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  Chapter 1: My girlfriend cheated with a senpai


  I, Isshiki Yuu, had seen something that had my hands trembling.


  … That’s a lie… It can’t be true… Right?


  However, that which had appeared on the smartphone’s screen expressed, to a painful degree, the kind of relationship the two of them had.


  > (Kamokura-senpai) Karen, have you arrived yet?


  > (Karen) Yeah, I just arrived home.


  > (Kamokura-senpai) Same here, I just returned to my house too. But you know? I already want to see you, Karen.


  > (Karen) Karen’s the same! Senpai’s sensation is still fresh on her mind!


  {ED/N: I think this is the thingy where girls refer to themselves in the third person for cutesy purposes}


  > (Kamokura-senpai) [‘Thumbs up’ sticker]


  > (Karen) [‘Super!’ sticker]


  > (Kamokura-senpai) Karen, you’re great, for real. How about you become mine and mine alone?


  > (Karen) E~h, but doesn’t senpai have a girlfriend? Sakurajima Touko-senpai.


  > (Kamokura-senpai) But you know? I truly believe that my body and yours have a good compatibility, wouldn’t you say so?


  > (Karen) Karen thinks so too!


  > (Kamokura-senpai) Right? Then let’s make it so we can be together for more time!


  > (Karen) Even just once a week is ♡!


  > (Kamokura-senpai) I would be fine even everyday!


  > (Karen) Lol


  > (Kamokura-senpai) Even you yourself said it Karen, that I’m better than Isshiki.


  As you’d imagine, I couldn’t get myself to read anything past that point. Only a few times of scrolling down was enough.


  I took a picture of that screen with my own mobile.


  There were around 3 other exchanges by message between them in the same spirit.


  If I remember correctly, those days were the ones in which she didn’t meet with me.


  The days she said she ‘met with a friend’, ‘went to eat with her family’, ‘had a report to do’.


  However, the truth is that on those days, Mitsumoto Karen, who was supposed to be my girlfriend, had met with a senpai from my circle, Kamokura Tetsuya… And in a love hotel, and many other places…


  Looking at a relationship counseling webpage aimed at women, I discovered that they say these kinds of things are the fault of the boyfriend.


  —The boyfriend who doesn’t believe his girlfriend is at fault—


  —It’s because the boyfriend doesn’t treasure her as he must that he’s cheated on. You reap what you sow—


  —To have the nerves to look at other people’s phone without their permission! The worst of the worst!—


  I returned Karen’s smartphone to where it was, her jacket.


  A few days prior, Karen changed phones. She said something about the fingerprint recognition sensor not working properly, so she changed the lock to PIN mode. I know that PIN. It’s her ex-boyfriend’s birthday. It was only by accident that I happened to hear and know that day.


  And so, when Karen’s phone vibrated, I looked at the screen that had ‘Youko-senpai’ displayed on it and ended up unlocking it.


  As for why, that’s because ‘Youko-senpai’ is a senpai of mine from my part-time job. They shouldn’t be acquainted with Karen.


  Then, when it opened, what appeared on the screen was the aforementioned conversation… That’s how we got here.


  We’re at a love hotel. And at the moment, Karen is showering.


  I put on the clothes which I had taken off and thrown to the floor and left the hotel without saying a word.


  Having walked a distance, I sent a message to her: ‘Something came up. I’m leaving first.’


  Not heading towards the train station closest to the hotel, I wandered aimlessly with an unsteady gait.


  I have no idea what I would’ve done had I remained at the hotel and looked at Karen’s face.


  Would I have cornered her with questions? Would I have lost all composure and bawled my eyes out? Or maybe, would I have ended up getting violent with Karen?


  It was to prevent that from happening that I left the hotel alone.


  I could not think clearly in the least from the shock.


  It feels like my head was running in circles. As if I were in a daze or a dream.


  … That must be it. Please just let it be a nightmare…


  Nonetheless, I was fully aware that this was not a dream. This was real.


  I—Jouto University’s Science and Engineering Department’s freshman of Computer Science, Isshiki Yuu, had just had


  My girlfriend—Jouto University, Literature Department’s freshman of British and English literature, Mitsumoto Karen— ‘cheat on me’.


  And the other party was a senpai from both high school and university, and moreover, someone from my circle of friends, ‘Kamokura Tatsuya’.


  I had this feeling, so hard to put into words, like my heart was about to burst, and at the same time, it felt so empty.


