘Aww, isn’t that nice? My big brother is like that, but if it’s you, Shizuku-san, I trust you to turn him into a proper human being.’


    ‘Hehe, don’t worry in that regard, Rikkun has always been a hard working person, you see? By the way, what about you, Umi-chan? Your relationship with Maki-kun has been going well, I assume? I know it isn’t the right question to ask in front of your mother, but have you two done it?’


    ‘Hehehe, tell me about it too, Umi.’


    ‘Me? U-Um, well, you know, we get along as well as your ordinary high school couple are— Wait, why are you even asking me this, Mom?! This isn’t supposed to be about me, but Shizuku-san! What about you, Shizuku-san, have you done it?’


    ‘No. For me, Reiji is my priority, so everything else can wait for later. But from your response, I can see that you’re different than me, Umi-chan~’


    ‘Ugh, so annoying—!’


    The current situation was that we were separated from those three who were (supposed to be) dressing up by a paper door. From the look of it, they were having fun.


    Now that I think about it, if Riku-san were to finally get engaged with Shizuku-san, this kind of chatter between those three might turn into a common scene.


    “…Sorry, for the rowdy atmosphere, Maki. Those guys really can’t pipe down for a second.”


    “Don’t worry, I’m used to it.”


    “Mom is having fun~”


    It seemed like the six of us here would be involved with each other more often in the future.


    Not as friends, but as a one big family.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 260 – The Night of Fireworks Display (3)


    In any case, it was decided that Riku-san’s group would join us, so Umi and I went to notify the rest of our group about it. No one seemed to have any particular objections.


    I still felt a little worried about Amami-san though, since those two had a rather unsavory past about each other.


    [Asanagi: Sorry for bringing that stupid brother of mine with us, Yuu.]


    [Amami: It’s fine. I already knew that the old incident was a misunderstanding. Riku-san also apologized to me already, so everything is okay now.]


    Or so she said. It seemed like Riku-san had resolved everything before he moved away.


    In the end, that particular topic ended quickly. At the moment, they were talking about Reiji-kun, who would be coming with Riku-san and Shizuku-san.


    [Amami: This is Reiji-kun? Ahh so cute~!]


    [Amami: Is he being shy about getting his picture taken? The way he blushes and covers up half his face like that~ So cute~!]


    [Nina: Seki, don’t get jealous, he’s just a kid.]


    [Seki: What are you even on about?]


    [Nina: Huh, I thought you’d be seething and getting all jealous, that’s why I figured it’d be better to remind you.]


    [Seki: I don’t need that reminder…]


    [Asanagi: I really want to capture his full face, but he noticed it before I could…]


    [Nina: Well, that’s how it goes with a shy boy like him. He might be like this right now, but he’ll get used to this kind of thing eventually.]


    [Asanagi: I know. I often take his pictures whenever we’re alone, but it’s hard to get him to make a good face. At least he’s okay with getting his picture taken with everyone nowadays though.]


    [Seki: I noticed that. Compared to before, his back is straighter and he seems more confident in pictures.]


    [Amami: What are you guys even talking about??]


    [Amami: Never mind, I get it.]


    [Amami: Yeah, I noticed that too!]


    [Maehara: This is about Reiji-kun and not me, right?]


    In any case, it seemed like we would be able to enjoy the festival together without any issues. Or so I thought before Amami-san sent us a sudden text an hour later.


    [Amami: Sorry, everyone! I might be late!]


    [Asanagi: Hm? What happened, Yuu?]


    [Amami: Since there’s still some time, I was taking Rocky for a walk, and in the middle of our walk, his nose got stung by a large bee!]


    [Amami: He acts like usual, but his nose is swollen. Look!]


    Then, she sent us a picture of Rocky. His nose was swollen to the point that it covered a part of his mouth.


    While he might seem fine now, it would be better if he were to be taken to a vet quickly before anything irreversible could happen to him.


    I quickly looked for the nearest vet with my phone, but the nearest one I found was about thirty minutes away by car. While that wasn’t a big problem, since there was a matter of checking up and all those things, there was a huge chance that she’d end up getting late.


    [Asanagi: Got it. For now, we won’t change the meeting time, but make sure to call me if you really are late.]


    [Amami: Okay. You don’t need to wait for me if I’m really late, I’ll just ask my father to drive me right to the venue.]


    [Amami: Sorry for the troubles, everyone.]


    [Maehara: Don’t worry about it. I mean, Rocky is part of your family too, Amami-san.]


    [Nina: Yeah, don’t worry.]


    [Seki: Take care, Amami-san.]


    The situation suddenly changed a few hours before the meeting time, but it wasn’t that big of a deal. As long as we could handle everything calmly, everything would proceed smoothly.


    And so, Amami-san went to bring Rocky to the vet while the rest of us re-checked our plans again. We decided to wait for her at the nearest station until the meeting time arrived. If she ended up late, we’d be taking the train ahead of her and wait for her in the venue instead.


    After that was decided, more time passed and we finally finished getting ready.


    “It’s almost time, Shizuku, are you done yet?”


    “Yes, we’re done. C’mon, Umi-chan, hurry, come out and show how cute you are to Rikkun and Maki-kun!”


    “Why do I need to show my brother— You know what, fine. I’ll make today an exception.”


    Then, from the gap of the sliding door, Umi appeared, fully dressed for the festival.


    My first impression of her was…not different from usual. She was still my cute and pretty girlfriend.


    Well, rather, that was the only thing that came to my mind.


    “Uh, I left everything to Mom and Shizuku-san— Anyway, how do I look?”


    “Um… Uh…”


    She wore a light-colored yukata with hydrangea and morning glory patterns. The fabric didn’t make it seem too shiny. Her shoulder-length hair was tied to a knot with the blue blue flower hairpin that I gave her as a birthday present.


    I originally bought that hairpin for her because it matched the dress she wore for the Christmas Party, but now that I saw her wearing it again, it didn’t look out of place at all with the yukata.


    “Alright, I’ll leave you young lovebirds to your own devices~ Rikkun, Reiji, let’s go.”


    “Huh? …Okay…?”


    “Sure… We’ll walk slowly, so you can catch up to us, okay, Maki?”


    “Hehehe, since I don’t want to be a third wheel, I’ll get our groceries for tomorrow~ Make sure to lock the door before you go, you two~”


    “W-Wha–? Why are you all acting like this?!”


    Everyone rushed out of the house, ignoring Umi who was blushing furiously.


    Before long, we were the only ones left in the house.


    “…Anyway, let’s lock all the doors and windows first. I’ll lock everything on the first floor.”


    “Okay, I’ll take care of the second floor… But, before that… Can I ask you a question?”


    “…Sure.”


    “Maki, how do I look? Do I look cute? Did your heart skip a beat?”


    “Yes… You look cute and pretty… Also…”


    While there was no one here aside from us, it still felt embarrassing for me to say the rest of my words out loud. So, I whispered it to her instead.


    ‘You look hot… Honestly, it made me a little excited…’


    “What a pervert~ Hehe, well, it’s good that you’re honest~ Anyway, that yukata looks good on you, Maki.”


    “Thanks… Haha…”


    This would be my first time going to a fireworks festival, so I really looked forward to it. But, then again, even if the festival were to suddenly get canceled, I honestly think that I wouldn’t mind that outcome.
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    After making sure that we’ve locked all the doors and the windows, Umi and I headed to a plaza near the station where we planned to gather.


    The time was currently 5 pm. There were still a few hours until the festival started, 7 pm, but we didn’t want to deal with the crowds during rush hour, that was why we came a little earlier. For the same reason, we planned to go back home a little later.


    Along the way, we caught up with Riku-san’s group and we went to the station together. At the station, Nozomu and Nitta-san were already waiting for us.


    “Right on time, Maki, Asanagi.”


    “Heya, the Maehara couple finally came~”


    Nozomu was in his casual outfit; a shirt and a pair of jeans, meanwhile Nitta-san was wearing a light green yukata, as planned, giving out a ‘cool’ impression.


    Like usual, I ignored their teasing.


    “Thanks for waiting, you two. It seems Amami-san is going to be late, after all…”


    “Yeah, about that… I’ve called Yuuchin before coming here and she said that she’d be late, so we can just go on ahead. On the bright side, Rocky will be alright, so that’s worth something.”


    In fact, before we got here, I received a text from Amami-san that said, ‘Since it’s the weekend, the vet is filled with people! Sorry, I’ll be late!’ Since that was the case, we decided to hop on the train without her.


    Although it was the first time that Nozomu and Nitta-san met Riku-san’s group, thanks to the two’s excellent social skills, they got along quickly. Well, except for Reiji-kun, due to how shy he was. He kept hiding behind either Shizuku-san or me, though he still answered all of their questions properly.


    …Those two were so different compared to me, huh?


    The train was crowded, probably due to the festival. It was to the point that there were barely any open seats around. Besides Umi and Nitta-san, there were other people wearing yukatas too. I could also hear people talking about the festival here and there.


    “There are more people coming… Shizuku, there’s an empty seat over there, so sit down with Reiji-kun. I’ll stand in front of you.”


    “Thank you, Rikkun. Reiji, come here.”


    “…I don’t mind standing.”


    “I know, but more people will come, it will get more crowded and the space will get more cramped. You don’t want to trouble the big brothers and big sisters, right?”


    “Reiji-kun, can you do it for m-my— n-no, for U-Uncle’s sake…?”


    “Pfft! U-Uncle… Bahaha!”


    “S-Shut up, Umi!”


    Riku-san’s unexpected words made Umi burst out in laughter.


    He was still in his late twenties, so in my eyes, I could still consider him as an ‘older brother,’ but I guess for Reiji-kun, he was an ‘uncle,’ huh?


    Because of Umi, I let out a snicker unintentionally even though I tried my hardest to hold it back.


    “Maki, you too…?”


    “S-Sorry, I-I can’t… I-I understand your feelings, but I still can’t…”


    “By the way, how old is your brother again, Umi? Twenty seven? Twenty eight? He’s pretty much an old man then. I mean, rather than calling him ‘a man in his late twenties,’ he’s basically a few steps away from being in his thirties, no?”


    “Nitta, you… Well, in any case, we’ll be like him in ten years and ten years pass pretty quickly, you know? I swear it feels like yesterday that I was still in grade school.”


    “Hm, I don’t know about that. I gave birth to Reiji-kun right after I graduated from the university, so, I don’t think you’ll need to wait for ten years to become a ‘grown up.’”


    When Shizuku-san, someone who was the same age as Riku-san, and had already experienced pregnancy, childbirth and divorce, said those words, it sounded extremely persuasive.


    We were mostly still in our seventeen and next year we could be legally considered as adults. Some of us might start working as soon as they graduate from high school, so they could be considered ‘grown up’ by then.


    I turned my gaze toward Shizuku-san and Reiji-kun.


    In about five or six years, we’d reach the age when Shizuku-san gave birth to Reiji-kun… That meant, there was a possibility that Umi and I would have a child not long after that…


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Maki-kun? You can’t stare at me like that, you know? Your girlfriend is right beside you~”


    “No, I’m not— Ow!”


    “What’s wrong, Big Brother?”


    “Huh? N-Nothing…”


    I felt a sharp pain on my side, but I couldn’t exactly scream out because we were still on a train.


    When I glanced in that direction, I saw Umi giving me a death glare.


    “…Maki?”


    “I-It’s a misunderstanding! I might be staring at her, but I was thinking about you, you know? Like, I was thinking, soon you’ll become as mature as her, something like that!”


    “M-Me…?”


    Umi then shifted her gaze from me to Reiji-kun. 


    After a short pause, her cheeks turned bright red.


    Not long after, she pinched my side again.


    “Ow!”


    “You dummy! It’s a public place!”


    “S-Sorry! My mind kept wandering somewhere on a quiet train like this. It’s a habit, okay?”


    Since we were similar at our cores, we ended up thinking about the same thing despite reacting to it differently.


    In any case, that future we were imagining was still a long way off, but I knew that we would reach it one day. And I’d do my best so that Umi wouldn’t end up like Shizuku-san.


    “I’m not saying that thinking about that kind of thing is bad. It’s just, do it when we’re alone!”


    “I know… Sorry…”


    “As long as you understand. Also, stop giving us that stare, everyone!”


    Seeing Shizuku-san’s grin and Nozomu’s, Nitta-san’s and Riku-san’s disgusted look, Umi averted her gaze in embarrassment. Meanwhile, Reiji-kun was staring at us with a blank look.


    “Oh my, it seems like those two will become ‘grown ups’ faster than the rest of you~ By the way, you can go to ‘Shimizu’ for your wedding reception, so don’t hesitate to contact us, okay~?”


    “…As an employee, no comment.”


    ““Can you two pipe down your flirting? We’re still on the train.””


    “I don’t understand, but everything will be okay, Big Brother.”


    “Ah, thank you for always being by my side, Reiji-kun.”


    “?”


    I patted Reiji-kun’s head, who gave me a puzzled look in response. The rather rowdy atmosphere didn’t stop the train from steadily approaching a station near the venue where the fireworks festival would be held.
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    As more time passed, more people got into the train. I had expected this to some extent, but the amount of people still exceeded my expectations. When the train arrived at our drop-off station, both the platform and the entrance were filled to the brim with people.


    Normally, there would be way fewer people than this, but then again, this was my first time going to a firework festival. I guess this many people were normal?


    


    “Alright, let’s get off first. Seki and I will go out first and the rest of you will follow behind us. Don’t get separated from us, okay?”


    “Reiji, you’ll stay in the middle, okay? Maki-kun, I’m sorry, but please watch our backs.”


    “Okay. I’ll do my best so I won’t get separated from everyone.”


    The moment the train’s door opened, the wave of people pushed us from behind. Riku-san and Nozomu, who were a head taller than everyone, led our group at the forefront, followed by Reiji-kun, Shizuku-san, Umi and Nitta-san. Meanwhile, I was at the very back.


    We followed the attendance’s instructions to walk slowly to the ticket gate.


    “Whoops!”


    As we were walking together like that, someone suddenly shoved me from behind and I almost fell on everyone’s back. While ‘walking slowly’ was an easy instruction to follow, when there were this many people, it became quite a challenge to not have accidents like this.


    In any case, I put more strength into my legs to prevent my body from falling on Umi’s back.


    “Are you okay, Maki? You can lean on me if you wish.”


    “I’m fine. Just keep an eye on Reiji-kun, okay?”


    “Okay, but you should hold my hand, just in case.”


    “Sure… Also, sorry, my hand is a little sweaty.”


    “Hehe, it’s fine. I’m used to it.”


    We clasped our hands in a lover’s hold so we wouldn’t get separated.


    The sheer amount of people around me made me feel nauseous, but I managed to distract myself by focusing my gaze on Umi’s nape. I knew she’d scold me for this later, but considering the circumstances, I hope that she could let it slide.


    All of us walked together closely through the wave of people toward the ticket gate. After a few minutes, we managed to escape from that sea of people and exited the station.


    From there, we walked for another few minutes before finally arriving at our destination.


    “We went out of our way to depart an hour before the rush hour and we still had to deal with that kind of crowd…”


    “Last year’s festival was held up due to the weather, so there are more people than normal this year. I’ve already expected this to happen. By the way, you came here last year, right, Nina?”
 “Yeah, with my ex. It seems like the number of companies who sponsored the event had increased compared to last year, so the event will be considerably bigger.”


    Along the way to the venue, there was a long-line of stalls filling each side of the road. On the other side of the river, there was a stage set up, probably they invited some bands to perform there while the festival was ongoing.


    Compared to the festival Umi and I went to yesterday, this one was way bigger in scale, probably because practically the whole town arranged it.


    Personally though, I preferred the smaller festival.


    “Mom, I’m hungry!”


    “Ah, now that I think about it, it’s almost dinner time, isn’t it? Since we’re all here and there’s still some time before the festival starts, why don’t everyone grab a bite first? I’ll pay for your food, so don’t hold back!”


    “You’re so generous, Shimizu-san, but are you sure? Like my body suggests, I eat a lot, you know? Aside from me, the others also tend to eat a lot.”


    Nozomu was right. We usually were quite reserved when there were other people around, but here we wouldn’t need to worry about other people’s gazes. We could empty all the stalls here if we got the chance to.


    Hearing his words, Riku-san and Shizuku-san pulled out a few ten thousand yen bills from their wallets.


    “You guys don’t need to hold back, I’ve prepared enough money for everyone, right, Rikkun?”


    “Yeah. I mean, there’s no way we’ll let high schoolers like you all spend your money here. I was there, I know your small allowances and payments from your part-time jobs wouldn’t be enough. I’ve worked quite hard lately, so I’ve saved enough money to get by even if I spend most of it here for you guys.”


    “…Why out of a sudden? You’ve never treated me to anything before this.”


    “Because you never asked. Also, good riddance that I don’t need to deal with you every day anymore.”


    “What’s your problem?!”


    “C-C’mon, Umi, Riku-san, we’re still in a public place, you know?”


    As usual, I became a mediator between those two. After that little event was done, everyone split up to get their food and drinks before going to the eating space they provided near the venue.


    Riku-san, Shizuku-san and Reiji-kun were assigned to get everyone’s drink. As for the food, we split into two groups; Umi and I, Nozomu and Nitta-san. Both groups would go and get food from different areas.


    “Let’s go, Maki.”


    “Mm.”


    After promising each other to regroup in front of the eating space’s signboard, everyone split up. Umi and I headed to the food stalls.


    There were various stalls here, varying from the staple festival food like yakisoba, takoyaki and ikayaki to karaage, beef skewers, kebabs and sweets. Honestly, everything smelled so good, I was having trouble choosing which one I should buy.


    Also, there was a long line in front of every one of the stalls.


    “Which one do you want to eat, Maki? Since my brother’s the one paying, why don’t we get that A5 wagyu kalbi over there?”


    “Have mercy, he’s your own brother. Why don’t we get that marbled meat instead? They only sell it for two thousand yen a piece.”


    “You’re even more merciless than me.”
 “I was kidding. Reiji-kun is with us, so we should get something that is easier to eat.”


    “Okay.”


    After a brief discussion, the two of us decided to join the line in front of the kebab stall. They offered a reasonable price for a festival food, it seemed like it had plenty of meat and vegetables in it and the size was also considerably big. With this kind of crowd, if we were to try to get more than one kind of food, we wouldn’t get it done until they started doing fireworks, so it’d be better if we got one big food that covered all the bases like this.


    “Still, the crowds are something else here, and the atmosphere is even more so. Yesterday’s festival was already quite something but this one’s on a whole nother level.”


    “It’s because there’s so many people here, I guess.”


    I looked around while waiting in the line. Most of the people around us seemed to be having a good time, laughing and chatting. Some of them were talking about the festival and some of them were like us, having fun while joking around with their friends.


    While I still had trouble getting used to a crowd this size, the bright atmosphere made me feel better about the whole thing. Truth to be told, when we were on the train, the crowds made me regret all my life decisions, but after seeing all this, I guess it made that horrible experience worthwhile…


    Guess I could look forward to having fun in this festival, considering that this would be my first experience and all.


    “Thank you for listening to my selfishness, Umi. I can already tell that I’ll be having fun today.”


    “Really? Hehe, you’re welcome.”


    “Why are you imitating the way I speak?”


    “It’s because you infected me~ Who told you to stick with me at all times~?”


    “So, are you saying that it’s my fault?”


    We waited for our turn to come while laughing and joking to each other. 


    When it finally came, we ordered enough kebab for all of us and some side dishes that looked tasty enough like the bite-sized chicken they were selling. After we were done, we moved away to a waiting line nearby.


    It took them twenty minutes to make our order and another ten minutes for us to receive it.


    I knew that waiting in line for this long was normal due to the size of the crowds, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t tiring. I heard that in some of the large theme parks, it was a common thing to wait for hours in line, a revelation that made me both scared and repulsed.


    “Here, be careful, okay? Don’t let it spill.”


    “Okay. Let’s go back.”


    We immediately took a picture of the food we bought and sent it to the group chat to notify the rest of our group. Then, with all this food in hand, we made our way through the crowds to the signboard where we promised to gather.


    Of course, we had to bow our heads to make the people in front of us give way to us. We also had to endure their occasional annoyed gazes.


    While this wasn’t a bad thing because we both were doing this so that we could have a nice dinner with everyone, those gazes made me feel a little conscious. I knew I shouldn’t mind them too much though.


    There was only half an hour left before the fireworks went off, but honestly, I already felt tired.


    “…By the way, Umi, how’s everyone doing? Are they done buying everything? Also, what about Amami—”


    “…”


    “Umi? What’s wrong?”


    I turned around to look at Umi, who was walking beside me.


    Since I didn’t hear her response, I thought she was probably getting tired or something.


    “H-Huh?”


    That was when I noticed that she wasn’t there.


    …Not only that, I seemed to be in an unfamiliar place. I was still inside the venue, but I couldn’t even see the arrangement of stalls where I bought all this food in my hands. All the landmarks and signposts were completely different from what I’ve seen before.


    “A-Am I lost…?”


    Since both of Umi and mine hands were full, we couldn’t hold each other’s hands. Guess that was the reason why I somehow lost my way…
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    Since there were so many people here, I’ve been trying to not get lost, but I ended up getting lost anyway.


    Just to be sure, I looked around the area once again, but I still couldn’t see Umi anywhere nearby. It seemed like I went in a completely different direction while absentmindedly following the wave of people.


    Normally, I wouldn’t get lost as easily. Even if I were too tired to pay attention, I’d notice it if I went in the wrong direction. But, probably because of my short stature and the fact that I was surrounded by a lot of people, it was harder for me to notice the change in scenery.


    While it was disconcerting to be out here all alone, there was no reason for me to panic.


    Despite the crowds, my phone still had a stable reception. Also, I charged my phone before leaving, so I didn’t need to worry about it dying before I found the rest of the group.


    I slipped into a small space between two stalls, took a deep breath and opened my phone.


    [Maehara: Sorry, I got lost.]


    [Asanagi: Maki, where are you?]


    [Asanagi: Seriously, I let go of your hand for a second and this happens!]


    [Maehara: Sorry, I thought I was walking carefully, I didn’t realize I was spacing out.]


    [Seki: Now, now calm down, Asanagi. It isn’t like he’s stranded somewhere without reception or something. Since we can still contact each other like this, we’ll find him soon enough.]


    [Nina: So, our lost boy, Maehara Maki-kun, (17 years old), can you tell this big sister where you’re at right now?]


    [Maehara: Uh…]


    I took my eyes off the phone screen and looked for any landmarks around.


    First of all, the most obvious one was the stage on the other side of the river, which was in my right direction. The small space I was currently at was between two stalls that each sold ice creams, shaved ice and other cold beverages. They also sold alcohol and snacks.


    Too bad I couldn’t find a more distinct landmark because the place was getting more crowded by the seconds. I couldn’t exactly wander around since I’d get lost again, so I decided to stay where I was.


    [Asanagi: If the stage is to your right, that means you’re around the western entrance area.]


    [Nina: Can you tell me the name of the stalls? I can try to find it]


    [Seki: Don’t go away from there, Maki. We’ll get you soon.]


    [Maehara: Sorry for the trouble.]


    [Maehara: By the way, has everyone gathered together already?]


    [Asanagi: Yeah. Also, I actually tried to chase after you, but you disappeared in the crowds quickly, so I just went to where everyone was.]


    [Asanagi: Anyway, we’ll talk about this later.]


    [Maehara: Okay.]


    I had a feeling that she’ll give me another long lecture. Then again, that just showed how much she cared about me, so it wasn’t like I could complain about it. Instead, I should accept my fate and reflect on my actions.


    …Seriously, I really needed to be more cautious.


    In any case, I should try to look around so they could notice me sooner.


    “…Somehow, I feel anxious.”


    It had only been a few minutes since everyone started to look for me, but when I was all alone like this, it felt like time was running slowly. 


    I wasn’t unfamiliar with this feeling, but I haven’t experienced it ever since Umi first became my friend. Whenever I was with her, time passed quickly. Hours went by as if it was minutes. But, at the moment, it was the complete opposite.


    Until last year, this was a normal thing for me. This made me realize how much changes there were in my life after I fell in love with Umi.


    “Um, excuse me~? You’re in the way, so can you please move aside?”


    “S-Sorry! I-I’ll move right away…”


    As I let my mind wander around to distract myself from loneliness, an annoyed looking shopkeeper walked past me with a large cardboard box in his hands.


    Thanks to this, I couldn’t wait at that place anymore, but it wasn’t like I could stand around at other places either due to the crowds. I also couldn’t move around since I’d get swallowed by the crowds of people again.


    Maybe I should just stand at one of those stalls while waiting? I should be able to buy one more thing, right? As I pondered about this, someone poked me on my shoulder.


    “Here you are! Seriously, you’re making me worried!”


    “S-Sorry.”


    Feeling relieved by the familiar tone, I turned around to see the girl who called out to me. When I saw her, I let out a dumbfounded expression.


    “Are you okay, Rep? Oh, am I the first one who finds you?”


    “Nitta-san…”


    Everyone else was probably looking for me somewhere else. I thought that it would be Umi who’d find me first, never did I expect that out of all people, Nitta-san would be the one who did.
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    “What are you doing here, Rep? Didn’t we tell you not to move from where you were? What if we couldn’t find you? I’d have to click my tongue in annoyance while going all ‘this little brat…’ You wouldn’t want that, do you?”


    “The shopkeeper chased me away— Wait, are you by yourself, Nitta-san? Where are the others?”


    “I was with Seki, but he can’t go through the crowd easily because he’s too big, so I went on ahead. Besides, out of all five of us, I’m the one most used to dealing with the crowds, so it isn’t a big deal for me.”


    Compared to Amami-san and Umi, it was true that Nitta-san was slender and smaller. But even so, it must not have been easy for her to find me here.


    Although she was brushing it off as if it was nothing, I could tell how hard she worked based on how ruffled her yukata was.


    “I see. Sorry for troubling you.”


    “Yes, you should be sorry! Anyway, I already knew that this would happen. Out of everyone, you’re the only one who’d get lost in a crowd like this, you know? Oh yeah, I should tell everyone that I’ve found you.”


    “Right, Umi must have been worried.”


    “Obviously.”


    She immediately sent a message to the group chat.


    …But, for some reason, there was a picture of me attached to the message with all the food in my hands.


    [Nina: Found him.]


    [Maehara: Sorry for the trouble.]


    [Asanagi: Thank goodness.]


    [Asanagi: Where are you at? I’ll get there immediately.]


    [Seki: Oh, that was quick. I was a little worried that we wouldn’t find you before they start popping the fireworks.]


    [Nina: I’ll bring him there, so you guys should go back first. That means, you don’t have to come here, Umi. Also, notify your brothers and the others.]


    [Asanagi: …Fine.]


    [Asanagi: I’ll leave him to you then. Don’t wander around by yourself, Maki.]


    [Maehara: Got it.]


    She was treating me like a child, but then again, only a child would get lost like this, so it wasn’t like I had the right to complain.


    “Alright, let’s get back. Just in case you’d get lost again, I’ll hold onto you.”


    “…Sorry for the trouble.”


    After that, since I’d already lined up at a stall, we ended up buying some drinks from there. Thanks to that, both my hands were full. Since that was the case, Nitta-san grabbed the sleeves of my yukata so I wouldn’t get lost again.


    In this regard, she didn’t hold anything back. She just brazenly tugged on my sleeves without a care. We were supposed to be classmates, but she treated me like I was her younger brother.


    “…Now you owe me another one, Rep. Seriously, when will you pay me everything back?”


    “Uh… Do you want my boba as a payment?”


    “Hell no, I’m not thirsty and that drink is outdated already.”


    Although I had only started to talk with her since the incident at that family restaurant a year ago, ever since then, Nitta-san has been helping me in various ways.


    We had a bad impression of each other at first and both of us probably expected that we’d grow apart because of the class change, but things ended up in the completely opposite direction. Instead, we became close enough that we could walk together at a festival like this.


    Hopefully, I could do something to help her out and repay her favor. If I kept on the receiving end of our relationship, I’d be living ridden in guilt.


    And speaking of repaying her favor… The event that happened recently came to my mind…


    “…Nitta-san, I’ll definitely repay you one day, but the thing that you asked me the other day… I won’t do that.”


    “Hm? Well, sure. Honestly, I called it a ‘date,’ but really, I just wanted to hang out with you, just the two of us. As friends. What, are you feeling conscious of me? Even though you already have such a cute girlfriend?”


    “No, that’s just not true.”


    “Saying that without hesitation, hm? I guess you could be firm if you want to, huh, Rep?”


    I still didn’t know what her true intention was, but it seemed like she hadn’t given up on trying to go out with me.


    Personally, I had always thought that if you were to invite someone of the opposite s*x to a date (?) like that, it meant you had some interest towards that person. But, my belief contradicted what Nitta-san had said.


    The kind of boy that she liked was someone like Talkizawa-kun. In other words, someone who was good looking, good at sports and had a nice personality. Someone who was the complete opposite of me.


    That was why when she asked me out, more than surprised, I was confused.


    Questions such as; ‘Why me? Why was she asking me about this in front of Umi?’ Rose in my mind.


    Nitta-san out of all people should know that I wouldn’t say yes to something like this and Umi would definitely express her dissatisfaction.


    …I still couldn’t understand how a girl’s mind worked.


    “Let’s talk about that later. For now, let’s meet up with others first. The meeting place is just a little further ahead.”


    “…Okay. Though, I’d rather not talk about it ever again.”


    “Well, whatever you say, I won’t give up that easily. I’m quite the persistent girl, after all.”


    “You said that, but you gave up on Takizawa-kun easily.”


    “Okay, that’s just too far! Anyway, I won’t give up on him too! Unlike Umi and Yuuchin, I always keep my options open!”


    “…Well, that sounds like an answer you’d come up with, Nitta-san.”


    While we were chatting like that, I turned my gaze on her.


    I didn’t want to sound judgmental, but honestly, she was cute in her own ways. After becoming friends with her, I noticed how good she was at taking care of others. I guess that was why Umi and Amami-san took a liking to her.


    However, this and that were different. While I wanted to know what was the purpose behind her actions, I also didn’t want to spend my weekends with someone who wasn’t my girlfriend.


    No matter what anyone said, Maehara Maki belonged to Asanagi Umi. For me, Umi was my priority and I’d do everything to prevent her from feeling uncomfortable.


    Even if Umi were to agree— No, there was no way she would, that girl got jealous easily.


    “Anyway, let’s stop talking about it. I’m hungry, c’mon hurry up!”


    “S-Stop pulling me, I won’t go anywhere!”


    “That’s what people who’d keep getting lost always say!”


    Still, if Nitta-san really had no interest in me, why would she ask me out like that? 


    While I knew that she’d just become evasive if I were to ask her now, I couldn’t help but wonder about what her true intentions were.


     
  


 
  
    Chapter 265 – The Night of Fireworks Display (8)


    After letting Nitta-san pull me around for ten minutes, the surroundings turned familiar to me.


    Well, that was an exaggeration since the place wasn’t exactly a maze or anything. The relief I felt when I saw everyone’s faces were genuine though.


    “Ah, there you are! Maki! Nitta! Over here!”


    Nozomu, who noticed us before the others could, called out to us while waving his hand. At that moment, everyone turned their eyes on us.


    “Maki…”


    I managed to go back before they set off the fireworks. A worried-looking Umi rushed over to my side, touching my cheeks, as if trying to confirm my existence or something. After a while, she let out a sigh of relief.


    Nitta-san also let go of my sleeve at that moment, all while pretending as if nothing happened.


    “Dummy! I was so worried!”


    “Sorry… I promise I’ll be more careful…”


    “…Stay beside me for the rest of the day, got it?”


    “But, what if I want to go to the toilet?”
 “Did I stutter?”


    “…Fine.”


    It was my carelessness that led to me getting lost, but that didn’t stop Umi from going into her overprotective mode and clung to my hand tightly.


    This situation wouldn’t change anytime soon. Hell, she might keep doing this whenever we go out from now on. Everyone’s warm gazes already made me feel embarrassed, but it wasn’t like I could just push her away. I had no choice but to accept my fate for now.


    Also, while I was lost, the people who were going to join us later had already joined the rest of the group. They waited until Umi calmed down before greeting me.


    “Heya, Maki-kun~ Your first fireworks festival has turned a little messy, hasn’t it? Are you okay?”


    “Sorry for causing this mess, Amami-san. Also, glad that you made it in time for the festival… And, I assume that this is your father? I don’t believe we have met yet…”


    “Ah, right. When you came to my birthday party, he was busy at work. Anyway, um, this is Maehara and this is…”


    “I’m Amami Hayato. I’ve heard about you from my daughter. She said that you’re a good friend of hers. Thank you very much for befriending my daughter. You can call me ‘Oji-san’ or refer to me by my first name, I don’t mind.”


    “…Okay, Hayato-san…”


    I knew that Umi and Nitta-san referred to him as ‘Oji-san’, but I wasn’t comfortable doing the same. So, I decided to refer to him like how I referred to Eri-san, by using his first name.


    This was the first time I had ever met him in person and he seemed slimmer than in the pictures. He was as tall as Eri-san, around 170 cm. For someone that tall, he seemed more ‘fit’ than ‘bulky.’


    From my father, Riku-san, Daichi-san and Nozomu, all the males that I knew were in the ‘bulky’ category, so I felt a certain affinity with Hayato-san.


    He had a short and neat hairstyle. His appearance really suggested that he worked as a civil servant.


    Of course, I didn’t mean that in a bad way.


    “Anyway, Dad, are you going home already? We’ve come all this way together, why not stay and watch the fireworks with the rest of us?”


    “I would love to, but Eri is waiting for me back at home. What about you? Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up after this is all over, Yuu?”


    “Yes. I want to have fun with everyone for a little longer! I’ll notify you when we’re done though, so please tell Mom about it too!”


    “Okay… Sorry for the inconvenience everyone, but please take care of my daughter for a while.”


    After bowing politely to all of us, Hayato-san quickly left the venue. Considering how bubbly and cheerful Amami-san and Eri-san were, I had thought that Hayato-san would have a similar personality to them, but he was actually a serious person.


    Since he was Amami-san’s father, he was obviously a good-looking man, but from the outlines of his face, it was obvious that he couldn’t be considered ‘youthful’ anymore. There were faint wrinkles on his face that clearly reflected his age.


    “So, how is it, Maki? What do you think of him?”


    “I don’t know… He seems more easygoing in his pictures, but he’s actually more uptight than I thought. Though, I could tell that he’s kind. He even treated us politely too— Ah, sorry, Amami-san, I just babbled on, didn’t I?”


    “No, it’s fine! My dad is more easygoing at home, he’s joking a lot too! But, whenever he meets someone for the first time, he’s always like this. Not because he’s trying to be distant though, he’s just shy!”


    “He’s just like you.”


    “I’m not that shy anymore around strangers! Stop teasing me, Umi!”


    That said, I was glad to find out that I was wrong about Hayato-san. It turned out that he was just like me, someone who felt reserved when there were strangers around.


    Every male adult in my life were different kinds of people, including Hayato-san, but I could relate to him the best compared to the others.


    We were similar to each other, save for our faces. It felt like I was seeing a grown-up version of myself.


    “We’ve secured enough seats for everyone, so come over here~ You too, Yuu-chan, don’t be shy~”


    “Okay~! C’mon, Shizuku-san had called us already~! I’m so hungry right now! I couldn’t eat much for lunch because of Rocky!”


    “Right. For now, let’s forget about the matter of you getting lost, Maki. Instead, we’ll have fun together, how about that? Don’t worry, you’ll forget it easily over all the food and drinks we bought! There’s also the fireworks!”


    “…Thank you, Umi.”


    “Hehe, you’re welcome!”


    Although we were a little off schedule, we managed to enjoy the festival while eating the food we had bought.


    Thanks to Shizuku-san, we could secure a place to sit and I could sit next to Umi. Together with everyone, we watched the same night sky.


    The sky was cloudy, so we couldn’t see many stars in it, but that wouldn’t stop them from starting the fireworks.


    It was currently 7 pm. Everyone in the venue was waiting for the first shot in excitement.


    “…It’s starting, Maki.”


    “…Mm.”


    We secretly intertwined our fingers, enjoying our first fireworks festival together while flirting under everyone’s noses.


     
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 266 – The Night of Fireworks Display (9)


    After the announcer gave out the cue, the first firework was shot into the sky. It marked the start of the festival.


    A bright red fiery flower lit up the dark sky before spreading out and disappearing. Almost immediately, an explosive sound reached us on the ground.


    Everyone around us marveled at this sight.


    “W-Woah…”


    The sound was so loud that it made my ear ring, but I didn’t find it unpleasant.


    Up until now, when it came to fireworks, I had only seen the smaller kinds, specifically the stick variants and the sprinklers that my parents used to buy me. This large-scale firework had only been something that I could only see from the distance at best.


    That was why, when I saw the colorful explosion in this close proximity, I was overwhelmed by awe.


    While I was in that state, right before the next batch of fireworks were set up, Umi poked me on the cheek.


    “Your mouth is half-opened, Maki~ I know the fireworks look amazing and all, but you’ll look silly if you don’t close your mouth properly~”


    “Huh? S-Sorry, it’s my first time seeing them this close…”


    “Hehe~ Well, since you seem to be having fun, I’ll let you off. You know, when you got lost, I actually regretted my decisions. I thought that I should have gone with our original plan.”


    “Is that so…? Well, it doesn’t matter in the end. We get to enjoy this moment together with everyone… Ah, the next batch is coming.”


    “…Mhm.”


    Once again, we held each other’s hands tightly and shifted our gazes to the sky.


    According to the ads, they planned to set off more than seven thousand fireworks tonight. After the first shot, fireworks of various colors and sizes decorated the night sky, creating a dazzling light that shone upon us.


    Everyone in our group had stopped eating and raised their heads in fascination. From Riku-san, to Reiji-kun, all of them.


    When the fireworks were set off, the place got even more crowded than before. I couldn’t see any gaps between the people around me. But, everyone, me included, didn’t seem to care about this. Instead, we were just enjoying the continuous explosions of the fireworks.


    It seemed like they had taken the audience’s convenience into account. The first batch of the fireworks, consisting of four thousand fireworks in total, wasn’t fired in one long sequence. Rather, there were intervals here and there so that the audience’s neck wouldn’t get sore from looking up for too long. After they fired everything, they announced a twenty minute break and notified us that the second batch with the remaining three thousand fireworks would be fired simultaneously.


    “…Mom, I want to pee…”


    “Oh my… Rikkun, do you know where the toilet is?”


    “I remember seeing it near the entrances, but there should be more than that… Right, there’s one nearby, I’ll go with you. You guys will be fine without me, right?”
 “Yes, Reiji-kun should be your priority, Bro, we’re fine here. Also, Maki, just in case, you don’t need to go to the toilet, right? You don’t need to hold it.”


    “True, don’t hold it, Rep! If you were to go in the middle of the fireworks showers, we won’t be able to accompany you!”


    “I don’t need this much babysitting… I’ve finished all my business before coming here to begin with…”


    I was going to ask Umi and Amami-san the same question, but I held myself back. Yeah, that would be too insensitive of me to ask that kind of question to girls.


    Guess I could pat myself in the back for this. If it was the past me, I’d definitely ask them without much thinking.


    “…Sorry, I think I’m the one who has to go. I’ve been tending to Rocky before coming here. When I got home and got ready for the festival, I was in a hurry, so I didn’t get the chance to do anything else.”


    “Well, since Yuuchin is going, I’ll be going too. If I wait after the festival is over, the place will definitely get crowded. I don’t want to hold it back until I get home! What about you, Umi?”


    “Me? …Um…”


    Umi glanced at me and tugged at my yukata. Like me, she had already finished all her business before coming here, but I guess the anxiety she felt when I was lost changed the game a little.


    Well, while I didn’t mind her following me to the toilet, the opposite seemed rather inappropriate. If we were at each other’s houses, it wouldn’t matter at all, but we were in a public place.


    “I’ll be here with Nozomu, so you can go with everyone. Nitta-san was right, it won’t do you any good to hold it in.”


    “…I guess you’re right. Alright, I’ll join Yuu and Nina then. Seki, I’ll leave him in your care.”


    “Okay! Don’t worry, I’ll keep a close eye on him so that he won’t run off somewhere!”
 “I told you guys I don’t need that much babysitting… Jeez…”


    And so, everyone else left for the nearest toilet, leaving Nozomu and I behind.


    The group of lively girls left the place and it suddenly became a lot quieter. Well, I could appreciate the quiet atmosphere, besides, I liked spending my time alone with Nozomu like this— No, there wasn’t any strange meaning behind that sentence.


    “Come to think of it, it has been a while since we were left by ourselves like this. We used to do this a lot back when we were in the first year, didn’t we?”


    “Yeah, well, we aren’t in the same class anymore and you’re too busy practicing. It was a shame that the previous tournament didn’t go too well, though. You think you can win the current one?”


    “Well, we won our first match at that one, so that’s that. I don’t know how far we’ll go, though, but if you were to ask me, I really want us to win the nationals. Then we’ll get to senbatsu in spring and koshien in summer.” (T/N: Both are annual baseball tournaments.)


    Nozomu had already inherited the ‘ace’ position from the third-years and he had been working to be the center of the team. He might often be the butt of the jokes in our group, just like me, but he was actually a really talented baseball player. The kind that would gather attention from people inside and outside the country.


    My life was truly blessed. Not only I had Umi as my girlfriend, but I also had someone as amazing as him as a good friend. The number of my friend circle was small, but they were all good people.


    “I see. Guess, you’ll be busy with your club for a while longer, huh? Good luck with that. I’ll try to come up with something to get you closer with Amami-san, so you don’t need to worry too much about that.”


    “…Amami-san, huh? Right…”


    “Hm? Nozomu?”


    Since I figured that this was something we could talk about, I brought up the topic, but the moment I mentioned Amami-san’s name, his face lost its previously bright expression.


    There should be no change between those two’s relationship. At least, I haven’t heard about it from Umi or Nitta-san. From the way they acted around each other, it didn’t seem like something big had happened too.


    “…Maki, I don’t know if this is the right place for it, but I need advice.”


    “Is this about Amami-san?”


    “Well, yeah…”


    Then he showed me his phone. There was a picture of him in his uniform, smiling awkwardly, and Amami-san, who was wearing a gentle smile.


    The picture could suggest a lot of things, but there just wasn’t enough information to confirm anything. 


    “Maki, you see… Amami-san and I were—”


    “Huh?”


    The thing that he told me afterwards was something that distracted me for the rest of the festival.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 267 – The Night of Fireworks Display (10)


    Amami-san and Nozomu. Originally, the relationship between them was a little complicated. But, they managed to get past that thanks to them being friends with Umi and I. Nevertheless, it was still surprising to know that their relationship had taken a step forward at this point of time.


    As far as I knew, Amami-san still had no interest in love, or at least, she wasn’t interested in anyone yet. Umi and Nitta-san hadn’t said anything about it and Amami-san herself hadn’t shown any suspicious actions either… Well, actually, maybe she had shown it and I was just too busy staring at Umi to notice.


    “So, when does this start, Nozomu?”


    “Well, this picture is a recent one… I had a game the next day after the sports festival. She came to cheer on me back then. Alone.”


    “Ah… So that’s how you get that picture…”


    During that day, I was with Umi, chilling at my house. I guess Amami-san took that chance and sneaked out to cheer on him by herself. The game was held at the same stadium as back when all of us went to cheer on him during the summer tournament, so it wasn’t hard for Amami-san to get there since she probably remembered the route.


    From his expression in that picture he showed me, it was obvious that he didn’t expect Amami-san to be there. The latter still had her usual cheerful smile, meanwhile Nozomu was completely nervous. 


    I was tempted to ask him various questions, but it seemed like even Amami-san was keeping this a secret from her best friends, Umi and Nitta-san, so it felt like I couldn’t just come forward and ask.


    Perhaps, sensing that I was feeling troubled, Nozomu let out a wry smile.


    “Well, I can understand why you’re making that face. I mean, I was just as surprised as you back then. Like, after the sports festival ended, I didn’t expect anything to happen, but suddenly, on the next day, she was there, cheering for me. I remember I threw one good shot and we won the whole thing, but the rest of the day was a blur for me.”


    “I see… Anyway, are you sure it’s okay for you to tell me about this? Isn’t this supposed to be a secret between you two?”


    “Nah, personally, I don’t think so. From her perspective, she’s just cheering on a friend on the weekend, you know? It isn’t like any of us confessed to each other or anything. That’s probably why she didn’t tell anyone about it either. I mean, even you wouldn’t tell any of us about how your weekend goes, would you?”