  Without realizing it, I had walked all the way over to the Edogawa bank.


  {TL/N: The bank of a river, not money, please}


  


  Having my mind burning up, this was actually a perfect outcome.


  I seated myself at the bank and remained staring at the river for a while.


  … That Kamokura bastard. How dare he lay his hands on Karen?! And in spite of him having such a beautiful girlfriend himself…


  Kamokura Tetsuya’s girlfriend, Sakurajima Touko was a sophomore from the same Jouto University Science and Engineering Department’s computer science major.


  All three of us, Kamokura Tetsuya, Sakurajima Touko, and me, graduated from the same Kaihimmakuhari Prefectural High School and are in the same university, same department, and same major. Moreover, we were all part of the same circle of friends.


  Touko-senpai is a beauty of such fame that there is no one in the university that doesn’t know about her.


  Refined looks that expressed her knowledge and gracefulness coupled with a body endowed with such outstanding proportions that makes other women jealous. People in the university call her ‘the secret Miss Jouto University’ or ‘the true queen of the campus’. 


  Actually, I heard that Touko-senpai was nominated for the ‘Miss Jouto University’ contest held during the campus festival and it was a given that she’d win so long as she made an appearance. However, she declined the invitation herself.


  An intelligent woman who doesn’t indulge in her own outer beauty and instead properly understands her own merits.


  Needless to say, even when we were in high school, she was already the target of many boys. Because back then she was the president of the literature club and a librarian, she was always in the library. Thanks to that, she got the moniker ‘Goddess of the Library’.


  As a result, male students went to the library hoping to see her, and if someone happened to see her on their way to or from school, that would become the hottest topic of the moment. I too am one of those male students who had been looking up to her since high school.


  The one with whom Touko-senpai started to go out with starting her second year of university was Kamokura Tetsuya, who is one year older than her.


  … I wonder… Does Touko-senpai know that Kamokura was cheating on her with Karen…?


  Anger and chagrin suddenly burst forth within my chest.


  “I can’t leave this as it is.”


  That thought took over my whole reasoning. I took out my phone.


  From the contacts list of saved numbers in it, I selected ‘Sakurajima Touko’ and pressed the call button.


  By the third tone, the person on the other side answered.


  “Hello?”


  In the middle of the storm brought upon by the anger, the sadness, and the despair, I tell her in a half-asleep tone.


  “Touko-senpai, please have an affair with me.”


  “That’s…what you said to her? You… To that ‘true Miss Jouto University’?”


  Ishida Youta stared at me with eyes of disbelief.


  “Yeah, I already felt like nothing didn’t matter anymore at that time.”


  Without a doubt, I had said that irresponsibly.


  Ishida Youta. I knew this guy since we were in middle school.


  Though our schools were different then, we went to the same cram school, where we started to get along well, and in high school, we were in the same class for all three years. Even our university, department, and major were the same.


  When I sent him a message telling him ‘Karen cheated on me. And with Kamokura-senpai’, he came all the way to my house out of concern.


  “And, what did Touko-senpai answer?”


  I could hear Ishida gulp as he said it.


  “Touko-senpai…”


  With a vacant look in my eyes, I recounted what happened.


  “You, just what are you saying?”


  At my opening line, Touko-senpai, half in shock and half in disbelief, asked me.


  “You didn’t understand it? I meant to say, please have sex with me.”


  I stated it in the most indifferent tone. How everyone in the world saw me, if people around me started talking behind my back, I no longer cared.


  After a long period of silence, Touko-senpai finally spoke.


  “Did something happen?”


  Despite it being a voice that had been processed and produced by a phone, that voice of hers clearly held her true worry for me.


  I couldn’t answer that. I could not even think about where I should start.


  … Your boyfriend stole my girlfriend…


  … As payback for that, I want to steal you from him…


  … I have that right…


  … You, who had been betrayed by him, have to do the same to him…


  Those lines, those fragments of feelings went round and round in my head. And yet, they couldn’t find their way out as words.


  Again, for a second time, Touko-senpai’s voice was heard from the phone.


  “Something has happened to you, right? I want you to tell me. Because I don’t think you’re the kind of person who would say that sort of nonsense without a good reason.”


  The instant I heard those words, tears overflowed from both of my eyes.


  That’s right, I’m not someone who lacks common sense. If I had to choose one, I’m a normal person.


  They’re the ones who are being insane. Kamokura Tetsuya and Mitsumoto Karen.