    “I mean, I would, but you guys wouldn’t like it if I told you how much I flirted with Umi, would you?”


    Well, putting the talk about Umi and I aside, Amami-san and Nozomu usually wouldn’t hang out together without the rest of the group. The fact that she went out of her way to approach Nozomu by herself meant that something had changed from her side.


    Maybe this was because of the incident that happened before the sports festival? I knew she was affected quite heavily by it, but… Honestly, I couldn’t connect that incident to this matter at all…


    Besides, the Amami-san I knew wasn’t someone who’d do something like that.


    “She asked to take a picture with me as a sign of reconciliation. She told me that she’s sorry for rejecting my confession without even trying to understand my feelings. Not only that, she also said that she wanted to be proper friends with me… What do you think, Maki? Do you think I have a chance?”


    “U-Uh, I don’t know… I mean, I don’t understand what’s on her mind either. Also, all things considered, you don’t seem that happy about this whole situation?”


    For Amami-san, this was just a matter of her stopping to have a negative impression on him, but it was still a big step forward.


    To put it simply, Nozomu had gone from ‘just classmates’ to ‘friends’ and there was a chance that this relationship could become even more intimate. Amami-san was someone that he liked since his high school days started, so it would be normal for him to jump in joy over this development.


    But, he didn’t seem particularly happy for some reason…


    “…Anyway, I want to ask for your opinion as someone who already has a girlfriend.”


    “I see, so that’s how it is… Well, let’s just think about it positively. It’s a good thing that the relationship between you two improved, even if it isn’t really that big of an improvement. But, as I said the other day, you need to take it slowly. Don’t rush it, or things will get messy.”


    “Right, I don’t want to self-destruct again and end up wasting all my efforts so far… But, you know, sometimes, I just can’t help thinking about what if one day we actually started dating… It’s hard…”


    “Ah, I see…”


    As a fellow guy, I understood his feelings completely. When a girl you had a crush with approached you, it was a normal reaction if you were unable to stop thinking about her for a while.


    I knew this because I went through the same thing before I went out with Umi.


    Nozomu was similar to me, we always overthink about certain matters. Mainly me with my studies and him with his club activities. 


    And in this case, I guess it was what they usually called ‘lovesickness.’


    Anyway, while I was glad that he went out of his way to ask me for advice, I only managed to go out with Umi because I was lucky. I honestly didn’t know what kind of advice I should give him.


    “…You know, Nozomu… There’s actually someone who’s more qualified than me for this…”


    “Huh? Well, it isn’t like I’m doubting you, but—”


    Just as I was about to say the person’s name out loud, someone tapped my shoulder from behind.


    “Oi~ What are you two doing? I’m back~ Nothing happened, right? …Huh? Why do you two look so surprised? What are you guys up to now?”


    “Nothing. Right, Maki?”


    “Yeah. We’re just having a man-to-man conversation.”


    “Ew, can you two not? This is a public place, keep your perverted conversation away from here.”


    Guess we had to stop our discussion here. It was almost time for the second batch of the fireworks to be shot. Aside from Nitta-san, everyone else who went to the toilet had already started to come back.


    That included Umi, who immediately sat down next to me and held my hand tightly.


    “So, Nina told me that you were having a conversation with Seki? What are you two up to?”


    “Nothing, really…”


    “Hmm… Well, I won’t pry. I understand that there are certain things that could only be shared between guys.”


    “…Sorry.”


    Since Amami-san was involved in this matter, it would be inevitable that I’d come to Umi for her advice, but for now, I wanted to respect Nozomu’s wishes.


    I didn’t know what would come out between those two, but I sincerely hoped that everything would turn out smoothly for both of them.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 268 – The Night of Fireworks Display (11)


    After the twenty minute break, they finally started to shoot the second batch of fireworks. As planned, the remaining three thousand fireworks would be set off simultaneously.


    Compared to the first batch, they’d be adding more variations to the fireworks. There’d be ones that would resemble particular well-known characters and various other shapes that’d keep the audience entertained.


    During the thing, somehow, Umi found me with my mouth half-opened again. It felt embarrassing. I thought I was a changed man after the first time, but it seemed like I was still the same old me.


    “…Everything will be over soon, huh?”


    “Mhm. Time went by quickly.”


    Currently, there were only around a hundred fireworks left, waiting to be shot. Those were a special arrangement of fireworks (they were called star mine) that would serve as a signal of the festival’s end.


    It made me wonder what would happen next year. If they were to hold another festival, I guess they’d be holding it here again, but by that time, maybe not all of us would be able to come to see it again.


    After a brief pause, the remaining hundred or so fireworks finally hit the night sky, lighting it up with colorful lights, followed by the loud sound of explosions.


    “Let’s come back here again next year, Umi.”


    “…Of course. We’ll come back with everyone here.”


    “Yeah.”


    While it would be nice if we were to go here only with the two of us, we couldn’t really do just that. There wouldn’t be many times for our group to hang out together like this.


    All five of us were connected by my friendship with Umi.


    There was only a year and a half left before our high school life ended. I wanted to make good memories with Umi, that was a given, but I also wanted to make good memories with the rest of them.


    At that moment, the last shot came, it was bigger and prettier than anything that had come out so far. It flashed brilliantly before disappearing, prompting a huge applause from the crowds.


    ‘That was amazing! See you again next year!’ It felt like they hid that message inside their applause.


    “Ah~ It was fun! My neck hurts though…”


    “I feel you. My shoulders are all stiff. Seki, I’ll give you special permission to give them a good massage.”


    “And why should I do that? Both your hands are intact, you can do it yourself, Nitta!”


    “So cold! I can’t help it then! Rep, will you do the honor?”


    “…Obviously, I’ll refuse…”


    “Me too. Yuu, I’ll leave her to you.”


    “Oh jeez! Fine, come here Ninacchi!”


    “Woah, thank you, Yuuchin~ You really are the only one on my side here~”


    “No, I don’t think that’s the case…”


    After the fireworks display was over, we naturally started talking to each other. We talked about what happened in the morning, our change of plans at lunch time, me getting lost, our impression of the fireworks and many more. Various topics came unprompted and the atmosphere around us was rowdy to say the least.


    A lot of things happened recently, from Nitta-san asking me out so suddenly to the relationship between Amami-san and Nozomu. Since the sports festival, there were a lot of things going on, but at this moment, we forgot about those things and enjoyed ourselves together.


    ‘I wish this kind of atmosphere could last forever…’ As I was thinking about that while walking, I noticed the crowds had dispersed.


    “Alright, now that we’ve arrived at the station, we can go on our ways. Reiji-kun has already fallen asleep, so I’ll go back home with Shizuku. What are you going to do, Maki?”


    “I know I brought it to myself, but I’m tired after getting lost, so I guess I’ll head home too… Uh, Umi-san, can you not pull on my yukata?”


    “Your clothes are still in my place, so if you want them back, you have to come with me.”


    “Are you really trying to keep them hostage now? Nah, I’ll get them tomorrow. I’ll also wash the yukata and return it tomorrow…”


    Of course, if possible, I wanted to spend more time with Umi, but it wasn’t like I could just indulge myself this time. I knew that Sora-san would let me stay overnight if I were to ask her, but with Shizuku-san and Reiji-kun around… Yeah, there was no way that I’d be that thoughtless…


    “…Oi, Umi.”


    “W-What? No matter what you’ll say, I’ll go with him to his house!”


    “…Seriously, you… Whatever, just go home after you get him to his house. Don’t even think about troubling Mom tonight. And, Maki, whatever it is that she asks you later, refuse it.”


    “O-Okay…”


    And with that, Riku-san’s group of three went back to Umi’s house. Nothing really happened tonight, other than me getting lost, but thanks to Riku-san and Shizuku-san acting as our guardians, we were able to enjoy the festival without worry. I really should say my thanks to them when I meet them again.


    “…Alright, we should head home soon too. Personally, I want us to hang out a little longer, but looking at the time, it isn’t like there’s a place we could just hang out at…”


    “Okay, I’ll be going with you, Ninacchi, since we’re going in the same direction and all! I feel like talking more since I joined later than everyone else… Oh, right, do you want to come with us, Nozomu-kun? You know, since you’re also going in the same direction and all…”


    “…Sorry, I gotta pass. I came by bike today, you see… Also, I have to go home early since I have morning practice tomorrow…”


    “Ah, sorry, I didn’t know… I thought you’d be lonely by yourself, Nozomu-kun, but I guess I was getting ahead of myself, huh?”


    “No, no, it’s fine! Don’t worry about it!”


    Thanks to my conversation with Nozomu prior to this, I managed to notice the air of awkwardness between the two.


    It made me wonder what was in Umi and Nitta-san’s mind after seeing those two.


    In any case, the five of us went our separate ways. I went home with Umi, Amami-san with Nitta-san and Nozomu went home by himself.


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Maki? I know I’m pretty in this yukata and you’re smitten by it, but aren’t you used to it by now?”


    “No, it isn’t like that— Well, it’s true that you look pretty in whatever you wear…”


    “Hehe, so do you want me to wear this yukata again next year?”


    “…Yeah.”


    “Pervert~”


    “Wait, what do you mean pervert? I haven’t done anything?”


    “What, you expect me to forget the words you told me earlier today? Also, do you think I didn’t notice that you were staring at the back of my neck? C’mon~”


    “B-Both is something that you should do, don’t you think?”


    “Nah, I don’t think so~”


    Perhaps she expected I’d react like this as she seemed to be in a really good mood.


    No matter how she was dressed, I’d always find her pretty and my love toward her wouldn’t change. But, in cases like this, when she had put in more effort to dress up, I had to give her a proper compliment even though it was embarrassing.


    Anyway, I’ve said it multiple times already, but I felt the need to emphasize a fact. My girlfriend was the prettiest girl in the world. She was prettier than Amami-san, Nitta-san or any other girls out there.


    “That idiotic couple over there! It’s fine if you want to flirt, but can’t you do it after the rest of us are out of here?!”


    “Seriously, you two! I’m burning with jealousy over here~”


    “Well, gotta agree with Amami-san here. Get a room, you two.”


    ““…””


    Their voices pulled us back to reality. We ended up bowing our heads to three, who were still yelling at us, before quickly leaving the station.


    After walking for a while and making sure that those three were out of our sights, we let out a sigh of relief.


    “…We got carried away like usual.”


    “We’ve always been like this ever since we started going out, huh?”


    “Yeah… Hopefully we’ll stay like this forever.”


    “Of course. We’ll stay like this forever and ever…”


    As if confirming our feelings to each other again, we walked side by side, intertwining our hands.


    Yeah. Even if something were to happen between our group of five, there was one thing that would never change.


    No matter what happened, I’d be staying by Umi’s side. I felt sorry for Amami-san and the rest of our group, but this was the only thing I could do.


    “Umi.”


    “What is it?”


    “…Never mind.”


    “Huh? What? What are you trying to say? Is it something that will make me mad again~? C’mon, I won’t be mad, so tell me~”


    “…Let’s talk about it after we’re home, okay?”


    I actually wanted to tell her that I love her again, but I had a feeling that we’d get carried away again if I did.


    And so, the night went on as we spent the rest of it, acting like the lovers that we were.


    
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 269 – Choosing Autumn Uniform (1)


    After the sports festival and the fireworks festival were over, the weather became noticeably chilly. The hot and humid temperature that hung around the thirty degree numbers since July had gone.


    Although we were required to wear our summer uniform until the end of September, some of the girls were already wearing long sleeved shirts and cardigans, clearly prepared for the autumn.


    As for me, I think it was a little chilly to wear a short-sleeved uniform, but it was too hot to wear a blazer during this time. Ah, by the way, in our school, boys had to either wear the summer uniform (the short sleeved one) or winter uniform (long sleeved + blazer). Also, because of the weather, getting up in the morning became even more of a pain.


    Before the temptation to sleep in grew even stronger, I forced myself to get up and get dressed. Around the same time, Umi came to my house, like usual.


    “Morning~ Ah, look at your bed hair! Jeez, come over here, I’ll fix it for you.”


    “Mm…”


    It seemed like Umi opted to wear her autumn uniform; a long sleeved uniform with a pastel pink cardigan. Unlike with boys, our school had a laxer rule for girls’ uniforms. Though, it felt like that was more of a trouble than anything, since they’d had to show off their fashion sense and such during this time of the year.


    Well, in Umi’s case, she’d look good in whatever clothing she’d wear— Wait, it was too early to simp on her…


    “—Alright! Finally get that one persistent little guy down! Anyway, Maki, do you have anything to say to me today?”


    “Um… You look good in that. Well, I mean, you always look good in anything.”


    “Yay~ Hehe, you’re getting better at complimenting me. Seventy points!”


    “Not a hundred? Well, at least it’s a decent score.”


    Well, I guess it wouldn’t be me if I were to get a perfect score.


    Anyway, it felt good to see her being cheerful again today. Seeing her smile instantly made my mood better.


    “It’s a little chilly today, so I was wondering what I should wear, but seeing you wearing your autumn uniform made me feel like wearing the blazer. If it gets too hot later, I’ll just take it off.”


    “That so? Anyway, you’ve gotten taller and fitter compared to last year, so the blazer would suit you better now. Alright, let’s go to your room and get you changed~”


    “Why are you just entering my room so casually— You know what, whatever…”


    Honestly, it felt embarrassing to let her see me changing my clothes, but I guess I’ve done even more embarrassing things with her. 


    “Now that I think about it, I haven’t taken a closer look at your closet. So, where did you hide your p*rn magz? I’m guessing it’s below the clear case, right~?” (T/N: To give more context, a clear case here is a transparent box where they put their clothes in. They  don’t really have a separate wardrobe in their closet, especially when the room is particularly small like Maki’s. By the way it’s literally called clear case/クリアケース.)


    “Stop assuming that I even got those kinds of things in the first place, jeez… I’m still a minor, I can’t buy them even if I want to. I didn’t have any friends before you came into my life, so I had no one to borrow them from.”


    …Well, at least I had friends now.


    By the way, I had seen those kinds of magazines with my own eyes, but I’ve never borrowed them. Well, I preferred to use my phone and computer to— Wait, no, we were supposed to be talking about my uniform here.


    At that moment, Umi opened my closet enthusiastically.


    “…I’ve guessed it already, but you really don’t have many clothes, huh?”


    “I mean, yeah.”


    Since it was a closet inside a six-tatami room, the amount of clothes it could hold was already limited. But, even after considering that, the content was sparse, it’d make you feel lonely when you looked at it.


    Inside, on the hanger, there were only my school uniforms, some older clothes that Umi and Amami-san picked for me, and some clothes for winter. As for my sweatshirts, hoodies, sleepwears, or anything that I’d wear at home, were all stuffed inside a clear case. I also had three or four shirts that I constantly wore and washed in rotation.


    Personally, I think that this many clothes were enough, but from what others were telling me, students my age always had their closet full of clothes. Every year, they’d have to get rid of the clothes that they no longer use.


    Well, in my case, clothes that I no longer used were the torn up ones. That meant, this closet would only get sparser in the future.


    Ever since I dated Umi, I had bought more clothes, but since we mostly just hung out in my house for dates, I only had like, two clothes for going outside. To put it simply, I had more clothes, but I didn’t have many.


    …Maybe, I should consider buying some new ones, at least for the autumn. Considering the temperature, it wasn’t like I could just wear the clothes I wore in spring, so it wouldn’t be a waste of money. 


    “…Umi.”


    “Yes, yes, let’s get you some clothes this weekend. I’ve been thinking about getting new ones for myself too.”


    “Thank you for your quick understanding.”


    I didn’t have that much money, but as long as we chose the right store, I should be able to afford it.


    The more I came into this relationship with Umi, the more I realized the importance of money. 


    Mom liked Umi, so if I were to tell her everything, she’d probably give me more money, but… Clothes weren’t exactly cheap… I felt bad asking her for more money…


    “Still, it’s unusual. I never expected that you’d ask me to go buy some clothes. Just a while ago, you’d still wear your lame clothes unless I specifically told you not to.”


    “You called them lame, but I still like those clothes… Anyway, you’re free this Saturday, right?”


    “Yes. We’ll buy the clothes on Saturday and wear them on our Sunday date, perfect.”


    “…Will the date be at our house?”


    “Try to ask yourself that question.”


    “…I get it.”


    As usual, my weekend was filled with my plans with Umi.


    After the sports festival, the school wouldn’t hold anymore events in the autumn, so I’d do my best to devote as much of my time as possible to Umi.


     
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 270 – Choosing Autumn Clothes (2)


    Last Saturday of the month. As we had planned the other day, Umi and I would be going together to pick out new autumn clothes for our date tomorrow.


    Usually, we’d just go to the nearest commercial district, but Umi suggested that we should go to an outlet mall near the edge of the town, so we would be going there. Apparently, it was the third year anniversary of that mall, so they were having a huge sale over there. We could get a lot of things, not only food and clothes, at a discount.


    Wearing my usual hoodie and jeans, I rang the intercom to Umi’s house. Usually, Umi was the one who’d pick me up for our dates, but today, Sora-san was going to drive us to the outlet mall, that was why I was here early in the morning.


    It was currently eight in the morning… I really wanted to sleep a little longer, but Umi told me that if we didn’t go there earlier, the items on sale would be sold out.


    …People really got that enthusiastic over a little shopping, huh?


    {Welcome, Maki-kun. Umi is still getting ready, so come on in first.}


    “Okay. Please excuse me.”


    I looked at my phone screen to see how did I look before fixing up my messy bangs. After that was done, I entered the house and went straight to the living room. I was greeted by a familiar scene; the veggies and fruits on the table, the smell of bread, Sora-san’s humming and my cute girlfriend’s bright smile. 


    “Come here, Maki~”


    “Mm…”


    I did what she told me and sat down next to her on the couch. Almost immediately, she grabbed my arm and embraced it. I used to refrain from indulging her like this because Sora-san was here, but the latter never made a fuss about it, so I figured that there was no need to do so. Umi also never made a big deal out of it anyway.


    Well, if Daichi-san was here, it might be a different story…


    “Sorry for the trouble, Sora-san. We could just take the bus to get there, but we just had to trouble you for this, hadn’t we…?”


    “No, it’s fine, I don’t mind. I have to get some groceries for our house anyway, so I figured that it’d be more helpful to have you two help me carry them… Umi, don’t make that face. Don’t worry, I’ll leave you two to go on your date alone, okay?”


    “…I-I’m not making any faces! Right, Maki?”


    “Huh? Well, y-yes you aren’t…”


    With her pinching my back, I couldn’t just deny her words…


    Well, in any case, the mother and daughter pair seemed as close (?) as ever.


    Still, couldn’t she hold back a little? Her pinch really hurt… Well, actually, I didn’t mind it that much…


    In any case, Umi had already finished getting ready just before I arrived, so we quickly got into Sora-san’s car and went straight to the mall. It had been a while since I rid a car driven by Sora-san like this, so—


    “Is something wrong, Maki-kun?”


    “Ah, no… Nothing…”


    …Let’s just hope that everything will be okay.


    Umi and I sat in the backseat. Naturally, we held each other’s hand. Because both of us were wearing seatbelts, we couldn’t exactly do anything more than this.


    “Ah, right, isn’t it almost time for the parent-teacher discussion? Masaki-san is busy with her work, isn’t she? Are you gonna be okay, Maki-kun?”


    “Yes, Mom would be taking a day off on that day… By the way, have they posted the schedule for your class, Umi?”


    “Yeah, I checked it the other day, we’ll take the interview on the same day as your class, Maki. Right, will you be hanging out with Masaki-obaa-san, Mom?”


    “Well, if we get to take the interview on the same day, of course. It’s been a while since we’ve hung out. Getting some alcohol— no, maybe tea would be better?”


    “I’m sure my mom will be more than happy to go with you, Sora-san. Whether you’ll be inviting her for some tea or alcohol, she’ll be fine either way.”


    “Is that so? I’ll invite her out later then.”


    The parent-teacher discussion, one of the events that all the second year high schoolers hated to participate in. That event will be held next month for around three days.


    Umi and I had already decided the university we wanted to go to, and our grades were already decent enough, so, all we needed to do was to work hard to achieve our goals. But, not all second years shared the same fate as us. The rest of our group, Amami-san, Nitta-san and Nozomu, fell into that category.


    “Still, I can’t believe that my baby will graduate in a year and a half… It feels like it has only been a few months ago that she learned how to walk… Like they said, children grow up quickly… I thought I’d need to take care of both my children for a little longer, but it seems like that isn’t the case…”


    Umi and I, Riku-san and Shizuku-san. From Sora-san’s perspective, everything would change drastically from what she used to. Riku-san would finally leave her for his new life with Shizuku-san soon, and if things were to go well, Umi would also do the same next year.


    With Daichi-san away from home often and both her children leaving the house… She’d end up by herself most of the time…


    I took a glance at her face using the back mirror. She looked as calm as usual, but I noticed a hint of loneliness on her face.


    “…Well, my dear husband is still there, so it’s fine. In any case, looking at you two made me think of the good old days. What do you think about it, Umi? Maki-kun?”


    “…D-Don’t ask me, ask Maki!”


    “W-Why me?”


    It was hard for me to comment on it since I was the one who took Umi away from her.


    These days, it felt like I’ve been talking to Sora-san more than my own mom, so I resolved myself to take proper care of her too in the future. Thinking about the mother-daughter pair made me let out a wry smile.


    …Anyway, it seemed like I had to deal with this kind of atmosphere for another hour. I wonder if I could last that long?


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 271 – Choosing Autumn Clothes (3)


    After that, it took another hour and a half for us to arrive at our destination. Since it was a holiday, the streets were more crowded than usual. Thanks to that, we arrived later than scheduled, albeit we did manage to arrive safely.


    “It’s huge…”


    Looking at the building through the car window, I couldn’t help but mutter to myself. I knew that buildings like this existed, but it was the first time I’ve ever visited it myself, so I was practically struck with awe.


    In the building, there was a large convenience store that sold a lot of food, a movie theater, a public bath, a food court with various fast food chains occupying it and many more. It felt like you could spend a whole day here without getting bored due to how many things were there to experience. 


    Since the mall advertised its third anniversary through various medias like TV ads and newspapers, the parking lot was almost full when we arrived. Not only that, there were also people who came in by bus, creating a long line that stretched from the entrance of the mall, all the way to the bus stop.