  The man who so calmly puts on a fake senpai face after stealing his kouhai’s girlfriend, and the girl who nonchalantly has an affair with her boyfriend’s senpai.


  Having had that pointed out to me by Touko-senpai, my feeling of frustration escaped all at once at the same time as my tears flowed.


  “M-my girlfriend, Karen and… Kamokura-senpai… are having an affair… I, I don’t know… Just what I should do…”


  Saying that in between my sobbing was all I could do.


  I thought I heard Touko-senpai holding her breath on the other side of the phone.


  “… Is that really true? Are you certain?”


  “I wish it was all… A lie… I really do…”


  I could not voice any more thoughts. Only my sobbing and sniffling could be heard on the phone.


  “Isshiki-kun, for now, try to calm down. I’ll ask you for the details tomorrow. Until then, make sure not to tell others about this.”


  


  “That said, that kept eating me from the inside as I continued to be alone, so after returning home, I decided to contact you alone, Ishida.”


  I told Ishida the whole story of the incident.


  “Well, that’s understandable. Carrying that alone by yourself must be hard. I think you did well in telling me about it.”


  Ishida supported my opinion.


  It wasn’t as if a huge load was lifted off my shoulders simply by having told someone else about this series of events. Still, it may have been just a little better than keeping it to myself.


  “Do you have any plans on what you’ll do with Karen-chan after this?”


  Having it pointed out to me by Ishida, for the first time, I got my mind thinking about it.


  … That’s true. What should I do with Karen after this…?


  I did have this part of me that wouldn’t forgive her.


  And yet, I couldn’t resolve myself to break up with her immediately.


  “I haven’t decided yet what I’ll do. But I also don’t have any intention to let it pass without doing something.”


  “Well, this isn’t something you can easily settle yourself or your feelings with, after all.”


  At this point, Ishida leaned forward.


  “Now then, and what about Touko-senpai? What will you do?”


  “What do you mean what?”


  “You’re seeing her tomorrow, right? So, are you planning on getting closer to Touko-senpai?”


  I fell into a pondering silence.


  “I told her those things on the spur of the moment back then… Touko-senpai too must have her own feelings about the matter. But you know? I can’t imagine Touko-senpai letting herself be outdone so easily.”


  “You’re right about that. She’s one strong woman after all.”


  Ishida knit his fingers behind his head and bent backward.


  “Yuu, what’s your intention in talking with Touko-senpai?”


  “I haven’t decided that either. The only thing that I know is that, I will tell her everything as it happened.”


  “Does that include the evidence? The ‘photo of Karen-chan and Kamokura-senpai’s exchange’?”


  “Most probably.”


  “Hmmm.”


  Ishida pondered for a while.


  “I won’t tell you something like, ‘don’t do it’. I’ll just say you need to take great care with the timing and the manner in which you say it.  I often hear that in this situation of being cheated on, the man ends up resenting the woman and the woman end’s resenting the woman of their love affair partner.”


  I could not fully comprehend the meaning behind what Ishida said.


  No, perhaps saying that my mind that day didn’t have a lot of leeway to think about those things would be more accurate.


  Anyhow, I would meet with Touko-senpai and be frank, not withholding anything.


  That was all that occupied my mind.


  The next day at 3pm.


  I was at a coffee shop located at a train station distant from my university. This was in order to meet with Touko-senpai.


  I had arrived 15 minutes before the appointed time, taken a seat, and was now waiting.


  I had been thinking about how I should speak to Touko-senpai. However, I could not come up with a single convincing idea.


  What’s more… Every time I thought about Karen and Kamokura’s affair to tell Touko-senpai, no matter how hard I tried, I would always end up imagining the two of them having their secret dates.


  … What led the two of them to arrive at the decision to cheat on us?


  … During those times, what sort of things do Karen and Kamokura do?


  … What kind of reactions does Karen show?


  … What do the two of them talk about after the act?


  Just thinking about it made me feel like I’d go crazy from the frustration and pain.


  So much so I’d rather have all my memories of Karen extracted from my brain.


  There was no way I would be able to put together the conversation I wanted to hold with Touko-senpai while feeling so despondent.


  Touko-senpai arrived 5 minutes before the appointed time. Such a scrupulous person when it comes to times for doing something or meeting someone.


  She wore a beige light jacket over a thin high neck sweater, coupled with a bright-colored checked culotte over her snow-white thighs.


  Though her attire was by all means what was standard for October, many of the gazes from the men inside the store still converged on Touko-senpai.


  Touko-senpai is tall and has an excellent body figure. Her figure is on par with a fashion model’s, no, even with a glamour model.


   Long black hair that goes well with her intellectual and refined self as a beauty. Regardless of her body being slender and thin overall, her chest is the very ideal of how large breasts should be.


  Elegant and attractive looks that despite not being gaudy in the least, they cannot help but draw in the attention of people.


  “I’ll go order some coffee. Please wait a bit.”


  She left her handbag and jacket on the chair and headed for the counter.


  Before long, she returned with a large size coffee in her hand.


  She sat across from me at the table and in that same posture, she spoke to me.


  “First tell me in order what happened. How was it that you managed to know that Karen-san was cheating on you, and how you came to think of Tetsuya as her partner in the affair.”


  “It was by coincidence that I looked into Karen’s phone. And when I did, I found the SNS exchange she had with Kamokura-senpai…”


  I began to recount the events of last night. It still pained me to remember them, but I didn’t cry anymore.


  The ache in my heart had not changed, but at the same time, I felt like my emotions had dried up too.


  As she continued to listen to my story, Touko-senpai’s expression grew sterner by the second.


  “Now tell, do you have that incriminating photograph? If you do, let me see it.”


  I displayed the image with the messages of Karen and Kamokura-senpai on my phone and passed it over to Touko-senpai.


  Touko-senpai stared at the image, thoroughly examining each line. I could tell that her face was losing color gradually.


  I believe she stayed in that same position for around 5 minutes.


  “I guess this means that you weren’t lying.”


  She spoke with her face turned completely pale.


  Her hand which returned to my phone was trembling a little.


  “Seeing this, there’s no way I could possibly think that she isn’t cheating on me!”


  As if venting, I answered back to her while I took back my phone.


  Perhaps trying to calm herself down, Touko-senpai slowly brought to her lips the coffee cup. Nonetheless, she stopped in that position, not even trying to take a sip of her coffee.


  I too stayed simply staring at the table.


  Time passed by as both of us continued to hang our heads.


  “And, what do you want me to do?”


  After around 5 minutes had passed, Touko-senpai squeezed those words out, almost forcing herself to do so.


  Somewhere in between, the coffee cup had been placed back on top of the table.


  I couldn’t give an immediate response.


  … I want to get back at that bastard Kamokura, and for that, I want to have my way with you…


  My real intentions lay along those lines, but I am aware that is also disrespectful towards Touko-senpai.


  After all, she too is a victim in all this.


  “I… I can’t simply forgive them and do nothing about it. That’s why…”


  “That’s why you wanted to have an affair with me as payback. That’s how it is, right?”


  I glanced up at Touko-senpai.


  What then entered my line of sight was her magnificently gorgeous bustline.


  … Damn Kamokura! Not content with being able to fondle those perfect large breasts all he wants, he still dares to grab my girlfriend’s chest as he pleases!…


  I felt the dark flames of ire begin to burn once again inside of me.


  The heat from them made its way out of my mouth in the form of a ‘That’s right’.


  Touko-senpai brought her lips to the coffee cup in silence. She was a woman that could make even this single gesture a picture like that of an artwork.


  Soon after, she put her coffee on the table and composedly spoke.


  “I understand your feelings, but I can’t do that.”


  “Does that mean that I’m not enough to be your partner in an affair?”


  Well, that’s as obvious as it could be. Even if I was overjoyed with having a fling with Touko-senpai, she too had a right to choose who she wanted as her partner. No matter who you asked, they would tell you that Touko-senpai and I are not a good match for each other.


  However, as you’d expect, having that said directly to me made me feel extremely dejected.


  … Am I so much more inferior than that damn Kamokura…?


  … So much so that, despite already knowing that Kamokura has been sleeping with my girlfriend, Touko-senpai will still not let anyone other than Kamokura be with her…?


  Comparing myself to Kamokura, I began to feel I was extremely pitiful.


  “Not at all. There are 3 main reasons why I won’t have an affair.”


  Touko-senpai began to count in a slow manner, as if telling them to herself too.


  “The first one is: I have yet to be absolutely certain that Tetsuya is really cheating on me with Karen-san.”


  “There shouldn’t be any doubts about that anymore. I even have the image of their conversations by message.”


  “Yes, there’s most probably no mistake about it. However, the possibility of that being a fake created by someone is still there. There’s this one man who came to me a while back saying that Kamokura was two-timing me with another woman in order to have me break up with him.”