    Though, the crowd was still manageable compared to the fireworks festival— Right, this time for sure, I’d stick with Umi closely…


    “Alright, let’s get our groceries first. You two will have to carry a lot of things, so, I’ll be counting on you, Umi, Maki-kun.”


    “Roger. Sorry for dragging you into this, Maki.”


    “It’s fine. I’ve always been in your family’s care. I’m more than happy to help.”


    After getting out of the car, we went to the large convenience store to get our groceries. Unlike the convenience stores we normally went to, they sold everything by weight here. Those included, but not limited to fresh products like meat, fish and veggies, to processed ones like butter, cheese and sausages. Since you had to buy them in bulk, if you were to live by yourself, getting them here would feel a little excessive, but if you didn’t, or you had to prepare for a dinner party or something like that, these were practically godsend.


    There were also various food courts inside the convenience store. They sold pizza, hamburgers and other snacks you could munch on to pass time.


    “Ah, right. Mom, for today’s dinner, how about we have some yakiniku? While we’re at it, let’s invite Maki as well. If we buy the ingredients from this corner, it won’t cost much.”


    “Oh, you’re right. Maki-kun, can you help me get five packs from that shelf?


    “Are you sure you want to invite me…? Anyway, got it, I’ll get them.”


    I followed the mother and daughter pair, who were pushing the trolley around, closely. Occasionally, I’d run around to pick what they needed from the shelves and place them inside the trolley. I guess this was Daichi-san and Riku-san’s duty, but since neither of them were here, it automatically became mine.


    Other than meat, veggies, rice and other ingredients for today’s yakiniku dinner, we also grabbed some desserts; cakes, pudding and such, along with snacks and some canned foods… And as you’ve guessed it, the trolley was filled to the brim in a short time. Since the item packages were quite big, it was a little hard to fit them inside, but in a way, it was a rather fun experience.


    …Well, I could already tell that I’d be dead exhausted by the time we go back home, but that was a story for another day.


    After paying the bills and bringing the groceries to the car, Umi and I split up with Sora-san. We then went to the area that was filled with various clothing stores, the main purpose of our date.


    Unlike the convenience store, which was filled with people walking around with their families, this place was filled with people that were similar to our ages. They were either coming here with their friends or partner.


    “I haven’t been here since the mall first opened~ There seem to be a lot of new stores around. Where do you want to go, Maki?”
 “Well, I don’t care about brands and I won’t mind going anywhere in the men’s area, so… Why don’t we start from there?”


    I took a quick look and decided to go to a seemingly less crowded store. Judging by the price tags of some of the clothes displayed, it seemed like this store didn’t fit me, a high school student who was struggling to get enough money to buy new clothes, at all. But, just by seeing the clothes, I managed to get an idea on what kind of clothes I wanted to buy.


    “You know, looking at it like this, most of the clothes here have a rather dark color…”


    “Since the weather will only get colder from now on, you need to pay attention to the materials too, okay? Don’t think that adding more layers to your clothes is enough!”


    “…Yes, yes, I get it.”


    I used to think that autumn clothes meant long-sleeved clothes and nothing else. Since I didn’t have much money, I couldn’t buy a lot of clothes in the first place. So, what I had been doing was to wear my cheap clothes and add things that fit the season and be done with it, similar to what Umi had done, except I did a worse job than her.


    Anyway, so far, I had only been relying on Umi to pick my clothes for me, but I did feel the need to come up with clothes arrangements for myself. After all, if I could make people look more favorably at me, it’d be less likely for me to embarrass Umi in public.


    Based on the advice I received from her, it seemed like I’ve been doing a steady job at it.


    “This shirt seems good on its own, but I think it’ll look better if I were to wear it with the gray hoodie I usually wear. The color accent complements each other.”


    “Ah, the zip up hoodie? Well, it’ll also depend on the pants and shoes you wear, but yeah that shirt is nice. Good job, Maki.”


    As my girlfriend, her opinion was most likely biased, but since she found it at least passable, then it shouldn’t be that bad. As for the price for the long-sleeved shirt, since there was a 50% discount, I just grabbed it without thinking much further and went to the cashier to pay for it.


    Although we had only just begun, picking up clothes together like this felt fun. Looking around at the various clothes, imagining how they would look on us and so on… Thinking about it like this made me understand why Amami-san and Umi loved to window shop every once in a while.


    After that, we went to various shops to complete the set of clothes for me, all while keeping our limited budget in mind.


    I put on various clothes, hearing comments from Umi that ranged from ‘That one’s pretty good,’ to ‘Nah, no, just no.’ The preparation for our date tomorrow was going smoothly.


    Before noon, we managed to fill my hands with paper bags as we walked around the mall side by side.


    Considering that other couples around us were doing exactly the same thing as us, guess I could say that we blended into the surroundings well.


    “Well, I guess we can say that we’re done with your clothes for now. Personally, I’d like for us to go around a little more, but I’m getting hungry…”


    “Right, it’s almost lunch, huh? Let’s meet up with Sora-san first before going to the food court. I’m curious about the American-sized pizza they have.”


    “I know right? That huge pizza and colored soda… There’s no way that it’s healthy, though.”


    “Like they said, ‘I’m here for a good time, not a long time.’”


    We enjoyed our shopping time together, holding each other’s hands while making jokes to each other.


    Well, shopping time, more like a date, but I didn’t really care about what we called it since as long as I was together with Umi, I’d enjoy anything.


    After that, we contacted Sora-san and decided to meet up with her at the food court, so we went back to the way we came from. The place was less crowded than before, probably because, like us, everyone was moving to the food court.


    I casually looked at the surrounding stores, but through one of the stores’ windows, a certain girl caught my eye. Her downcast face looked familiar and she was holding something in her hand.


    “…Umi, that…”


    “Yeah. That’s Nina for sure. Did she come here by herself?”


    Thinking that she might have come here with someone else, I hesitated to call Nitta-san out. But, as I was hesitating, she noticed us and let out an awkward smile.


    Now that things had come into this, we couldn’t just pretend not to notice her.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 272 – Choosing Autumn Clothes (4)


    Although it wasn’t unusual for us to bump into Nitta-san, it was still unexpected to see her out here. I mean, this place was out at the edge of the town, you know?


    Looking at her walking toward us, I could easily tell that she came here by herself, not with Amami-san or her classmates. This was unusual for her, since she wasn’t the kind of person who’d go out of her way to shop alone.


    “Heya~ Are you two on a shopping date? Funny that we run into each other like this~”


    “That’s my line… Anyway, are you here by yourself, Nina?”


    “Nah, of course not. I’m here with my sister. She said she’s sick of studying all the time, so she wants to go out and spend some money, so I came with her here. I don’t know where the hell she ran off to, though, so I guess you can say that I’m here by myself. Now I became a loner like you, Rep~”


    “I stopped being a loner a while ago… I think… Anyway, you aren’t here with Amami-san? I thought that since you’re here, she’ll also be here…”


    Whenever Umi went on a date with me, Amami-san would ask Nitta-san to go somewhere together. In fact, that was part the reason why we occasionally bumped into those two in the middle of our dates. It felt strange that they weren’t together this time.


    Even when considering that Yuna-san was here, Amami-san had met her before, so she wouldn’t refuse to hang out with Nitta-san just because of that.


    “Ah, well~ Actually, I didn’t plan to go anywhere today. My sister just dragged me out of here after seeing the TV ad about the place, you know? Since it was so sudden, I felt like I shouldn’t ask Yuuchin to go with me this time. Not to mention that this place is a little too far from our home. It takes more than an hour to get here by bus. There’s no way it’s a good idea to invite her to come here out of nowhere like that.”


    “When you put it that way… Yeah, I get it…”


    “Mhm. Anyway, I’m hungry. And thirsty too, actually. So, Rep, can you buy me something~?”


    “…Don’t you have your own money?”


    Now that we knew the reason why she was here by herself, it was hard for us to just leave her alone.


    Even though she came here with Yuna-san, it seemed like they wouldn’t care about what each other was doing in this place. But at the same time, it wasn’t like Nitta-san could just leave her sister and go back home by herself.


    Before she found us, it was clear from her eyes that she was deathly bored.


    For her, someone who enjoyed shopping together with her friends, doing things on her own must have felt boring.


    “…Umi…”


    “Yeah, well, since we’re all here already, why don’t we have lunch together? My mom is with us though, will you be okay with that, Nina?”


    “I don’t mind~ Also, I’ll drag my sister back home with me after we’re done eating, so don’t worry, I won’t disturb your fun little date for long~”


    “…You don’t need to add that line… Seriously, you’re the same as always…”


    “Hehe, you’ll be treating me, right?”


    “Hell no, use your own money.”


    “Fine, fine, no need to get violent okay? It’s a joke, Umi, a joke!”


    And so, we went together with Nitta-san, who seemed to have returned to her usual cheerful self, to the food court, which occupied around a third of the convenience store area.


    While there were a lot of fast food chains there, it seemed like each of them were manned by the convenience store’s staff. Also, like I mentioned earlier, there were different kinds of food being sold there. The convenience store itself also sold some food that were made by the ingredients they sold. There were also some original dishes that you could only find here. By the time we got to the food court, people already formed a line to enter the place itself.


    “Ah, here, Umi, Maki-kun. Also, hello, Nina-chan.”


    “It’s been a while, Auntie~ Sorry I haven’t been visiting for a while. I mean, I would love to, but you know, a certain person here is a little obsessed with her boyfriend, so I haven’t been able to make a plan to visit~”


    “W-What did you mean by that?! Y-You can visit us whenever you want! …Just… Do it once a month…”


    Since Sora-san had already booked a table for us, we only needed to wait for ten minutes to be seated. Although the price of the food was a little expensive, it was worth it. The selection was varied and all of them looked tasty.


    Both Umi and I had expended a lot of energy earlier due to our consecutive shoppings, so we were more than eager to eat.


    The three of us left our luggages to Sora-san and went to the table where we could get our food from. It seemed like we could take as much food as we wanted.


    “Let’s get the main course first, Maki. Which one do you want?”


    “For starters… Let’s take the chorizo over there. Then, pasta, fries, you know the usual. What do you want to drink?”


    “Melon soda.”


    “Same. I’ve been craving it for a while now.”


    “…You two are something else. Eat your veggies too, okay?”


    Umi and I put whatever it was we wanted to eat into our plates. Meanwhile, Nitta-san picked a more nutritionally balanced meal.


    Since the two of us just took everything we wanted to eat, our plates became full in a blink of an eye. Looking at our inability to control ourselves when it came to food, I realized once again that we really were still childish.


    Compared to us, Nitta-san was noticeably more mature.


    Afterwards, we brought our food and drink to our table.


    The three of us weaved our way slowly through the crowded place. Just when we were about to reach our table, Nitta-san suddenly stopped.


    “…Ugh.”


    “What’s wrong, Nina? Do you want to go to the toilet? It’s over there.”


    “No, not that! There are people who are talking to Sora-san. You’ll understand when you see them…”


    “What?”


    For some reason, Nitta-san wore an uncomfortable look and hid behind us.


    Well, I could guess the reason why she was acting so out of character like this. 


    Like she said, there was a group of people who were talking with Sora-san. A familiar group of people, to be exact.


    “Amami-san?”


    “Yuu?”


    


    As we called out to her, a certain girl with golden hair, Amami-san, turned around to face us.


    “Ah, Umi! Maki-kun! Also… You’re here too, Ninacchi?”


    “…Heya, Yuuchin~”


    Even when considering all the advertisements the mall made, I never expected that the four of us would bump into each other here.
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    Our group hadn’t planned anything to do together this weekend, but probably because we’ve been together for so long, we ended up thinking about doing the same thing anyway. That was why we bumped into each other like this.


    Normally, we’d say something like, ‘What a coincidence~’ and the girls would start talking to each other, but this time, something a little different happened…


    “…Why don’t you sit down, Yuu? My mom isn’t here anymore, you don’t need to be so reserved.”


    “O-Okay… S-Sorry for bothering you…”


    Prompted by Umi, Amami-san sat down in the seat right next to Nitta-san.


    Amami-san came here with her parents. Sora-san, trying to be considerate with us, switched her seat with Amami-san and went to sit on their family’s table instead along with Eri-san and Hayato-san, leaving us four to sit at the same table.


    As usual, Umi and I sat next to each other while Amami-san and Nitta-san sat across from us. If we were following the usual pattern, those two would start teasing us as we eat, but…


    “…Ah, Yuuchin, you should get your own food. Well, we have enough for everyone, but those two just stuffed whatever food they wanted to eat in their plates, and most of them are junk food, so…”


    “Shut up, I’ll eat my veggies later! …Yuu, if you want to get some food on your own, do you want me to go with you? I know you’re a glutton, one plate won’t be enough for you, no?”


    “Jeez, don’t say something like that! I’ve been paying attention to what I eat lately! …Anyway, I can get the food on my own. You three should just eat first.”


    “That so? Okay, let’s eat before the food gets cold, Maki.”


    “Ah, okay.”


    As Amami-san picked up a plate and went to get some food on her own, I started biting into the pizza. The dough was crispy, the cheese was plentiful and I particularly loved the garlic they used. As for the rest of the food, well, they could have been better. The seasoning was too strong to my liking, but considering that the taste went well with coke, it wasn’t that bad.


    In any case, it was still worth the price.


    However, despite the food being good, the atmosphere surrounding us wasn’t.


    Well, to be exact, the atmosphere surrounding Nitta-san and Amami-san wasn’t that good.


    “You know~ I really didn’t expect to bump into Yuuchin after bumping into the both of you~ What a strange coincidence, don’t you think so?”


    “I know, right? By the way, did you get into a fight with her?”


    “…You just went directly to the core of the matter, huh? Well, then again, it isn’t hard to tell that considering how Yuuchin acted. Even Rep would find out in a heartbeat…”


    “Well, you can tell what Amami-san is thinking from her face, so yeah, you’re right.”


    Nitta-san managed to act as if nothing happened, but it wasn’t the case with Amami-san. I could clearly see that she was panicking. Not only was she more reserved than usual, when Sora-san proposed to swap seats, she seemed a little reluctant as well.


    “So, what happened? When did it start? Wait, let me guess. After the fireworks festival, right? You guys are in different classes, so you don’t have too many opportunities to talk to each other during the weekdays.”


    “You’re really hell-bent on interrogating me, huh~? Well, you aren’t wrong, it started around that time, yeah. The sparks were already there a little earlier though. By the way, we don’t talk to each other that much during weekends either.”


    Since they were still acting normally during the festival itself, this might have started on the way home from the festival. 


    At that time… I didn’t remember the details, but Amami-san did say that she had something to talk about with Nitta-san. That was probably the trigger to the current situation with those two.


    With Amami-san going back to her seat soon, we wouldn’t be able to hear about everything in detail, but maybe we could offer our help to ease the situation a little?


    


    “Something big must have happened between the two of you, huh?”


    “Well~ If I’m being honest, yeah. It isn’t really a fight though, it’s more like disagreement. You know, it’s similar to quarreling about our different taste in music, something like that.”


    “Well, it’s fine if you don’t want to tell us the details, Nitta-san. Besides, Amami-san will get here soon.”


    “I mean, it isn’t like I don’t want to tell you guys. It’s just… I want to keep this between the two of us for now, okay? When things calmed down a little, I promise I’ll tell you guys everything.”


    Saying so, Nitta-san took a handful of fries from the plate and ate them.


    In the end, I couldn’t find out what exactly was going on between the two.


    Hopefully, what she told us was the truth and this was just a personal matter between them instead of something that involved all of us as a group.


    …Anyway, all we could for the moment was to trust her and wait.


    Just as we were done talking, Amami-san returned carrying a plate of food.


    “Sorry for the wait, everyone~ Everything looked tasty, so it was hard for me to choose~”
 “I know, right? But, Yuu, are you sure that much food is enough for you?”


    “Jeez, didn’t I tell you that I’ve been paying attention to what I eat? Don’t worry, I’ll eat more desserts afterwards to make it up~”
 “That’s not how it works, Yuuchin!”


    “That’s how it works for me~”


    I thought the atmosphere would worsen when Amami-san came back, but it seemed like those two were able to act as if nothing had happened so that things wouldn’t come to that.


    For the first time our group had experienced a little disharmony between its members. Hopefully, those two were able to make up without any trouble.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 274 – Choosing Autumn Clothes (6)


    When we first bumped into each other, the atmosphere turned tense for a while, but afterwards, things were proceeding as usual (at least on the surface).


    “Alright, I need to go with my parents now. I’d love to go with you guys, but I don’t want to disturb Maki-kun and Umi’s date~”


    “I know, right~? Well, it’s about time for me to meet up with my sister. I’d rather leave her by herself, but it isn’t like I can just do that.”


    “Okay, see you guys later then. Let’s go, Maki.”


    “Ah, okay… See you, Amami-san, Nitta-san.”


    ““See you~””


    I thought the four of us would go around the place together for a while, but to my surprise, Amami-san and Nitta-san just left us as soon as they finished eating.


    Amami-san said something about not wanting to disturb our date, but in truth it was probably because of the thing that happened between Nitta-san and herself.


    Still, I never expected that Nitta-san, someone who usually acted as the balance keeper for our group, would get involved in something like this. Their relationship would probably grow a little awkward because of this, just like what happened back when Amami-san and Umi fought.


    “Ah, that’s a cute one~ Maki, what do you think about the hat? Isn’t it cute? Do you think it’ll suit me?”


    “Huh? A-Ah, yeah, it’s cute, yeah. It’ll suit you… I think…”


    “…Hmph.”


    “W-What’s wrong?”


    “That praise just now wasn’t sincere. It lacks soul.”


    “Ugh…”


    That was my honest opinion, but it was obvious to Umi that I was incredibly distracted by something else. Thanks to this, she didn’t accept my praise and puffed her cheeks in displeasure.


    Seriously, I was in the middle of a date. I really should focus on my girlfriend instead of thinking about something completely unrelated.


    Still, it wasn’t like I could just stop thinking about those two. I had a feeling that if I didn’t do something about it, their problem would never get resolved.


    “…Sorry, Umi. I just can’t stop thinking about those two.”


    “I knew it. Well, me too, actually. Let’s look for a place to sit, shall we?”


    “Okay. Thank you, Umi.”


    “Don’t mention it. I’m already used to this by now.”


    I thanked her again for always listening to my selfish demands. After that, we went to an empty sofa where they allowed us to sit and sat there.


    Normally, this would be the time when I started to doze off on Umi’s shoulders. I had been walking around for hours in this mall, so I had naturally grown tired at this point. But, for some reason, my eyes didn’t feel heavy this time.


    “By the way, have those two ever fought before?”


    “No, this is the first time they do. Well, Yuu and I went to all-girls school, while Nina went to public school, so there are bound to be differences in their views about certain matters. They respect each other enough so that never became a problem though… Well, both Yuu and I only knew Nina for a year and a half, so we didn’t really have many opportunities to get on each others’ nerves to begin with. Compared to that, Yuu and I used to fight  a lot when we were kids…”


    “That’s surprising. You two? Fought a lot?”


    “Is it really that surprising? I mean, when you know each other for so long, things like this are bound to happen, no? …Well, it’s probably because we are so close to each other that there are just some things that we can’t just ignore…”


    “…I see.”


    I got what she was trying to say. Like, you wouldn’t go out of your way to help out an ‘acquaintance’ or a ‘friend’ if something were to happen to them. You might try to help them, but you wouldn’t do more things than necessary. On the contrary, if it was your ‘best friend,’ ‘lover,’ or ‘family member,’ you’d definitely stick your nose in their problems. Sometimes, that would lead to a fight with them, similar to what happened with me and my parents a while ago.


    With that taken into consideration, I guess it was a sign that those two had grown considerably close to each other. That meant, the current situation wasn’t necessarily a bad thing… Well, as long as they could make up with each other afterwards.


    “But, what happened to them? Why did they even fight in the first place?”


    “…Well… You know…”


    “You don’t know why either, Umi?”


    “I mean… I’ve been only paying attention to you these days, Maki, so, you know…”


    “I see… ”


    “Well, they understand where I’m coming from at least. That’s why they teased us instead of getting genuinely annoyed by us whenever we flirted in front of their faces.”


    Personally, I think she should spend more time with those two, but I had the feeling that if I were to say those words out loud, something horrible would happen to me, so I restrained myself.


    In any case, I should respect her feelings and let her do what she wants to do.


    “Phew… Before we start discussing this seriously, I want to go to the toilet. Can you wait here for a bit with our luggages, Maki? I’ll buy a drink for you while I’m at it.”


    “Sure. Give me hot tea, please.”


    After that, Umi left me alone on the sofa. I rested my back on the soft surface of the sofa.


    Amami-san and Nitta-san… Those two had never done this before. What happened to them?


    “…There’s also the matter of Nitta-san asking me out on a date…”


    If you were to ask me about something strange that happened in the period of time between the sports and fireworks festival, that one event would be the first thing that came to my mind. But, even if Amami-san ended up knowing about that, I doubt she’d fret about it much since Nitta-san herself passed it up as a joke.


    I assumed that they were probably in disagreements about something. Most likely, Amami-san was doing something that Nitta-san couldn’t ignore.


    “…Ah, jeez, I don’t know anymore.”


    If I were to put more thoughts into this matter, I had a feeling that I’d go crazy. In the end I decided to forget about those two and think about something else.


    Something like, tomorrow’s date, I guess. Now that I think about it, we planned on a date tomorrow, but we haven’t worked on the details yet. Like, I didn’t even know where we would go.


    Since we’ve done our shopping today… I guess we could go karaoke or to the arcade? If she didn’t want us to spend too much money, we could also just go to the park or something.


    As I started to think about my possible date with Umi, my previously spent energy gradually returned.


    This was probably what I should’ve been doing. Just thinking about Umi. Indulging myself with her, chatting with her, having fun with her and… doing all sorts of things with her…


    …Come to think of it, it has been a whole month since we last did ‘it.’ Now that the sports festival was over, it should probably be okay if I were to ask her for it, right?


    “Why are you grinning to yourself like that, Rep? Gross.”


    “Huh? A-Ah, uh…”


    Just when my imagination moved to a weird direction, a certain someone’s voice dragged me back to reality. It was Nitta-san, looking at me with her arms folded while wearing a disappointed look.


    “Nitta-san?”