  “I wouldn’t do anything like that!”


  “I too believe you aren’t the kind of person to do that. That said, there’s still a chance that you yourself are being tricked by someone, no? What if this conversation was nothing more than a prank from Karen-san?”


  I fell silent. I don’t think that’s possible, but I don’t have enough bases to assert it.


  “The second reason is: If you and I were to have an affair right now, we would lose our right to reproach them.”


  “Our right to reproach them?”


  I asked back.


  “Yes. I don’t know what you plan to do with Karen-san after this, but I’m thinking of breaking up with Tetsuya in case this love affair turns out to be true. I won’t let him tell me, ‘You cheated on me too!’. For that, I must remain clean from all culpability!”


  I see, so that’s her logic. That’s the kind of logical line of thought you’d expect from her. Nonetheless,


  “Touko-senpai, don’t you feel upset? Will you really end it by simply breaking up with him after he went and cheated on you? Do you not feel the need to have your revenge on him?”


  “That’s my third reason.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I won’t be satisfied with a normal payback. I’ve got to make him, Tetsuya, regret it so much he would feel like dying… Even if he got dumped by me, it’s still fine because he’s dating Karen-san. Under no circumstances will I allow him to stay with that feeling. I’ll make him suffer from such regret and despair that he begs someone to kill him.”


  I thought for a moment that I saw blue flames like those from hell burning in Touko-senpai’s eyes.


  The rage exuding from her was so imposing that even I, a fellow victim, had a chill run down my back.


  Perhaps she noticed that reaction of mine, for she let out a sigh and dispersed that black aura surrounding her. She took one deep breath and spoke to me in her composed voice like before.


  “However, until we have undeniable proof of their love affair, we should pull back for a moment, believe in them, and observe them. Regardless of how in poor taste it is, it would be bad to make a fuss out of a joke.”


  … Believe in them…


  It’s easy to say that, but in these circumstances, that was one of the most difficult and vexing things to do.


  Even I had a part of me that wanted to believe in Karen. Countless times have I thought about how great it would be if the messages from yesterday were a lie, that this was all some kind of misunderstanding.


  In spite of that, remembering that message exchange, there was something that couldn’t be repressed by that thought alone.


  I inhaled deeply once and proceeded to ask her.


  “What if they continue to have these affairs?”


  “Hmm…”


  She crossed her arms in front of herself and put a clenched hand to her chin as she thought.


  “At that time, I will be utterly thorough in how I get back at him. I won’t settle for anything less than a trauma that remains for the rest of his life… And if I do end up having an affair, it would be after I have found the proof of Tetsuya’s cheating and confronted him with it.”


  I reflexively raised my face.


  If she does end up having an affair, it would be after she has confronted him with proof, she said?… At that time, would she do it with me?
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  I imagined the sight of it.


  Kamokura clinging to Touko-senpai as he bawls his eyes out.


  In spite of it, she would push him away without batting an eye.


  And the one beside Touko-senpai would be me…


  … If we managed to make this into reality, wouldn’t it be the greatest revenge?


  Seeing me immersed in my daydream, Touko-senpai hurriedly waved her hands in a fluster.


  “No, wait! I didn’t mean it like ‘cheating’!


  What I meant was that if I were to do what you proposed, Isshiki-kun, I wouldn’t do it right now. Don’t misunderstand me!”


  She spoke with a flushed face, denying her previous words.


  Ohh, so it was only a hypothetical situation…


  So there are times when even Touko-senpai will get this agitated and speak this much and quickly at that.


  “Anyways, for now we should wait and see. Whether Tetsuya and Karen-san are cheating or not, the first thing we need to do is find some hard evidence.”


  “Wait and see… And what exactly does that entail? Are we just going to leave the two of them to themselves like this?”


  Still somewhat skeptical, I asked.


  I did not think my heart could take any more if we left it like that.


  “It’s not that we’ll literally do nothing. We’ll start by carefully watching both of them without making a fuss or pressing them with questions. The matter of getting our hands on some definitive proof of their affair takes priority.”


  “What is this ‘definite proof of their affair’ that you speak of, Touko-senpai?”


  I thought that the image of their message exchanges would have been more than enough proof already…


  “Yes, you’re right. Normally, for a trial to determine that an ‘adultery’ has taken place, you’d need evidence along the lines of them having entered a hotel alone together or that the accused entered the house of a member of the opposite sex and spent the night alone with them…”


  After pondering for a bit, I voiced my opinion.