    “Heya, we met again~ Well, I tried to ignore you, you know? I really did. But you were acting so suspiciously, so I couldn’t help myself. So, why are you here by yourself? You didn’t get into a fight with your lovely girlfriend, did you?”


    “Of course not, she’s just going to the toilet… What about you? Why are you alone? You haven’t found Yuna-san yet?”


    She said that she was going to meet up with her sister, that was why she left the group quickly. But, she wasn’t with anyone at the moment.


    Well, if she couldn’t find her sister, guess it wouldn’t hurt if I were to help her.


    After hearing my question, Nitta-san answered my question nonchalantly.


    “My sister? Ah, that was a lie.”


    “Huh?”


    “Yeah, it was a lie. I came here by myself.”


    “…What?”


    I could feel my brain die the moment I heard those words come out of her mouth.


    
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 275 – Choosing Autumn Clothes (7)


    “C’mon, Rep. Sorry for telling you such a weird lie, but surely you don’t need to react like that? Your jaws are wide open!”


    “Huh? A-Ah, s-sorry, I—”


    Nitta-san had told us silly jokes and made a fool out of us, but she never lied to us before. That was why I found this to be so surprising.


    At a first glance, she seemed to be laughing at my reaction, teasing me like usual. But it was clear that she didn’t feel the same way inside. Just like I thought, not long after, her laughter turned to sound bitter as she let out a deep sigh.


    “Well, I get what you’re feeling. I don’t even know why I lied to you. Actually, I came here by myself for no reason at all. I probably thought that if I just told you guys that, you’d find me pitiful or something… Well, at least, thanks to that lie, Yuuchin didn’t have any strange thoughts about me being here.”


    “I see. Is Yuna-san still studying at home, then? Or maybe she’s in the cram school?”


    “The former. She was nagging at me, telling me to study or something when I was lazing around at home, so I went outside. Since I didn’t make any plans to go out with anyone today, I couldn’t just invite anyone to come with me out of nowhere. And, I don’t want any of my friends to see me loitering around if I were to go to the usual places, so I took the bus ride and came here instead.”


    In the end, the four of us somehow bumped into each other here, unplanned, leaving out Nozomu, who was busy with practice, like always.


    If Nitta-san and Amami-san weren’t having some kind of problem with each other at the moment, all four of us could just hang around here together like usual.


    “I see… But, why are you telling me this? I don’t know about Umi, but I completely bought your story. You could just not tell me the truth at all, you know?”


    Also, it wasn’t like she needed to call out to me in the first place. I was clearly daydreaming. Hell, I didn’t even notice her until she called out to me. She could just pretend that I wasn’t here and moved on.


    Hearing my question, Nitta-san answered in the same nonchalant tone he used when she revealed the truth to me.


    “I don’t know… I mean, I tried to ignore you, but your creepy face disgusted me, so I felt like I should bring you to your senses.”


    “…Did my face really look that strange?”


    “Yes. I won’t be asking you what you were thinking about, but I can tell that it’s something perverted.”


    “N-No comment.”


    “That’s basically admitting that I was right.”


    It was a bad habit of mine to daydream whenever I was by myself. This was something that I was painfully aware of and normally, I’d do my best to prevent this kind of thing from happening. But at the moment, I was too exhausted to do that.


    Usually, Umi would pinch me to bring me back to my senses whenever this happened, but… She wasn’t here at the moment and I couldn’t see her anywhere among the crowds…


    After she confirmed that her assumption was correct, Nitta-san stretched her body and plopped down on the sofa next to me.


    “Seriously, though, what’s wrong with me lately? Normally, I could just work on things to prevent everything from going this badly… Rep, this is all your fault.”


    “What? Why me?”


    “Because it’s your fault. It’s Umi’s, Yuuchin’s and Seki’s fault too. Seriously, when you hang out with four stupidly honest dummies for a long time, their stupidity just infects you like a plague.”


    “I don’t know about that…”


    “That’s because you’re the biggest dummy of them all. You’re literally the gang leader himself.”


    “What? No?”


    From my perspective, it felt like I was someone who wasn’t supposed to be in the group. But it seemed like according to Nitta-san, that wasn’t the case.


    Instead of Umi or Amami-san, she thought that I was the center of our group.


    Honestly, that kind of thought had never crossed my mind.


    “Well, that aside, sorry for lying to you. I’ll be going home now, staying here by myself just bores me. I still have to study… And there’s also the whole parent-teacher interview thing… Ugh…”


    “Ah, okay… Take care then…”


    “See ya.”


    After that, she stood up, waved her hand and walked away.


    Maybe she felt better after talking to me, but her expression was lighter than usual, as if a heavy burden had left her chest.


    …At that moment, my hand moved and grabbed her shoulders before I realized it.


    “Huh? What’s wrong?”


    “Ah, no… You see…”


    I wanted to know what happened between her and Amami-san.


    At first, my relationship with her might have been distant. She was just a friend of my girlfriend and I was just a friend of her friend, but that didn’t matter anymore. Right now, she was my friend and I believed that she also felt the same way towards me.


    “…You really want to know why?”


    “Ah… If you’re okay with it, yeah… But, if you aren’t… I won’t force you…”


    While I might not be able to help her on my own, if everyone else were to help, there should be no problem.


    Umi, Nozomu and the others were more than willing to help if I were to ask—


    “Then, can you keep this a secret from Umi?”


    However, Nitta-san’s next words made me realize how naive that kind of thinking was.


    “Eh?”


    “I can tell you, but you’ll have to keep it a secret. You can’t tell anyone about it. Not Umi, not Seki, no one. Can you?”


    “T-That’s…”
 “So, can you?”


    “…No.”


    I couldn’t give her an answer right away.


    Keeping it a secret from Umi… Yeah, there was no way that I could do that.


    While it was true that Amami-san and Nitta-san were precious friends of mine and I’d willingly help them if anything were to happen to them…


    I wouldn’t do it if it meant I had to disregard Umi in any way.


    Just imagining Umi keeping a secret from me while doing things behind my back made me feel sad and I didn’t want her to feel that way.


    At that moment, her saddened face came into my mind.


    Yeah, there was no way I’d let her make that kind of face again. I’d have to protect her innocent smile, no matter what.


    “…So, what are you gonna do now?”


    “Sorry. Just pretend that I never asked.”


    “Okay. Well, I expected you to say something like this anyway.”


    It felt frustrating that I couldn’t do anything for her as a friend, but it was my decision to prioritize Umi above all else. All I could do for her was to believe in her for now.


    The five of us should be there for each other… How did things turn out to be like this?


    It wasn’t like any of us had done something wrong…


    “…Don’t give me that look. Things will return to normal in one or two weeks time, you don’t need to worry about it. Yuuchin and I also wouldn’t want things to go on like this forever.”


    “If you say so…”


    “Mhm. You should just do what you normally do. Flirt with your girlfriend without a care in the world. It’s frustrating for me to see you like that, but that’s really the best thing you can do for now.”


    “You didn’t need to put it that way…”


    For a moment, I recalled the fun time when Umi and I were flirting in my house. But, I realized that I shouldn’t think about that at the moment, or else I’d make another strange face that Nitta-san could tease me about.


    “Alright, I’m going home for real this time. Midterms are coming, so why don’t we have another study session? My grades are getting worse ever since we got into different classes.”


    “…Okay, let’s hold another study session. For all five of us…”


    “…Sounds good to me.”


    Yes. All five of us. Just like always.


    “Rep.”


    “Yes?”


    “You… Shouldn’t overthink this. Just be yourself and do the things you usually do, okay?”


    “Um, okay? I mean, I haven’t planned to do otherwise…”


    “That’s great then.”


    “Are you trying to copy me again?”


    “Who knows~?”


    After she tried to mimic the way I talked, she walked away quickly from me.


    …Well, I hoped that talk could help her ease some of her worries.


    Anyway, all I could do for the moment was to pray that everything would go well…


     
  


 
  
    Chapter 276 – The Unusual Every Day (1)


    I followed what Nitta-san had told me; Not to worry about her problem and just live my life like usual. But, I couldn’t help but think about it from time to time.


    When I woke up in the morning, drank my coffee, studied on my desk… My mind couldn’t help but wander to those two; the faces they made back when we bumped into each other in that mall.


    Monday, while I was getting ready to school, I was reminded of them once again. Realizing that I really couldn’t keep my mind out of this anytime soon, I let out a sigh.


    “Maaa~”


    “…”


    “Kiii~”


    “…”


    “Seriously, Maki, hurry up, stop dawdling.”


    “H-Huh? Ow!”


    While I was in a daze, Umi suddenly pinched my cheek. It didn’t hurt me enough to make me writhe in pain, but it still hurt.


    I glanced toward my lover, who was snuggling up to me while puffing her cheeks.


    “S-Sorry, Umi. I-I won’t space out again, okay? I-I promise.”


    “…Jeez. I know we had a lot of fun yesterday, but you can’t let your guard down like this, okay? Midterm is coming soon, so you have to stay sharp! School won’t wait for you to get your act together!”


    “I-I’ll do my best…”


    As she said, school wouldn’t just halt their classes and exams and wait for me to get my act together.


    In particular, the midterm this time would be held right before the parent-teacher interview, where they’d discuss the students’ career path and grades. As a result of this, maybe Umi and I wouldn’t be able to spend our time leisurely for a while.


    …Or maybe not? I mean, we’d be studying together for the exam anyway.


    That aside, I felt bad for thinking about other girls in front of Umi, even though those two were my friends.


    I really shouldn’t do that again.


    “…You’re really worrying about those two, huh?”


    “…”


    “I knew it.”


    “Well, this is the first time I’ve ever experienced something like this… I don’t know what to do…”


    I knew that this wasn’t something I should worry about. This was their problem and they could solve it on their own.


    There was a part of me that believed the five of us would continue to be friends. Even after we graduated and went our separate ways, we’d stay in contact with each other, hang out with each other whenever possible and spend our time talking about trivial matters.


    “By the way, you don’t seem to worry about them at all, Umi…”


    “Nah, I do worry about them. I want those two to make up as soon as possible too, you know? If there’s something I could do to help them, I’d already do it. It’s just…”


    “…It’s just?”


    “Uhh…”


    After pondering for a bit, she continued her words.


    “I realized that the best thing I can do for now is to wait. Yes, they’re my best friends. I completely understand your feelings of wanting to help them, Maki, but what they need right now isn’t your help. They need time. Well, that’s what I think at least.”


    “You said the same thing as Nitta-san.”
 “Hearing you say that pisses me off somehow… Anyway, if she said that, she’ll be alright, just put your trust in her.”


    “Then, that leaves Amami-san.”


    “Yeah.”


    Compared to Nitta-san, Amami-san was a little more stubborn. If they didn’t end up reconciling soon, then the problem definitely came from her side.


    Would they be able to completely come to terms to whatever it was that caused the rift in their relationship?


    I hope they would.


    “In any case, we should just do our thing like usual. Don’t get carried away by the atmosphere, okay?”


    “…Okay.”


    If that was the stance that Umi was taking, then I’d just follow her. While it might seem cold to just leave those two to their own devices, it would be better than meddling in unnecessarily and accidentally turning the situation worse.


    Besides, Umi was my number one priority, not them.


    Like Umi said, I should just carry on with my life and flirt around with her. Those two probably wanted me to do just that.


    *   *   *


    After school. I opened our group chat to check up on everyone and see what they were planning to do for the rest of the day.


    It was a week before the exam. Like usual, all five of us planned to hold a study session.


    [Maehara: Everyone, can we talk for a bit?]


    [Asanagi: Is it about the study group?]


    [Maehara: Yeah.]


    [Asanagi: Where? In your house like usual?]


    [Nina: Are you sure we’re going to study there? You aren’t inviting us to watch you flirting again, are you?]


    [Asanagi: Just don’t go if you don’t want to.]


    [Asanagi: It isn’t like you need my notes or anything, right?]


    [Nina: Please forgive me. I won’t mess around again, I promise.]


    [Nina: The interview is coming soon, I need to increase my grade, otherwise I’m screwed.]


    [Nozomu: I don’t have to go to my club today, so I’ll be going.]


    The three people who responded to me seemed to be acting the same as always.


    As for Amami-san… She was still chatting with Arae-san (the latter looked annoyed for some reason, though), so she probably hadn’t noticed my text yet.


    Since we were classmates, it would probably be better if I just invited her directly, but it wasn’t like I could just barge into their conversation.


    As I was waiting for her to notice my text while staring at her, our gazes suddenly met.


    “…”


    “…”


    We stared at each other for a few moments in silence.


    Normally, her expression would brighten up and ask me about what I wanted to say, but…


    “…Ah, right, Nagisa-chan, today—”


    This time, her face reddened and she hurriedly turned it away from me. Then, she continued chatting to Arae-san as if nothing happened.


    Except that she stuttered more than before. Arae-san noticed this, I could even see her brows twitching.


    “…Amami, that guy— Maehara seems to have something to talk about with you. Are you sure you’re going to ignore him like that?”


    “Eh?! A-Ah, does he really? W-Well, I-I’ll talk to him for a bit, then…”


    Realizing that she couldn’t fool Arae-san, Amami-san turned to me with an embarrassed face.


    “S-Sorry, Maki-kun, I-I was spacing out… W-What is it?”


    “Ah no, I was just wondering if you have free time today. The midterm will start in one week, so it’s about time for us to start our usual study session. I’ve sent a text on our group chat, but it seems like you haven’t read it.”
 “A-Ah, sorry about that! I-I was talking with Nagisa-chan…”


    She quickly took her phone out of her pocket and read the message I sent.


    Normally, she was the one who’d answer my text the quickest even though she was talking to other people, so this was a new sight to me.


    [Amami: Sorry everyone, I just checked my phone! (つд⊂）]


    [Asanagi: Don’t worry about it. So, can you join us today?]


    [Amami: Yes, I could…]


    [Amami: Ah, wait.]


    [Nina: What’s wrong, Yuuchin? Do you have something else to do for today?]


    [Amami: No, it isn’t like I have something to do, it’s just…]


    [Amami: Can I… Just not go…?]


    The moment I saw that text, I turned my gaze towards Amami-san.


    “H-Hehe… Sorry, Maki-kun… You even went through the trouble to invite me…”


    “Amami-san?”


    …For some reason, even though I tried to act the same as usual, Amami-san didn’t do the same. Instead, she seemed to be avoiding me…


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 277 – The Unusual Every Day (2)


    [Asanagi: Huh?]


    [Nina: Y-Yuuchin?]


    [Nozomu: Amami-san?]


    Up until now, Amami-san had never refused an invitation to hang out together, regardless of the reason. That was why everyone seemed surprised by this development.


    For a moment, I thought that she was trying to avoid Nitta-san for a while, but since she was supposed to be acting like usual (or at least trying to) to prevent Umi, Nozomu and I from worrying, there was no way that she’d be doing it so blatantly.


    [Amami: Sorry, everyone.]


    [Amami: Actually, I was thinking of asking my dad to help me study for the exam.]


    [Asanagi: Your dad?]


    [Asanagi: Isn’t he busy with work?]


    [Amami: No, well there’s something called… No overtime? I think? Yeah, I think that’s what it’s called. Anyway, there’s the no overtime thing in his office, so he could go home on time even when he’s busy.]


    [Maehara: I see, no overtime, huh?]


    [Nozomu: Something like that exists? Man, it would be nice if our club implements that. We’ve always been practicing until the sun was set lately…]


    [Nina: …Seki, shut it, we don’t need to know about what your baseball club is doing.]


    Well, let’s forget about the baseball club, that started sounding more like a black company the more I heard about them, for a moment. Amami-san’s reason to not join our group’s study session was reasonable.


    Since the parent-teacher interview was coming up, she probably felt the need to study harder than usual. Like Umi and I, she also wanted to continue her education at a university, so she had to study even harder than us.


    …But, still…


    [Asanagi: Well, that’s fine. But, at least you’ll go home with us, right, Yuu?]


    [Nina: She’s right. Let’s go home together, Yuuchin~]


    [Amami: Ah, yes, of course I will.]


    [Maehara: Okay, let’s meet up at the school gate after school. You’re fine with that right, Nozomu?]


    [Nozomu: Yessir.]


    After that, we ended our conversation. We didn’t need to talk about everything over the phone since we’d meet up soon anyway.


    Since I was in the same class as Amami-san, I’d definitely end up going to the gate together with her… It troubled me a little since I didn’t know what I should say to her… I mean, this was the first time I had to deal with something like this…


    “Uh… Let’s go, Amami-san…”


    “A-Ah… W-Well, let me say goodbye to Nagisa-chan first—”


    However, when she turned around to look for Arae-san and her group, there was no one there.


    It seemed like they had already left the room when we were talking.


    “…Well, she isn’t here…”


    “Ah, jeez… Nagisa-chan, you dummy!”


    That was the first time I’ve ever heard her complaining about something Arae-san did.


    In any case, just like what I was talking about with Umi this morning, Amami-san really acted unusually.


    *   *   *


    After leaving the classroom, we both headed towards our meeting place; the school gate. I was thinking of waiting for Umi, but it seemed like her class was still in the middle of Homeroom. She also texted me to go on ahead, so I did.


    Usually, I’d still wait for her in front of her class anyway. Her classmates already knew about our relationship, so it wasn’t like I needed to sneak around. Also, Nakamura-san and the others were fun to talk to, so I enjoyed hanging around them for a while.


    But it wasn’t the case this time. The reason? Because of a certain text from Umi.


    [Amami: It’ll be cruel to Seki if we were to leave him alone with those two, so you really should go on ahead with her.]


    That text convinced me.


    Nozomu might have already noticed that there was something going on with those two, but he hadn’t felt the actual atmosphere that flew between them, something that I had directly felt at the mall the other day. That was why, it would be better if I were to be there with him so things wouldn’t become too awkward.


    And so, I decided to go to the meeting place together with Amami-san. Which made me realize that it had been a while since I walked together with her.


    “Let’s go.”


    “O-Okay…”


    After I started walking, Amami-san followed behind me, maintaining half a step distance.


    Normally, she’d be the one who was pulling me around, but this time, she was unusually quiet.


    …For some reason, there was an awkward atmosphere between us.


    “Um… Sorry, Maki-kun…”


    “Hm?”


    “You know… About today’s study session… Even though you went out of your way to invite me…”


    “I mean, it’s fine, you have another plan anyway. Also, even if you don’t study with us, we can still give you our notes.”


    “E-Eh? R-Really?! …W-Wait, is that really okay? I mean, since I won’t be studying with you guys, you know… I don’t think it’s right for me to take your notes…”


    “…Are you sure you don’t want the notes?”


    “Y-Yes! A man won’t go back on his words, Maki-kun!”


    “I appreciate your spirit, but that’s a completely wrong expression to use…”


    She showed a little hesitation just now, but it seemed like her resolve was firm.


    It wasn’t a bad thing for Umi and I if she didn’t participate as it was essentially one less person for us to teach, but… It felt like things would be a little bit lonely without her…


    While we were exchanging such a conversation, we arrived at the school entrance, where Nitta-san and Nozomu were already waiting for us.


    “Ey, Maki, what’s up? Also, Amami-san, hello.”


    “Heya~”
 “Sorry, Ninacchi, Nozomu-kun. Were you guys waiting for long?”


    “No, we just got here. Is your girlfriend still in her Homeroom, Rep?”


    “Yeah, it’ll be over soon though. We should wait for her here.”


    “Sure, but here is a little… Let’s move to the courtyard instead. We could sit on the benches there~”


    “Sounds good.”


    After sending a text to Umi, I went with the other three to the benches in the courtyard. There were three benches arranged to circle a round plant there.


    Since there were also other students there, only one of the benches was empty.


    “Obviously Yuuchin and I have the right to sit down, but which among you two want to sit between us~?”


    “Why do either of us have to sit between you and Amami-san? We can just sit on the edge.”


    “Oh my~ You could try the ‘flower in each hands’ thing, you know? Can’t believe you’d pass on the opportunity, Seki~”


    “Opportunity my a*s. Maki, you sit down.”


    “Ah, wait—”


    Nozomu then made me sit between Nitta-san and Amami-san.


    Yeah sure, I get the whole ‘flower in each hands’ thing, but as someone who was well aware of those two’s situation, this was literally him throwing me into a pit of snakes.


    Then again, I knew we needed someone to come between those two…


    “Speaking of, Rep, how long will the study session last? We’re going to go through every subject today, right?”


    “Yeah, well, I actually planned to focus on math and English first, but there should be enough time for us to go through everything. As for how long it’ll last… I don’t know, I didn’t plan that far. Do you need to leave early?”


    “No, the opposite. I want to stay as long as I can. To study of course, not to play around.”


    “…What?”


    Her words were so unexpected that I was literally flabbergasted when I heard them.


    I couldn’t believe that someone who was second only to Amami-san regarding how bad she was at studying would utter something like that.


    “…What? Did I say something weird?”


    “Not really weird, but… You know…”


    “The sun’s gonna come out from the west tomorrow, huh?”


    “I swear I’m going to hit you two. Look, it isn’t like I want to study either! But, you know, this time, our exam is a little different than usual, right…? I mean, after the exam… There’s the public execution event…”


    “Ah, the parent-teacher interview? Are your parents really that strict, Nitta-san?”


    “Very. Usually, I can just hide from them, but this time, I can’t! That’s why I want my grades to look decent at least…”


    Personally, I didn’t think that it was such a big deal, but who am I to say?


    Well, whatever her reason was, studying was still a good thing. As long as the teacher saw her efforts in studying, they wouldn’t be too harsh on her.


    “Well, if that’s the case… Sure, I guess…”


    “Thank you for understanding, Rep! As expected of our Rep! So helpful, caring and… Here~”


    “…Huh?”


    It was rare for Nitta-san to thank me, but that wasn’t the thing that surprised me.


    …For some reason, she embraced my arm.


    “W-W-Wha–”


    “Hm? What’s wrong, Yuuchin? You’re looking at me weirdly. Is there a bug on my face?”


    “No, there isn’t… There’s nothing in your face… Rather, what are you doing, Ninacchi?!”


    “What am I doing? Oh, this. Well, I was too excited, so I did it without thinking, my bad. But, isn’t this a normal thing to do for friends, right, Rep?”


    “No it isn’t? At least for me…”


    We’ve been doing a lot of study sessions together and each time, I’ve been teaching Nitta-san to study. But this was the first time she actually thanked me out loud like this, not to mention embracing my arm…


    Considering her usual attitude, this was something she wouldn’t do normally.


    Even considering the fact that she needed my help, she only considered me as a friend at best. As someone who knew her true color, her actions made me feel a little uncomfortable…


    Actually, it felt creepy…


    “…Why do you look so unhappy?! I even gave you this kind of service!”


    “…I don’t have any money to give you.”


    “What kind of girl do you think I am?! Anyway, I’m just doing this to show my thanks, okay?”


    “Fine, fine, I get it… Can you go away now?”


    Even if Nitta-san didn’t mean anything by it, other people might still misunderstand the scene. I knew she was so excited and all, but I really wish she could refrain from doing something like that.


    …See what I meant? Amami-san stared at us as if she was looking at a ghost.


    “N-Ninacchi, you can’t do that! Maki-kun has a girlfriend! Don’t do anything that will cause misunderstandings”


    “Misunderstandings? Oh, c’mon, I get it if there are a lot of people around, but we’re the only ones here, you know? Sure, I might have gone a little too far, but everyone here knows that there’s nothing going on between us.”


    “T-That might be true, but… Y-You still can’t do it! R-Right, Maki-kun?!”


    “U-Uh, well, yeah…”


    Even if all five of us, including Umi, knew that there was nothing going on between me and Nitta-san, some of us would still be caught off guard if she were to do something like that out of nowhere. Case on point; Amami-san.


    Nitta-san already told us that he had no feelings for both Nozomu and myself, but there was a possibility that she didn’t tell us the truth. Feelings could change at a moment’s notice, after all.


    That was the reason why I’ve been avoiding making too many contacts with girls aside from Umi, including Amami-san and Nitta-san. The only reason why I didn’t move out of her embrace was because I was too surprised to do so.


    “…You know, Nitta, you seem a little… Different… From usual… Are you okay? You aren’t sick, are you? Maybe you should go home for today…”


    “What? No, I’m acting like usual! Also, why don’t you go home instead? If you were there, I couldn’t keep Rep to myself! Of course, I’m talking about studying.”


    “…Ugh…”


    Seeing Nitta-san acting completely out of character like this, Amami-san puffed out her cheeks.


    …Now my suspicion has been confirmed. The reason why she had done all this was to provoke Amami-san.


    On the surface, they acted as if they were getting along, but it seemed like their fight was still ongoing.


    And instead of Amami-san, it was Nitta-san who was out for blood this time.


    Seriously, it has been a month since the fireworks festival… When would they make up with each other…?


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 278 – The Unusual Every Day (3)


    After she was done with Homeroom, Umi met up with the rest of the group, and together with her, we went to my house (our usual spot for studying).


    On the way home, we stopped by the convenience store and filled up our basket with snacks and drinks that we could munch on while studying. It wasn’t like my house didn’t have any snacks for us to eat, it was just, the snacks there wouldn’t be enough for all five of us. Of course, the bill was split between all of us.


    “…Maki.”


    “Hm?”


    “…What happened before I joined up with you guys?”


    “Ah… You see…”


    Like I said before, the snacks wouldn’t be enough for all five of us. Yes, all five of us. 


    Originally, only four of us would be joining the study session; Umi, Nitta-san, Nozomu and me. As for Amami-san, she said she wouldn’t be joining because she wanted to ask her dad to teach her instead.


    …Or so she said.


    “Grr…”


    “Jeez, Yuuchin, I get it already! Can you give me some space? I can’t walk if you’re this close to me!”


    “N-No way. I said that I’ll keep an eye on you, didn’t I?”


    At the end of Umi’s sight were those two, who had been quarreling like that ever since we left the school ground.


    They walked so close to each other that you’d thought they were a pair of close friends. But if you were to see them up close, Amami-san was holding on to Nitta-san’s uniform, making sure to restrict her movement.


    If you hadn’t figured it out already, yeah, Amami-san decided to join the study session.


    As for why she changed her decision, naturally it was because of what happened back when we were waiting at the courtyard for Umi. She was trying to make sure that Nitta-san couldn’t cling to me again.


    ‘I’ll join the study session so that you won’t get in the way of Umi and Maki-kun, Ninacchi!’


    Or so she said, completely taking the bait Nitta-san set up for her.


    With this, she’d be breaking her promise with Hayato-san, but it seemed like the latter agreed to teach her after she came back from the study session instead.


    …And since I was the one who invited her to come in the first place, it wasn’t like I could just stop her from joining.


    “…I see, it’s Nina’s doing huh? Laying her filthy hands on my precious boyfriend… Okay Maki, for today’s study session, I’ll be especially strict with her. You too, don’t go easy on her like you always do, okay?”


    “O-Okay…”


    Knowing Nitta-san, she probably expected that this would happen, though. Maybe this was her goal all along? She was that desperate to fix her low grades?


    But, you know… It didn’t seem like something she’d normally do…


    “Uh, is it really okay to bring those two along? I feel like the study session would turn chaotic if those two were to keep on doing that…”


    “It should be fine. They know that they shouldn’t make a fuss in someone else’s house, right, Umi?”
 “Yes. Rather than that, we should think about how to make Nina suffer, so that she wouldn’t get her filthy hands on you again, Maki.”


    “…I’m even more worried now.”


    Hearing Umi’s answer as she sent a glare to Nitta-san’s back, Nozomu let out a sigh.


    I felt bad for him since he was the only one who was out of the loop among the five of us. After all, he signed up for the studying, not for the drama between those two.


    He never talked about it out loud, but he was also quite worried about his grades.


    Now that I was stuck in this situation, I realized that there were a lot of things I had to think about; studies, relationships, career paths. All I could do was to tackle all of them, one at a time.


    All for the sake of my cute girlfriend.


    *   *   *


    While the atmosphere was different than usual, it wasn’t like I could slack off on studying since the exam was coming up soon. While my grades had been increasing steadily, I still couldn’t let my guard down.


    “Alright, let’s get started. I’ll teach Nina, while you, Maki, go teach Yuu. As for Seki… Well, you know what? You should be fine. Just ask either of us if you have any questions.”


    “You really are treating me like an afterthought… Well, it’s easier for me that way anyway, so I won’t complain.”


    The five of us lined up our books on the dining table and began our studies. Our seats were arranged in such a way that Umi and I, the ones who’d be teaching the rest of the group, were seated next to each other. Then, Amami-san and Nitta-san were seated across from each other, while Nozomu sat on my right side.


    Well, he had way better grades than the other two, so he didn’t really need to be taught personally.


    “Since you asked for it, I’ll work you to the bone today, Nina, be prepared.”


    “…Um…”


    Hearing that coming from Umi’s mouth, alongside with the pressure that accompanied her smile, Nitta-san could only nod her head stiffly.


    While I felt sorry for her, it was true that she brought this to herself, so tough luck on her.


    “…Alright, we should start too. First, we’ll do English.”


    “O-Okay… U-Um… P-Please take care of me, Maki-kun!”


    “…I won’t be doing the same thing as Umi, don’t get so nervous…”


    Perhaps she was worried that I’d be as harsh as the other ‘teacher’ on the table, she looked so unnaturally nervous. Well, I hope that she could turn into her usual self after we started our studies.


    I’ve looked into the scope of the exams that were announced by the school and already solved the important ones before this study session happened.


    As we started studying, Amami-san and Nitta-san seemed to be concentrating hard. It wasn’t like I disliked the usual casual atmosphere around us, but this kind of serious atmosphere felt nice.


    We’ve already at that point in our life, after all, the point where we’d need to stop messing around and start studying properly.


    “…Uh, Maki?”


    “Yeah? What’s wrong, Nozomu? Is there something you want to ask?”


    “Ah no, it isn’t about the study… I’m just wondering, what are you going to do from now on?”


    “Are you talking about my career path?”


    “…Yeah.”


    While everyone was reading through their books, Nozomu approached me and asked me this question in a low voice.


    We’ve talked about this briefly in the past, but it was just a small talk between the two of us. Other than that, somehow we had never had the opportunity to have a deep and serious talk about the matter.


    At that moment, I noticed that all four of them were staring at me.


    “…Why are you guys looking at me?”


    “I mean, you’re practically our group’s leadoff batter, Rep.” 


    The other three seemed to agree with Nitta-san’s words.


    I felt like my career path was so obvious and uninteresting though… Wait, was that why they made me say it first?


    “Well, I don’t care about it much as long as I can go to the same university as Umi… Of course, I have secondary options too, just in case.”


    “I see. So you are planning to marry into the Asanagis. Got it.”


    “Did you not hear what I just said, Nitta-san?”


    Since we were dating, of course we’d have to talk about that someday in the future. But, we wouldn’t do it before we graduated from the university and had a nice job.


    …And if it wasn’t obvious already, I had no plans on changing my surname to Asanagi.


    “Nina, you… Anyway, for me it’s the same as Maki. My first choice is definitely K-University. I’ll be going there and I’ll look for a job afterwards. My parents agreed with my choice… What about you, Yuu?”


    “Can you not ask me about that?”


    Well, there was still time, so if Amami-san were to work on her studies more, she should be able to go wherever she wanted to. Though, she had to work especially hard for it.


    Even at our high school, a place where they prioritize education over everything, not everyone could get into the university after graduation.


    …But honestly, as long as Amami-san tried to put her mind into it, I felt like she’d be able to do it.


    “As for me, I already gave up on that. It’s easier to look up my grade from the bottom of the list, there’s no way I could get into a decent university with that kind of grade. Actually, I’ve already given up since last year.”


    “That’s way too early to give up… But, Nina, what are you planning to do for your career path then? You’re going to continue your studies, right?”


    “Yeah, but obviously famous universities are not an option. Maybe I’ll go to a vocational school or something, that sounds fun. Still, my parents insist that I need to go to a university first before getting a job. That means, I have to increase my grade so that I can go to a private university at least.”


    It would be best if she could just do whatever she wanted, but it wasn’t like she could completely disregard what her parents wanted either. 


    Compared to her parents, mine and Umi’s didn’t care much about our chosen career paths. But, not everyone’s parents were the same, I understood that.


    “Well, that’s it for me. What about you, Yuuchin? I heard that Eri-san can help you out if you want to become an actress or something. Are you going to, though?”


    “Huh? Ah… Yeah… Um, that’s right, she could help me out if I want to, but you know… It isn’t like I don’t want to go down on that career path. I mean, I do like watching all the idols and actresses on TV, but… After seeing my mom, I realized that I can’t just go down that path with a half-baked resolve…”


    To summarize, all five of us planned to continue our studies somewhere. And everyone would be going their own ways.


    Though it wouldn’t happen until our graduation, it still felt sad to think that it would happen soon.


    “Anyway, that means all of us should study hard! So that we can graduate without any regrets next year!”


    “…Yuu, we’re still in the second year. We won’t be graduating until the year after…”


    “…U-Um…”


    “Ah, her face is getting redder. So cute.”


    “J-Jeez! I-I misspoke, okay?! Ninacchi you’re so mean!”


    As Amami-san puffed her reddened cheeks, laughter spread among us.


    …Yes, this was it, the kind of atmosphere that suited us.


    Sure, there was some awkwardness still lingering in the air, but that didn’t change the nature of our relationship.


    I just needed to be patient. So that things would return back to how it was.


    
  


 
  
 
    Chapter 279 – The Unusual Every Day (4)


    Although the atmosphere turned a little stiff at one point because we started talking about our career path, we managed to recover from that and continue our studying.


    Probably, after the talk, everyone’s mindset, including me, had changed a little regarding the matter. The three of them worked even harder than before, giving Umi and I an easier time to review the materials. This was one big step on its own.


    “Ngh~ …Huh? It’s already this late, I didn’t even realize it… My parents are going to come back home soon, so I should get going. Let’s go home together, Yuuchin.”


    “Okay. Ah, what about you, Nozomu-kun? Do you want to go back with us?”


    “Huh? Ah… S-Sure, I mean, it probably isn’t safe for two girls to walk around at night by themselves, right?”


    “Rather, it’s more dangerous for us if you were to go with us.”


    “Hm? Did someone say something?”


    “Oh jeez, you two, stop! Anyway, Maki-kun, sorry for bothering you until this late…”


    “Ah, don’t be, I don’t mind…”


    Looking at the clock, I realized that it was already eight. I had been eating the snacks we bought, so I didn’t feel particularly hungry, but I still had to make dinner.


    “Oh, I’ll go with you guys. What about you, Maki?”


    “Me too. I’m planning on escorting you back home anyway.”


    In the end, all of us decided to leave my house together. I didn’t need to take Umi home because it wasn’t the weekend, but it felt a little lonely if I were the only one who didn’t go with the group.


    Honestly, I just wanted to stay with them a little longer.


    Cold wind brushed our hair as we stepped outside. Although we still had to wear short-sleeved uniforms, it was already October. The weather was too chilly to walk through without wearing a blazer.


    “It’s dark around here, Umi. Watch your step.”


    “I know… Hehe~”


    Umi looked at our intertwined hands. It had been a year since we came to know each other. It was a blessing that we were able to stay close during all this time.


    “Can’t you two wait until we’re gone before doing something like this?”


    “…Seriously, you guys can flirt anytime, anywhere. I’m actually curious how you manage to do that…”


    ““…””


    Nitta-san and Nozomu chided us, but that didn’t make us let go of each others’ hands. Instead, we brought our bodies together even closer.


    At first, I was reluctant to show off our relationship like this, but that changed. Nowadays, I welcome the idea. Everyone should see how close we were.


    Well, ‘everyone’ as in ‘everyone in our group.’ Yeah, I wouldn’t do this in front of a crowd.


    “I’m so jealous of you two… I wish I could have a boyfriend too…”


    “I understand how you feel, but that isn’t important for you, is it, Yuu? You have to deal with midterms. There’s also the matter of you not studying properly during our study session just now.”


    “Ugh…”


    Hearing Umi’s words, Amami-san’s expression stiffened as she looked away from us with a bitter expression on her face. 


    It seemed like Umi was telling the truth.


    “Is that really the case, Umi? I mean, I was the one teaching her, it felt like she studied a lot…”


    “You don’t know her well enough yet, Maki. She was faking it. She forced herself to make it look like she’s studying properly, but she actually wasn’t. Am I wrong, Yuu?”


    “…Ahaha… Nothing gets past you, huh, Umi?”


    Amami-san slumped her shoulders, as if she had given up on resisting and let out a wry smile.


    From what I’ve seen, she was studying quite seriously. Unlike usual, where she’d twirl her pen around or plop down on the couch while using her notes as a pillow, she listened to what I said and wrote everything she needed to write.


    I had thought that she was studying hard enough, but it seemed like Umi had a different opinion.


    “Yuu isn’t the type of person who can stay still. If she were into something, she’d immerse herself in it to the point that she lost the sense of time, otherwise, she’d just mess around, as you already know. Honestly though, you could do it if you try harder, Yuu. I know you were just like that when you studied for our school’s entrance exam…”


    “Yeah… Well, back then, my parents were watching me closely, so I had to do my best whenever I studied… They let me off doing whatever I wanted when it was time to rest, though. Yeah, the studying part was tough, but I didn’t spend all my time studying. I did well in the exam too, so all is good.”


    Come to think of it, there was that kind of story, wasn’t it? Amami-san decided to take the entrance exam to our school because she wanted to go to the same school as Umi. 


    Although she wasn’t good at studying, it seemed like she could actually do it if she were to put her mind into it.


    Everyone had their own ways of studying. Some people loved to sit down for hours, studying everything they could study, while others would take a more efficient way and study things as needed.


    Amami-san was in the latter group. Up until now, she had been talking as much as she studied (well, if I may be honest, she talked twice as much as she studied). Despite that, her grades still improved, little by little. 


    Of course, while she seemed to be slacking off, Umi was still watching her progress closely. Because of that, at the very least, she did what she had to do.


    But, today was different. She tried to keep up with us and didn’t seem to be slacking as much as she used to.


    “U-Um, you see… I also have been thinking that I have to work a little harder… I mean, I’m going to continue my studies and all… So, I’ve been trying to study more, listening to what the teachers said, asking Umi, Maki-kun and Nagisa-chan if I didn’t understand something… But… No matter how hard I tried, I always forgot everything the next day…”


    “So, you feel like you didn’t make any progress?”


    “Yes, something like that…”


    Anyone could feel like that when studying, but usually this would only happen if you had mastered the basics first. Amami-san obviously wasn’t someone like that, so it felt a little strange that she felt that way.


    Based on what we had discussed, it seemed like she had doubts about her career path. Maybe it was because of that?


    …Or maybe it was because of a completely different matter?


    “I see. Well, I understand your feelings, Yuu, but there’s no need to rush. Just do it slowly and try to think about the upcoming exam first before anything else. Even if you can’t get a good result, you can always try for the next exam.”


    “Umi is right. As long as you don’t get all red marks, you should be able to graduate, so don’t worry about it too much.”


    “You’re just scaring her by saying that, Maki…”


    “I’m just telling her that she also needs to be a little careful…”


    Anyway, you never know what the future holds. Even if she was currently struggling with her studies, things might change down the line. It wasn’t uncommon to hear how people became successful after overcoming things that were holding them back.


    Considering that Amami-san could only improve from where she was currently, I wouldn’t be surprised if later in the future, she managed to get into a famed university before Umi and I.


    The ‘Amami Yuu’ I knew was a girl with a ton of potential, after all.


    “…Thank you. You see, the parent-teacher interview is coming up soon and everyone seems to be anxious, and I… Kinda get swept by the waves… But, you two are right! Others are others, I’m different from them. I don’t need to try and get high grades! I just need to avoid getting red marks first and start from there!”


    “Yes. You can increase your goal little by little afterwards. First, avoid getting red marks, then try to reach your class’ average grade and so on. We still have plenty of time, so you don’t need to rush.”


    “Thank you, Umi…”


    Her tense expression finally softened.


    She stared at both of us with teary eyes, but that wasn’t something to be concerned about.


    “Ehehe… I didn’t want to be a nuisance to both of you, that was why I haven’t told you this until now, but now that I’ve told you, I’m feeling much, much better! And now that the matter is finished, I’m hungry! Do you guys mind if we were to visit a convenience store first? I want to get some steamed buns!”


    “You’re still going to eat more? Well, sure, I’m down with that. What about you, Maki?”


    “Me too. I need to buy something for dinner anyway.”


    “Hm? The convenience store? Well, since everyone is going there, I’ll tag along as well. You aren’t invited, Seki. Go back home on your own, shoo!”


    “Buzz off. I’ll go with you, Maki.”


    “Hehe, everyone is going then… Alright, let’s go!”


    We all nodded to each other and smiled.


    The time when I was a loner felt like a dream. I was surrounded by a lot of good people now.


    Compared to back then, I had more worries and anxiety, but I also had more fun.


    Of course, I knew that this would persist even in the future. Perhaps even more painful things were waiting for us.


    ‘But, with the five of us together, I’m sure…’


    I muttered to myself, as we walked together under the autumn night.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 280 – Parent-Teacher Interview (1)


    For most students, there should be one or two unpleasant events that they had to experience during their whole school life.


    Self-introductions that always occurred every time a new school year started, the various exams, extra classes on summer vacation, the Sports Festival that happened under the scorching sun, the marathon in the winter and so on. Each person would have different opinions, but there was barely anyone who’d enjoy every event in existence.


    However, if there was one event that they would definitely not look forward to, it would be the parent-teacher interview that would be held in mid-October.


    The school had already announced the midterm results yesterday. As for the rankings, average grades and other details, they will be announced by the Homeroom teacher during the interview.


    If your grades were good, you wouldn’t need to be concerned about it, but if they weren’t…


    As I was relaxing while drinking my coffee with Umi, who had come to pick me up, she suddenly mentioned about the interview.


    “So, the parent-teacher interview is today, but where did your mom go? Won’t she be coming?”


    “Yes, of course. Her workplace said that she can attend the interview, but she’d have to come back to work again until late at night to make up for it.”


    “I see. My mom was thinking of inviting her for dinner, but I guess she can’t, huh?”


    According to the schedule, our class would hold the parent-teacher interview on the same date, at the same time. So, this was the first time in a while that our parents could meet each other.


    If my mom could take a few more hours off, she and Sora-san would probably start exposing our embarrassing past to each other… I felt bad for my mom, but at the same time, I felt relieved that I wouldn’t need to go through that.


    …Or maybe not. They’d still meet each other at school, so there was a huge chance that they’d do that there anyway.


    “Speaking of the parent-teacher interview… Guess someone like both of us wouldn’t have any problem with it, huh, Maki? What did you write on your career choice paper? Going to a higher education?”


    “Yeah. I was stumped on my third university choice though.”


    The other day, I submitted my career choice paper to my Homeroom Teacher. As planned, I wrote that I would be continuing my study at a university.


    To be specific, the same university that Umi would go to. I even listed that I’d be taking the same major as her.


    Just like in high school, we’d also be going to class together, having lunch together, studying together, breathing the same air, and hopefully… Living under the same roof. Well, that might sound like wishful thinking, but both of us had agreed that we wouldn’t live in different houses after we graduate.


    We were too dependent on each other. Like, we’d actually die if we were to enter a long-distance relationship.


    “I see. Well, now that I think about it, we’ll be graduating in a year and a half… We really need to start thinking about our future properly… From what our goals are in the university and where we would work after we graduate…”


    “Right. They said that after you graduate from high school, you’re pretty much an adult already.”


    Now that they lowered the age for ‘adulthood’ from 20 to 18, both Umi and I would be treated as proper adults by society soon.


    …But, even though that time was practically right in front of our eyes, I still couldn’t imagine how it would feel to be an adult.


    “…Umi.”


    “Hm?”


    “Have you thought about what you want to do in the future?”


    “Well, firstly, I want to be a good wife to you~”


    “Pfft!”


    Hearing her saying something so outrageous made me almost spill out my coffee. I managed to hold it from coming out of my mouth and stained my uniform, but that was way too close for comfort.


    “Are you okay? Jeez, seriously, you’re so careless, Maki! Come over, let me wipe it for you~”


    “S-Sorry… I’m fine, I was just… Surprised…”


    “Hehe, sorry about that, I was joking~ Well, half-joking, actually.”


    Umi wore an apologetic look on her face, but I could also see a faint blush there. She wiped the coffee out of my mouth with her handkerchief.


    …Anyway, it seemed like I wasn’t the only one who felt conscious about the prospect of ‘marriage’ here. Currently, we were in a serious relationship. While we didn’t openly announce this to everyone, but we had done the things that couples had done. (T/N: S*x)


    “…Um, Umi-san?”


    “Yes?”


    “Uh… From now on, I’ll work even harder for my studies.”


    “For me?”


    “Yes. For you.”


    “Alright, do it then. Next semester, you’ll have to enter the top ten at the very least.”


    “…T-That’s quite a goal…”


    “I thought you said you’ll study even harder?”


    “…I did, yes.”


    “Hehe, then, walk the walk~ Anyway, I’ll do my best too.”


    I didn’t know what the future held for us, so I decided that for now, I’d tackle everything one at a time.


    And the first hurdle I needed to overcome was Asanagi-sensei’s ridiculous demand.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 281 – Parent-Teacher Interview (2)


    The event that I wasn’t really looking forward to, the parent-teacher interview, would be held today. But before that, we’d have to go through the morning classes first.


    It usually lasted for around twenty to thirty minutes for each student. During the interview, the Homeroom Teacher and the students’ parents would discuss various things like the student’s attitude in school, their grades and their plans for the future.


    According to the schedule, my turn would come at 2 pm. I had told my mom about it, so she should be coming around that time.


    After morning class. The entire floor was enveloped in silence. Only the second years of this floor were scheduled to hold the interview for today, but even the first years and the third years didn’t dare to make a commotion.


    “There’s still time until the interview, what should we eat for lunch, Maki? We can’t really dawdle, though, so why don’t we go to the cafeteria for a quick one? Speaking of, it’s been a while since we went there, isn’t it?”


    “Sure, I don’t think it’ll be crowded there… Are you okay with that, Amami-san?”


    “Yes! Hehe, I’ve always brought my own lunch, so I’m kinda excited to eat the food there! I’ll ask Ninacchi if she could join us!”


    Except for Nozomu, whose parents couldn’t make it due to work, the other four members of our groups were all scheduled to hold the interview today. Starting from Amami san at 1.30, me and Nitta-san at 2, and lastly, Umi at 2.30.


    Of course, I’d be waiting for Umi until she was done with hers, and after that, we’d be going home together and hanging out like usual. Depending on the result of the interview, one of us might end up getting scolded, but our parents should allow us to hang out even considering that. After all, we didn’t get to do it as much during the exam period.


    We met up with Nitta-san, who also didn’t have anything to do while waiting, and went to the cafeteria on the first floor of the building. According to Nozomu, the set meals and the popular meals would be completely sold during this time period, but maybe because there were barely any second years who went to the cafeteria today, they were still selling those meals.


    “Get me the A set, Rep.”


    “I’ll take the daily specials, Maki.”


    “…Um, I think I’ll take the same one as Umi’s… Hehe!”


    “Let me say this first, okay? I’m not paying for your meals.”


    Somehow, I was the one who grabbed the meal tickets for all four of us (The other paid for their meals though). After we received our food, we took our seats. The cafeteria was pretty much deserted unlike usual, and honestly, it gave me a sense of discomfort.


    “Ah, right. Maki, my mom asked if your mom has some spare time after the interview is over. If yes, she invited her to come over for dinner.”


    “Sora-san did? …Hm, sorry, I don’t think she can come over for dinner. She should have a few hours in the evening, but definitely not for dinner.”


    I’ve visited the Asanagis quite often, but I’ve never gone there with my mom.


    My mom and Sora-san met up occasionally for a drink and a chat, but I didn’t know the specifics of what they were doing and such.


    I knew that it wouldn’t be polite to pry into adults’ conversation, but I would be lying if I were to say that I wasn’t curious…


    “Maki-kun’s mom, huh? Come to think of it, the last time I’ve seen your mom was at the Christmas party! Right, I think my mom said that she wants to meet your mom too.”


    “Rep’s mom, huh? I’m guessing that she looks a lot like you, Rep!”


    “Of course she does. She’s my mom.”


    Since the schedule of our interview was so close to each other and our classes were also next to each other, except for Nitta-san’s, our moms would probably use the time to chat.


    …Hopefully, my mom wouldn’t say anything weird about me to Eri-san. Sora-san was one thing, but Eri-san was pretty much a stranger, so it would be disastrous if my mom were to spill out about my embarrassing past.


    After eating, we spent some time in the cafeteria, chatting about our parents while waiting for our scheduled time to come, before going back to our respective classrooms. At this point, some people had started their interviews already. I also saw some of the students wearing strange faces while waiting for their parents.


    As the three of us approached our classrooms, a woman with flaxen hair, Eri-san, noticed us and approached us while waving her hand lightly.


    “Jeez, where did you go, Yuu? When I went into your classroom, you weren’t there! I was lonely, you know?”


    “I was eating my lunch with the others at the cafeteria— Wait, why are you making it as if it’s my fault, Mom?! You’re the one who came too early! The interview won’t start until half an hour later!”


    “Hehe, I got too excited. I mean, it’s been a while since I last visited my cute daughter in her school~”


    Her words seemed to be true, she was a little too excited. She wasn’t dressed in casual clothes like usual, but instead, she was wearing formal wear. Her makeup was perfect, but I guess that was expected since she was a former celebrity, all things considered.


    The pair of mother and daughter really stood out compared to their surroundings.


    “It’s been a while, Umi, Maki-kun. You two have your interviews today too? That means your mothers will be coming too, then?”


    “Yes. My interview starts at 2.30, so my mom is probably still getting ready— Ah, Maki, isn’t that your mom?”


    “My mom? …Ah, yeah, that’s her.”


    At the end of the direction Umi pointed to was my mom, walking down the hallway while looking around the surroundings. This was the first time she came to my school due to how busy she was at work, so she was holding the guide map to our school as she walked towards our direction.


    Since we couldn’t exactly shout to catch her attention, Umi and I decided that we should approach her instead.


    “I’m here, Mom.”


    “Oh my, you’re coming to pick me up, Maki? Thank you. Also, hello, Umi-chan.”


    “Hello, Masaki-Oba-san. It feels refreshing to talk with you at this hour.”


    “That’s because I’m normally at work during this hour. Anyway, since we have some time before the interview starts, why don’t we have a chat? Don’t interrupt us, okay, Maki?”


    “I won’t… But, why are you coming so early, Mom?”


    “Because I finished my job early… Hm, what is it? Do you hate to be with your mother that much, Maki? Umi-chan, look at him. He’s so mean to me.”


    “Maki…”


    “…”


    Although they hadn’t talked to each other for a while, their relationship seemed to be as good as ever. Me with Daichi-san, Sora-san and Riku-san, Umi with my mom, we all had a good relationship with each other.


    “Hello, Maki-kun’s Mom! It’s been a while! Do you remember me?”


    “Of course, Yuu-chan. My son troubled you a lot last Christmas, didn’t he? Anyway, Maki, you’re really a lucky boy. Not only do you have a cute girlfriend like Umi-chan, you also befriend another cute girl.”


    “Well, I know I’m a little bit lucky in that regard— Um, Eri-san? Why are you patting my head?”


    “Hm? Hehe, nothing much. I just think that your reaction is as cute as always, Maki-kun.”


    “M-Mom? S-Stop troubling him! S-Sorry, Auntie, my mom is being rude, isn’t he?”


    “It’s fine, it’s fine. Hello, nice to meet you, Eri-san, I’m Maki’s mother, Masaki— Hm?”


    When they were about to shake each other’s hands, my mom stopped.


    She observed Eri-san’s face up close, meanwhile, Eri-san tilted her head in confusion.


    “Is something the matter, Masaki-san?”


    “N-No, you just look like someone I know— Ah, right, Eri-san… Ellie Whitner-san, right?”


    “…Oh my.”


    “““?”””


    Not understanding what was going on, us three tilted our heads at the two adults’ conversation.


    “Um, Mom?”


    “Ah, sorry, I’ve never told everyone about it, huh? ‘Ellie Whitner’ was my stage name. Whitner is my mom’s surname, yes, your grandmother’s Yuu. It isn’t a secret or anything, but it’s just… I never expected that someone would mention that name here.”


    “My college was in the area you used to work at and I used to watch the evening news for work, and because I love it, of course. I never expected that I’d meet you here.”


    “I see~”


    I didn’t know much about Eri-san’s job but it seemed like there was an unexpected connection between her and my mom.


    Anyway, it seemed like they had a good impression on each other. It was great that they were getting along.


    Since we moved here, Sora-san was the only person that Mom could talk to. Now that Eri-san was joining their circle, I had no doubt that her life would become better.


    “Um, sorry, Maki-kun… It’s been a while since my mom saw someone who recognized her, so she’s a little excited…”
 “No, don’t be. My mom doesn’t really have someone to talk to, so it’s great that she could get along with your mom.”


    “Really? That’s good then, hehe… They do look quite happy.”


    “Yes, but if we just stand by and watch, they’d start talking about unnecessary things, so I think we should do something about it.”


    “Ah, you’re right! I’ve always told my mom to not say anything that will make me feel embarrassed, but she never listened to me!”


    Guess Amami-san shared a similar worry about her parents with me.


    From the outside, she seemed to be someone who lived in a different world than the rest of us, but that wasn’t the case at all. She had similar worries and troubles like us.


    Besides, the whole thing about ‘living in a different world’ wasn’t exactly right either. As long as you didn’t put her on a pedestal, or looking down on yourself too much, you’d find out that she was just like you.


    “…Hmph.”


    “U-Umi-san? Why are you pinching my sides?”


    “I wonder why? It’s definitely not because you two are having fun talking without me, that’s for sure.”


    “Your expression said otherwise, though…”


    While I found it cute that she’d sulk like this whenever I talked alone with Amami-san, but since I had made the resolution to put her above all else, I really needed to draw a line regarding my relationship with Amami-san. All things considered, she was still a member of the opposite s*x.


    Yes, we were friends, but I had to make sure that things wouldn’t develop beyond that.


    But, at the same time, I felt lonely, somehow.


    “Don’t worry, Umi, that won’t happen.”


    “…Yuu?”


    “Maki-kun and I are just friends. He’s the boyfriend of my best friend, nothing more, nothing less. You don’t need to be jealous of me, okay? Well, I guess I should have acted more thoughtfully, huh?”


    “…Yuu, are you—”


    “Ah, oh no, it’s time. The teacher is calling me already, so I’ll leave you two to it. Have fun flirting around~ See you.”


    “Hey, wait!”


    After that, Amami-san and Eri-san entered the classroom.


    It wasn’t the first time that she left us to give us some space, but her mood was too different from usual. 


    This time, beneath her smile, there was… Loneliness… And it seemed like there was something else too. It was clear that she was forcing herself to appear cheerful.


    …As expected, there was something wrong with her.


    To tell you the truth, if I say that I wasn’t worried about her, I would be lying. Of course, this applied to Nitta-san too.


    “…Umi.”


    “Yes?”


    “You know, I always prioritize you over anyone else, right?”


    “…Yes, I know. Don’t worry, I understand.”


    ‘Thank you, Maki…’ She whispered in my ear as she pulled me closer. I took her hands and held them tightly.


    When my mom saw us like this, she chuckled in amazement, but I pretended to ignore her.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 282 – Parent-Teacher Interview (3)


    A few minutes after Amami-san’s interview began, Sora-san arrived at our school. With that, our group of four started chatting. Of course, we huddled a little close together so that we wouldn’t disturb everyone around us.


    “My, that’s the first time I’ve heard that! My son never talked to me about it and when I asked him, he’d only give me vague answers!”


    “That’s exactly what my daughter has been doing lately. It’s great that they’re getting along so well, but still… Umi, can you tell us what you two have been up to in Maki-kun’s house?”


    “W-We’re just hanging out like usual! R-Right, Maki?”


    “Y-Yes…”


    ““…Oh my.””


    Seeing us giving our answers while averting our eyes, our parents let out a series of chuckles.


    The topic of the conversation was my relationship with Umi, of course. We still hung out at my place every weekend, this hadn’t changed from back when we were still ‘friends.’ What had changed was the range of things that we had done during those times. As we grew closer, it inevitably increased.


    …And among those things, there were some activities that both of us couldn’t just say out loud.


    Anyway, I had expected that my mom and Sora-san would hold this kind of conversation if they had the chance to meet… It was just, I didn’t expect them to do it here out of all places…


    I could feel my body temperature rise higher, as if it was midsummer.


    “By the way, Sora-san, have you heard about their career choices? It seems like they’re aiming for the same university.”


    “Yes, of course! It’s the best university in town, so as a parent, I don’t have any complaints about their choices, but it’s a little too far from our houses for them to commute there every day, isn’t it? Well, Umi, Maki-kun, I believe that you two have some kind of plan, right? Now is the perfect chance to spill everything out, you know?”


    ““…””


    We hadn’t told them anything yet, but it seemed like they had a rough idea about what we were planning to do.


    As you might have guessed, if we managed to enter the same university, we planned to use the opportunity to start living together. 


    Of course, we didn’t know what the future holds for both of us, but if we could realize this plan, it would be nice.


    Going to higher education, getting a job, getting married, having a new family… Doing everything together with her… That was how important the girl named ‘Asanagi Umi’ was to me.


    Of course, I still had to overcome the hurdle that was getting into the university and stuff. But, if it was for her, I’d do my best to overcome anything and everything.


    …Well, I wouldn’t say those words during the interview, of course. Not because I wasn’t determined or anything, but rather, saying that kind of thing out loud would only make the atmosphere turn awkward.


    “Can we talk about it later? It’s about time, Mom. Amami-san should be coming out soon.”


    “Ah, you’re right! The scheduled time has already passed, huh…?”


    Because of all the talking, I didn’t realize that it was already past two. My turn for the interview could come up at any moment now.


    Of course, the interview might go on either longer or shorter than scheduled, depending on how the interview went on… Which made me wonder what was up with Amami-san since hers was taking this long…


    They closed all the curtains on the windows, so we couldn’t even take a peek of what was going on inside.


    After that, five minutes passed. Then, ten. All the waiting made me think of knocking on the door to check up on Amami-san, but as I was thinking about that, she and Eri-san came out of the classroom.


    “Sorry for the wait. Next, Maehara-san, please.”


    Me and my mom followed Yagisawa-sensei, who went inside the classroom after bowing her head in apology.


    As we exchanged our places, my eyes and Amami-san met.


    “Sorry, Maki-kun. It took longer than expected.”


    “Don’t worry about it. Mine won’t take that long anyway.”


    “Okay… I’m going on ahead then… Hehe…”


    Her behavior made me suspect that something might have happened to her during the interview. Was it about her exam results? In any case, her shoulders were more slumped than usual and when we parted, she let out a deep sigh.


    Then again, I guess this kind of thing wasn’t anything strange. During the parent-teacher interview, not only did you have to face the harsh cold reality about your current situation, you also had to do it right in front of your parents. It really couldn’t be helped, after all, both Eri-san and Yagisawa-sensei were properly thinking about Amami-san’s future.


    It made me realize another duty for ‘adults’; To bear the resentment of their children.


    And it also made me realize another duty that a ‘friend’ had to bear; To comfort a friend in need.


    I immediately grabbed my phone and sent a text to Umi.


    [Maehara: Umi]


    [Asanagi: Yes. Leave her to me.]


    [Maehara: Thank you. I know I can count on you.]


    [Asanagi: I mean, she’s my best friend, you know?]


    With that, I could rest easy and leave Amami-san in Umi’s hands, at least for now.


    Anyway, I should put the matter aside and focus on what was in front of me.


    “Maehara-kun, are you done? We’re a little pressed for time, so, can we start now?”


    “Yes… Firstly, Mom, thank you for coming.”


    “Hm? What is it all of the sudden? …Well, you don’t need to worry. I’m fine with anything as long as you’re doing well in school.”


    I sat down next to my mom. Finally, the long-awaited parent-teacher interview started.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 283 – Parent-Teacher Interview (4)


    “First of all, I would like to talk about the result of the recent exam… Well, I actually don’t have much to say. Your son managed not only to get to the top of the class, but also the top of the grade. If he keeps this up, he should be able to get into the university of his choice.”


    “Oh my, that’s amazing. Good job, Maki, I’m proud of you.”


    “Well… I didn’t join any club, so I have to focus on studying to make up for it…”


    Although my words implied that I didn’t think it was a big deal, inside, I was extremely happy. I managed to get the first rank in my class and even got to the top ten of the grade.


    Everything was thanks to Umi, who had been keeping a watch on my studies. Yes, I spent most of my time teaching Amami-san and the others, but I didn’t neglect my studies at all. I asked Umi and other people who had better grades than me like Nakamura-san to help me study. And now, all those efforts bore fruit, the kindness of those people didn’t go to waste.


    “Also, personally, I see no problem with the career path form that he submitted. While his first choice, K University, is a national university and an overall difficult one to get into, he still has one whole year to prepare himself… It’s just, I believe the university is a little too far to commute from home, isn’t it? Can I have your opinion regarding this, Maehara-san?”


    “Seeing that he has a strong desire to go there, I can only respect his wishes… I’ve put this child into a lot of hardships in the past, and I believe that he’s free to use his money for whatever he likes.”


    My father left me enough money to pay for the university tuition, but I still needed to work to get by. Tuition wasn’t the only thing I should be concerned about, there were other necessities too, like textbooks and living expenses in general.


    Also, my mom said that she had put me into a lot of hardships, but that wasn’t true at all. It was because of her that I was able to live without any inconveniences like this. That was why I had been thinking of lightening her burden in the future.


    I had thought about getting a part-time job, but at this point, it was a little difficult to do that. That was why I decided to raise my grades as much as possible instead.


    “By the way, can I ask you what kind of job you want to do in the future, Maehara-kun? Your answer on the form was a vague one.”


    “Well… I don’t have any clear thoughts about it yet, but I figured that I should think about it after I go to the university. I heard that K University graduates have good track records to land decent and stable jobs, and that’s due to the university’s strenuous efforts to help their students in that regard…”


    “Oh my, you’re more talkative than usual, Maki. Have you thought of that answer in advance?”


    “…Mom, please.”


    In preparation for the interview itself, I’ve written down some safe answers. The only thing that mattered on that form was my first choice of university, since I planned to go there with Umi. 


    Aside from that, I really had no job or university that I wanted to go to.


    As long as I could get some money and spend my days happily with Umi, I really couldn’t care less about what kind of job I’d get.


    When you think about it, you’d come to think that being a civil servant would suit me. But, from what I’ve seen with Hayato-san, Amami-san’s father, who was a civil servant, it seemed like the job was busier than you’d imagine… Well, I hadn’t asked Amami-san about the details of his father’s job, I probably should do it when I got the chance.


    “That means it’s still undecided for now. In any case, if at any point while you’re still in school, your view of the matter has changed, Maehara-kun, please feel free to consult with me. After all, there might be better universities that could help you land on the specific jobs you want.”


    “If it’s my son, I believe that he doesn’t mind with anything as long as he could spend the rest of his life with Umi-chan.”


    “M-Mom!”


    Relieved by Sensei’s reassurance that there was nothing wrong with my career choice, my mom’s expression had considerably relaxed. She could even throw those kinds of unnecessary jokes now.


    Yagisawa-sensei was our Homeroom Teacher last year, so she had a rough guess about my relationship with Umi. That was why she only let out a wry smile when she heard my mom’s words.


    …See, this was why I wasn’t looking forward to this interview. Can’t it be over already? Or at least, can’t I just run away?


    After that, the topic of the conversation moved on towards my attitude at school. This session was a brief one. Amami-san’s interview took a long time, but mine barely even took half of the scheduled time. Even Yagisawa-sensei had a relieved look on her face when she looked at her watch.


    …By the way, she did leave me a note, saying that I should interact with other boys more. I was making progress in that part, mind you, but I didn’t say anything to her and just let out a wry smile.


    Well, I understood where she was coming from. The school trip is coming up soon, so it would be better if I were to get some friends of the same gender as me. Other than Nozomu, who was in a different class, and Takizawa-kun, who was a year before me, I didn’t know anyone else. My classmates were too reserved around me, mostly because the people I normally interacted with; Amami-san, Arae-san and Nakamura-san, were such big shots… Well, whatever, I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.


    “Then, it feels a bit rushed, but that should be the end of the interview. Maehara-san, thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedule to come all the way here.”


    “No, no. I can see that even though you’re still young, you do take good care of your students, Yagisawa-sensei. Maki, don’t give her too much trouble, okay? And, stop playing around with girls too much.”


    “I get it, I get it. Also, it isn’t like I’m close with girls on purpose… Well, I’ll do my best in that regard.”


    Until the time we left the classroom, the atmosphere was peaceful. Maybe it was because I had attained freedom, but the air outside felt fresher than usual.


    Alright, now that I was done with my interview, all I needed to do was to wait for Umi’s and go home… Or so I thought. For some reason, the atmosphere turned a little strange.


    “Ah, welcome back, Maki… How did it go?”


    “Nothing noteworthy happened… That aside, is something the matter?”


    When I left the classroom with my mom, the first thing that I saw was Sora-san and Eri-san running around in panic.


    Then, there was Umi, who was waiting for me. But, there was one person missing from the group.


    Amami-san.


    “Jeez, that girl, suddenly yelling like that… Sorry, Sora-san, it’s almost time for Umi-chan’s interview, yet you had to help me look for her…”


    “No, it’s fine, I’m worried about Yuu-chan too… Umi, how long is it until your interview starts?”


    “If we follow the schedule, around five minutes… Maki, sorry for asking you this out of sudden, but can you help look for Yuu? She was talking with Eri-Obaa-san, but she suddenly ran off somewhere.”


    Her bag was still here, so she most likely hadn’t left school yet.


    While I didn’t know the details of what happened, I couldn’t just leave her on her own, I guess.


    At that moment, the Homeroom Teacher of class 11 came out of the class and called out to Umi. It was time for Umi’s interview to start.


    “Let’s go mom. We’ll leave everything to Maki and Nina for the time being. Please don’t make any complaints during the interview so that it’ll end quicker.”


    “Okay, okay. Eri-san, I’m sorry, it’s time… Maki-kun, we’ll join you as soon as we’re done.”


    “Understood.”


    Since Nitta-san should be free by now, if we were to ask her help, it shouldn’t take long for us to find Amami-san.


    “…Everyone is depending on you, huh, Maki?”


    “Well, I’m the only one who can move in our group and I can’t just not help Eri-san, can I? You also have to go back to work after this, Mom. So, don’t worry about this and do your best at work.”


    “Okay. But, Maki, don’t push yourself.”


    “I know… See you, Mom.”


    After parting ways with my mom, who had to go back to her work, I went to look for Amami-san. I told Eri-san to wait in front of the classroom and promised her that Nitta-san and I would bring Amami-san back after calming her down a little.


    …Well, I hadn’t told Nitta-san about this, but I doubt that she’d refuse to help in this kind of situation.


    Anyway, time to look for Amami-san.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 284 – Her Tears (1)


    [Maehara: Nitta-san.]


    [Nina: Yes. I’m done with my interview a while ago, so I can move around.]


    [Nina: I’ve heard the story from the Asanagis]


    [Nina: Anyway, let’s split up the search.]


    [Maehara: Got it, let’s do that.]


    Out of five of us, Nitta-san was the one who was always messing around and never took anything seriously. But, at times like this, she was always the most dependable one.


    Anyway, since Amami-san should still be in school and there weren’t many places she could go to.


    Considering the situation, she was probably alone in a secluded place, so all we needed to do was to find that place.


    Nitta-san would cover the school building while I’d go around the school grounds. Although there were a lot of buildings in the school, turning this into a pretty big hide and seek, there really weren’t many places for her to hide.


    We could probably find her in around twenty minutes… No, probably a little more than that.


    “Ah, Maki! What are you doing here?”


    “Nozomu?”


    After I changed my indoor shoes to outdoor ones and exited the school building, Nozomu suddenly called me out from behind. Since it was still the parent-teacher interview period, he was exempt from participating in his club activities, but it seemed like he didn’t take that chance to slack off. From the way he looked, he probably had just finished running.


    “Hm… Ah, right, your interview was today, huh? So, how was it? Well, knowing you, your grades are crazy good, so I don’t think you had that much trouble, eh?”
 “Yeah, but..”


    “Huh? But…?”


    “…”


    For a moment, I hesitated whether to tell Nozomu about Amami-san or not.


    He was an important friend of mine. If I were to ask him, even if he were in the middle of a practice, he’d leave it all behind and help me out without hesitation.


    If Amami-san just went missing, then I’d definitely tell him without the need to ponder about it, but the current case wasn’t that simple. The moment I asked for his help, I also had to tell him the details about the situation.


    Amami-san seemed a little unsure about her career path. I’ve heard that she was aiming for a good university to attend, but I didn’t know which university it was. Seeing that something like this happened, I could guess that the interview probably went badly because her grade wasn’t high enough to go to the university of her choice.


    It was one thing if we were still in the first year, but in second year and above, grades had started to become a quite sensitive topic.


    …That was the reason why I wasn’t sure if I should tell Nozomu about this. Yes, we were all ‘friends,’ but I couldn’t just ignore Amami-san’s opinion on the matter based on that…


    “What’s wrong, Maki?”


    “Ah, no…”


    Maybe I should ask for Umi and Nitta-san’s opinion? But, Umi’s interview was still ongoing and Nitta-san was still focusing on her search. I doubt that they could immediately reply to my text.


    That meant I had to decide on my own.


    So, what should I tell him?


    If I were to lie, he’d definitely find out about it, and I really didn’t want to lie to him either.


    “…Um, sorry, I have something to take care of.”


    “Is it urgent?”
 “Yeah… Also, I kinda need to keep it a secret for now…”


    “I assume that I can’t lend you a hand…?”


    “Yeah, sorry… Not now, at least…”


    I could tell that my answer sounded awkward and half-hearted, but this was the best I could do for the moment.


    “I see. Well, I’m going back to practice then.”


    “Sorry, Nozomu. Even though we’re friends…”


    “Don’t fret about it. We’re friends, but we have no obligation to tell each other everything. We aren’t families or lovers, you know?”


    “…You’re a kind guy, you know that?”


    “Not really, this much is common sense. Anyway, just hurry up and finish your business. If you need me, just call me, okay?”


    “Got it. Thank you.”


    “Mm.”


    Nozomu patted me on the back and headed towards the field.


    In our group, he was often left out because of his club activities, but he was still an important friend to me.


    I knew that it would be impossible to get a body as big as his, but I wanted to have a heart as big as his.


    “Thank you, Nozomu.”


    I muttered to his leaving back before continuing my search for Amami-san.


    Since Eri-san and Nitta-san hadn’t texted me, that meant Amami-san probably wasn’t in the school buildings. I didn’t need to check out the fields since they were crowded with people who were practicing like Nozomu.


    “…That means…”


    A certain place came to my mind, so I moved my legs there, all while looking around the secluded places on the way, just in case.


    Since we became second years, we had practically stopped going there anymore. But, back when we were first years, our group often came to that place to eat our lunches.


    The place I had in mind was the former teacher’s smoking area. Located in a secluded place in the back of the old school building, with only a single bench there, it was a place that neither the students nor teachers frequented anymore.


    When I passed the old school building and went to the back, I concealed my footsteps.


    There, I found a certain someone’s lonely, hunching back.


    Perhaps because it was a dimly lit place, but her usually dazzling hair looked a little dull.


    “…Sniff…”


    “Amami-san…?”


    “M-Maki-kun…?”


    Hearing my voice, she immediately reacted and turned around. A single drop of tear ran down her cheek and stained her blazer.


    She was an expressive person. Due to that, this wasn’t the first time I’ve seen her crying face.


    …Still.


    This was the first time I’ve seen her wearing such a sad face.


    
  


 
  
    Chapter 285 – Her Tears (2)


    “Um… Amami-san, sorry, I…”


    It felt like I’ve seen something that I shouldn’t have seen. I quickly averted my gaze from Amami-san.


    Yes, I was the one who called her out, but still, I didn’t think it was a good idea for me to keep staring at her crying face.


    Seeing me acting like that, Amami-san calmly wiped her tears before letting out a smile.


    “No, it’s fine, don’t worry about it. I’m just a little upset because of my mom… Anyway, were you looking for me?”


    “Yeah. Eri-san looked troubled, so I offered to help. Nitta-san is also looking for you.”


    “I see. I thought I’d cool off here for ten minutes first before going back, but it seems like I made everyone worry about me instead… Hehe, I’m really useless at this kind of thing, aren’t I? Always selfishly prioritizing my own emotions without thinking about the consequences of my actions…”


    She let out a bitter laugh before crouching down again.


    It seemed like she didn’t want to go back to Eri-san’s side for now. Well, at least she wasn’t rejecting my presence here.


    Since that was the case, I guess I could stay here for a while and listen to what she had to say.


    I informed Umi and Nitta-san that I’ve found her before sitting down on the bench by her side.


    “Maki-kun, how did your midterms go?”


    “Huh?”


    As I was racking my brain, trying to come up with something to open up a conversation, Amami-san beat me to it. From her tone, it seemed like she had something to say, so I guess I should just lend my ears to her for the most part.


    “It went smoothly. Sensei also didn’t have much to say about me. She’s just telling me to get along better with the other classmates…”


    “Is that so? Well, if you ask me, you’re doing well on that front too, Maki-kun. You’ve been talking to Nagisa-chan lately, right?”


    “Well, yes, but that isn’t what she was trying to say… Anyway, forget about me. What about you? What did Sensei say to you?”


    “Ugh, I’m the one asking the questions here, Maki-kun…”


    “As one of your tutors, I feel like I have the right to know, Amami-san. I mean, I need to know if my efforts have been helpful to you or not for future reference.”


    Although her exam result was the result of her own hard work, as someone who had told her to focus on only specific parts of the exam, I also bore part of the responsibilities to that result.


    If her grade was lower than before, then it would be my fault for teaching her the wrong thing, and I’d have to at least apologize.


    “If you really want to know… Here’s the exam result that Sensei gave me…”


    “Ah, thank you.”


    She handed me a crumpled paper from her pocket. I carefully looked through its content, making sure that I wouldn’t miss anything.


    “Huh?”


    Seeing the results of each subject surprised me.


    In short, her grades improved considerably; There were no red marks and in some of the subjects, her grades even reached the class’ average.


    …The latter subjects were the humanities subjects, the things that I taught her in our study sessions.


    “Um, isn’t this an amazing result, Amami-san? You’re breaking your own personal record.”


    “It’s nothing much… No, actually, I was surprised that my grades could go that high. This is all thanks to Maki-kun and my dad who taught me… Are you surprised too?”


    “Yes. Honestly, I expected you to have full red marks on every subject.”


    “How awful! I know I’ve been acting weirdly lately, but I’ve been doing my best to study, okay? …I even reached my personal goal this time, you see?”


    The fact that she managed to do that was a good thing on its own. One might call it a fluke or coincidence, but she had shown what she was capable of. With this good result, chances were she’d be more motivated to study from now on.


    Besides, this was Amami-san we were talking about. Once she gained the momentum needed, she’d go all the way in without fail.


    “Huh? If that’s the case, then why did you run here? Generally speaking, your grades aren’t good, Amami-san, but it is good enough for you.”


    If it was Eri-san and Yagisawa-sensei, they knew exactly how bad her previous grades were. When they saw her improvements, they’d be ecstatic rather than angry.


    …That meant the root of the problem wasn’t with her grades.


    The parent-teacher interview’s aim was to discuss a student’s behavior in school, their grades and their career path. In Amami-san’s case, grades weren’t a problem, her behavior also wasn’t the problem. That left…


    “…Does it have something to do with your career path?”


    In response to my question, she nodded her head.


    Then, she took out another piece of paper from her pocket.


    I knew that she wished to go to a university and continue her study.


    There was a column in the paper. In it, there were traces that whatever it was written in there had been erased a few times.


    “…You also put down K University as your first choice?”


    “Yes. After thinking about it a little, I really want to spend more time with you— I mean, with you two.”


    “…What was that stutter?”


    “N-Nothing. I bit my tongue, that’s all!”


    “…Fine, if you say so.”


    Although it was completely up to her to decide where she wanted to go, the moment I saw what she wrote… I could only say that she made a rather bold decision.


    Since this was Amami-san we were talking about, she should have given it a lot of thought before writing it down. She wasn’t the kind of person who’d write something like this as a joke, after all.


    If I were this surprised, I could imagine Eri-san and Yagisawa-sensei’s reaction after seeing this.


    After that, they probably tried to persuade her to reconsider her decision.


    “Both Sensei and my mom told me to keep it realistic. That’s normal, even I can see that… I mean, just because my grades went up a little, I suddenly started to aim to go to the best university around? Yeah, if I were in my mom’s shoes, I’d definitely say the same thing.”


    “But you aren’t joking around.”


    “Yes…”


    She nodded her head firmly.


    And it was because she was serious that she rebelled against her mother.


    “I know that my chance of getting there is almost impossible. My mom told me, ‘As long as I can get into a university that fits my ability, it’s enough.’ But, I lashed out at her. ‘Why can’t you understand me, Mom? Why can’t you understand how serious I am?’ I didn’t mean to get angry at her, she wasn’t in the wrong, but… I couldn’t help it…”


    “And because of that you ran all the way here by yourself…”


    “Yes… I wonder how many times I will do this until I can get a grip of myself. Sometimes, I wish I could be as strong as Umi and Ninacchi. If they were in my shoes, they definitely wouldn’t run away like I did…”


    As it could be seen from her quarrel with Umi back when we were still in our first years, her fight with Arae-san, the incident that happened in the sports festival and her ongoing quarrel with Nitta-san, Amami-san had the tendencies to speak out her unfiltered thoughts.


    While in some cases it might be better for her, since she wouldn’t need to keep anything to herself and mope about it like what Umi and I did, in other cases, it would only bring nothing but troubles.


    So far, she had been lucky and everyone had been there for her, so nothing bad really happened to her, but who knows what would happen in the future? Once we graduated, our group of five would go on our ways. We couldn’t always be there for her even if she needed us.


    “Maki-kun, if I don’t change, I won’t ever make it, right? If I keep on acting like this, my dream of going to the same university as both of you will only stay as a dream…”


    “Yes. Looking at your current grades, Amami-san, you have to work really really hard from today until the day of the entrance exam. Only after you’ve outdone yourself, clinging to your desk, studying while sacrificing your sleep, would you be able to think of competing.”


    Although the time you spent on studying couldn’t really be used as an indicator whether you’d pass the exam or not, if you were to see what we all had accomplished up to this point, there was a huge gap between, say, Umi and Amami-san.


    That was why Amami-san’s words were correct. If she didn’t change herself, her dream would stay as a dream.


    But…


    “…Whether you decide to change or not, Amami-san, I don’t really care.”


    “Eh?”


    Amami-san looked at me with a blank look. She probably wanted me to scold her, to motivate her so that she could do better, but unfortunately, I couldn’t meet that expectation of hers…


    Guess my bad habit of being meddlesome and spouting nonsense still persisted, huh?


    “Honestly, I don’t think there’s any point for you to try with a normal method. You don’t have enough time to make up for all the times you’ve spent slacking off. In the first place, you don’t have the capabilities to compete with everyone who is aiming to pass the K University entrance exam. Before that, there’s also the National Entrance Exam for you to go through.”


    “Uh? M-Maki-kun?”


    “…Sorry, I had so many things to say… I blurted out a bunch of things by accident…”


    If she just wanted to improve her overall academic capabilities, sure, studying hard could do it. But, she was aiming for the entrance exam, that was a whole different thing entirely. She only had one chance to even try something and there were a lot of factors that contributed whether you’d pass the exam or not, including but not limited to your physical and mental health.


    But, Amami-san was someone who could definitely take that one chance. She had already done so with our school’s entrance exam, which was notorious for being one of the hardest in the whole prefecture.


    Of course, cases like that, where people tried to take their chance and succeed were few and far between, but they existed.


    “I can understand where Eri-san and Yagisawa-sensei came from. You’re essentially fighting a losing battle here, after all. But, if you’re firm on your decision to go to the university to follow Umi and I, that’s completely okay.”


    “Is that really okay? I have no goals or anything. I just want to go there to be together with you two. Isn’t it rude towards other people who have proper goals?”


    “I don’t know about that and I don’t care. The reason why I decided to go there is also because I want to go to the same university as Umi. If those people who have proper goals actually lose out to me, someone with such a superficial reason, then, that’s completely on them for not trying hard enough.”


    In the real world, no matter how hard you tried, if you couldn’t get the result you wanted, they’d just treat it as you hadn’t tried hard enough.


    Honestly, it felt sad that people always disregarded someone’s efforts for results, but that was how it was.


    And that was also the reason why Amami-san had the chance.


    “…Honestly, I don’t care if you’ll pass and enter the university together with us or not. As long as Umi is with me, your presence really doesn’t matter… Sorry, that was rude of me, wasn’t it?”


    “Wow, that’s pretty cold. It’s fine, Maki-kun, I understand. You’re that kind of person, after all. You telling me the truth like this without beating around the bush is your way of showing your kindness, I understand that.”


    “No, I went too far just now—”


    “As I said, don’t mind it. I know that you meant well, Maki-kun. More than anyone, you’re the kindest person I’ve known… And also…”


    ‘The biggest dummy I ever knew.’


    “Huh?”


    After letting out that mutter, Amami-san did an unexpected thing.


    “A-Amami-san?”


    “Dummy… Maki-kun, you’re an idiot!”


    Due to her sudden movements, my reaction was delayed, so I could only receive her.


    She was so close to me that I could touch her golden hair, smell her scent and feel the warmth of her body.


    Why would she do this?


    For what reason did she embrace me?


    
  


 
  
    Chapter ??? – My First Love


    At first, I thought that he was just a shy boy… Like me…


    Maehara Maki-kun. We had been in the same class since we were in our first years. Now, we were best friends… Or at least, I thought so.


    Just like Umi and Ninacchi, he was a dear friend to me.


    However, back when I first entered school, he never even entered my sight. I was aware of his existence as my classmate because his name was on the attendance list, but he was never the kind of person who’d take initiatives to participate in class events. Not only that, he always went straight back home after school. I never had the chance to talk with him.


    It was only in September, half a year after I enrolled in high school that the chance came to me.


    And the person who gave me that chance was my best friend, Umi. I wasn’t the kind of person who could adapt easily to my surroundings, and I got depressed easily whenever I was alone. It was her who came up to me, became my friend and helped me regain the smile that I lost.


    She was strong, smart, cute and a hard worker.


    What happened back then was, a senpai confessed to her, and Maki-kun happened to be there.


    I didn’t remember much about our first conversation, but my first impression of him was that he was a strange person. Since I went to all-girls schools from grade to middle school, I’ve never really had the chance to talk with boys my age. He was unlike others who tried to talk to me; It was as if he had no interest in me.


    He didn’t talk much, but I could tell that he was quite considerate to both me and Nina, who still treated him rudely back then.


    That was enough for me to know that he was a kind person at heart.


    …And that was why, I figured that as long as he didn’t hate me, maybe I could get along with him. He never had any presence in class, so I thought that I could help him out in that regard.


    Just like her back then. I wanted to do the same thing as she did.


    Thinking back, my decision to immediately give him my phone number was probably a little bit too hasty; I mean, even Ninacchi reprimanded me back then. Though, in the end, he never contacted me even once.


    That outcome was pretty much a given, though. As at that point, he had already befriended my best friend.


    …As usual, she was always ahead of me.


    I had no choice but to yield the chance to become his ‘first.’ Then came the Cultural Festival, and by the time it was over, he became one of my ‘friends.’ …Too bad the feelings weren’t mutual. Back then, he still treated me as a ‘friend of a friend.’


    Yes, a friend of a friend.


    To me, he was a ‘friend,’ but to him, I was only a little closer than an ‘acquaintance.’ At the time, I was a little annoyed, but since it was the first time I’ve ever been treated like that, I actually enjoyed it a little since it was a refreshing feeling.


    Then, after a certain incident on Christmas. Finally, he treated me as a ‘precious friend,’ together with Ninacchi and Nozomu-kun.


    And at the same time, his relationship with my best friend had changed into that of an ‘irreplaceable lover.’


    Of course, I wasn’t jealous or anything. I thought that he deserved it, since he was the one who took care of my best friend when she was feeling down and hurt because of my own actions. It was also him who mended our cracked relationship, restoring it to what it was.


    There were times when I thought that it was unfair of him to steal my best friend away from me, but each time that happened, I was reminded how I owed him more times than I could count. Then, came the realization that he indeed deserved all that happiness.


    And so, I took a step back from those two. Leaving her to his care entirely, watching their relationship developed, sometimes from the shadows, sometimes right by their sides.


    In return, I had to spend more time in my loneliness, but that didn’t matter. As long as my friends were happy, I felt happy too.


    …I thought this would continue. Until a certain day came, during my second year of high school.


    *   *   *


    It was the incident that happened after our class match that made my view of him change.


    To understand the situation, for the first time in my life, I was separated from my best friend, who had always been in the same class as me ever since grade school, and I had to make do on my own most of the time.


    I was prepared for this, that was why I had been trying to be careful with my words and attitude… But, it seemed like my best friend’s influence on my surroundings were bigger than I thought, as I got into a quarrel with a girl in my class rather quickly after the school year started. That was a memory of old. That girl had long become my friend and we always had a pleasant talk together. But back then, whenever our eyes met, the surrounding atmosphere would turn tense, as if a fight was about to break out.


    At that time, it was him who supported me. He always took the initiative to intervene and mediate whenever things were about to get out of hand. Not only that, he even shouted to cheer on us during the class match, even though that wasn’t supposed to be something that he was used to doing.


    Even some of our classmates started to recognize him after that. They knew that he was a reliable person and that they could count on him.


    Well, I knew that this might sound like I was gloating about my best friend’s boyfriend, but…


    …If it wasn’t for him, I didn’t know what would happen to me.


    That was why I wanted to make him as comfortable as possible around me. The karaoke party that I planned after the class match was my way to repay him and my best friend for always having my back whenever I needed them. And it was also out of my desire to help him that I lent him my shoulder to sleep on.


    What I didn’t know back then was that… It was the worst thing I could have done.


    Thump.


    It was the first time I’ve seen his sleeping face up close. I could still remember how hard my heart beat back then.


    Even when I tried so hard to forget it, I couldn’t. Because, it was my ‘first time.’


    But at that time, I didn’t understand what it was. When Ninacchi came back and saw us like that, I almost jumped from my seat. Even after we broke off, my heart refused to calm down.


    When I asked my mom about it, she only smiled at me and patted my head… Now that I understand what was going on, I knew that she had a hard time trying to come up with something to tell me. I probably should apologize to her later.


    And while I was confused about my feelings, those two had grown closer than ever. They had done a lot of things together, from going to birthday parties, going on a trip together, spending their summer vacation together— According to Ninacchi, they even had done things that they couldn’t just say out loud.


    My best friend had left me one step— No, two steps behind. If I weren’t careful, the gap between us would grow even wider.


    That being said, it wasn’t like I hated seeing those two getting closer. On the contrary, seeing them like that also made me happy.


    …But, at the same time, my heart ached.


    At first, I thought that the pain came from my anxiety over the fact that they gradually started to leave me behind. My anxiety over the fact that after our graduation, we’d inevitably go our separate ways.


    In reality, that wasn’t the thing that I was worried about. Yes, I would be sad and lonely if I were to get separated from them, but it wasn’t like our friendship would end just like that. They’d definitely come and hang out with me if I were to send a ‘I miss you’ to them.


    Deep down, I probably knew the real reason all along. I had never experienced it, but I always longed for it. If I were to give it a real thought and not try to avert my eyes from the truth, I would probably come to the true answer sooner.


    Yet, I didn’t. For months, I pretended to not now, running away from reality, all while bottling my feelings inside my chest.


    I ran away from the fact that my eyes would always be drawn to his side.


    While I might be inexperienced in romance, I knew that this was inappropriate. I liked both of them, they were my ‘precious friends,’ I wanted those two to be happy. But, when he was there, my eyes were always drawn to him.


    Even though I knew that I wasn’t even in his line of sight. That spot was reserved for her, ‘my best friend.’


    …But, still…


    If possible, I wanted to be a little more selfish—


    No. No way.


    I had to bury this feeling deep inside my heart. No one must know about it.


    What would happen if my best friend were to find out?


    Nothing good could come out of it. It was thanks to those two’s efforts that our relationship was mended, returned to what it once was. I should never even think of doing anything that could ruin it.


    Never.


    …Still, I couldn’t help but complain. Why did I have to fall in love?


    I used to be insensitive towards this kind of thing, but now… As dense as I was, I realized that I…


    Amami Yuu…


    Had fallen in love with my best friend’s lover. Maehara Maki-kun.
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