  “Then isn’t it a given that the place where they’re having their affair is Kamokura-senpai’s apartment? The two of us are commuting to university from our own houses, but if I remember correctly, Kamokura-senpai is leasing an apartment in the city, no?”


  “I don’t think that’s it.”


  Touko-senpai rejected my idea in an instant.


  “Tetsuya is renting a room together with his older brother who’s a company employee. That’s why he can’t easily take along a girl there. Also, to do something like taking a girl to his apartment; I can’t imagine Tetsuya would do something so risky and with chances of me finding out.”


  {TL/N: “兄さん” can mean Older Brother or a middle-aged man so I had a look at the WN raws and I decided on going with a middle-aged older brother}


  I see. If that’s what Touko-senpai, who was Kamokura’s girlfriend, says, that must be how it is.


  “That means that the two of them are meeting somewhere outside then, right?”


  “Yes. That also makes pinpointing their love nest a difficult task.”


  “It makes me wonder, how long have the two of them been doing this?”


  After I spoke with a sigh, Touko-senpai looked at me in surprise.


  “Didn’t you see their messages?”


  “There’s no way I could calmly look at and analyze something like their secret love messages!”


  I expressed my emotions with that line, to which she simply muttered, ‘How weak hearted’.


  Not paying any heed to my angered self, she continued on.


  “Based on the contents of the SNS you showed me just now, I would say it’s only been the third or fourth time they do it? Under that assumption, I guess it would be around the time when summer vacations finished.”


  “What made you think that?”


  “There was this part where they said ‘once a week’, right? Next, looking at the dates when the two of them met, they were the nights of either Monday or Thursday. I can also assert that I didn’t spend those days with Tetsuya either.”


  “Same for me. On the days they appear to have met, I did not see Karen either.”


  “Mondays and Thursdays are the days on which I have laboratories and practical classes. That’s why there are many times when my lectures end late. Isshiki-kun, don’t you also have some appointments you can’t miss on Mondays and Thursdays?”


  Now that she mentioned it, that’s precisely how it is. I also have mandatory classes up to fifth period on Mondays and Thursdays.


  On the other hand, because Karen is in the Literature Department, the number of classes she has to take is less than ours, while Kamokura-senpai, being a senior, can arrange his own class schedule to a certain degree.


  “Moreover, it was only until after this summer vacation that I started having to have classes this late on Mondays and Thursdays. That’s why I thought that it’s only been around 3 times that they have gone as far as having a love affair.”


  “But there’s still the possibility of them having cheated on us during the summer vacations. There was loads of time for them to do so.”


  In response to my supposition, Touko-senpai tilted her head slightly.


  “I wonder about that. I think the chances of that are somewhat slim. We know that the two of them didn’t meet during weekends, no? That means that, at that point in time, they were properly prioritizing their de facto boyfriend and girlfriend, that is, us. Add to that that if they were to go out on a day off, any normal lover would ask them where they went that day as soon as they found out. Wouldn’t they have tried to avoid running that risk?”


  Thinking back on it, it is true that Karen’s behaviour has apparently gotten weird only after September started.


  At the same time, I could not help being flabbergasted at Touko-senpai’s deducting prowess, seeing how she had already arrived in such a short time at the days and number of times the two of them had met.


  “With this, what we have to do is be especially vigilant of the two of them during Mondays and Thursdays, correct?”


  “Yes. However, please be very careful if you intend to investigate Karen-san’s actions. Any kind of actions or questions that directly touch the subject are strictly forbidden. The risk of her finding out about it is at least ten times higher than if I were to look into Tetsuya.”


  “That much?”


  “In the cases of infidelity between married couples, the husband doesn’t immediately notice if his wife has been unfaithful to him, but the wife can see through her spouse and tell at a glance if he has cheated or not. That’s how sensible women are to changes in their daily lives. A difference in but a small gesture or word can make us feel that something is wrong.”


  Is that so? Listening to Touko-senpai’s calm and extensive reasoning, I found myself fairly convinced of the fact. It’s the kind of small details I tend not to notice. If  THE Touko-senpai said it, then it must be true.


  “That’s why, there’s no need for you to force yourself and look into Karen-san. You mustn’t, under any circumstances, ask her something like, ‘What did you do today?’. All you have to do is pay close attention to her small gestures and speech. Places that she hasn’t gone to together with you, stores whose names you haven’t heard, or places where she seems excessively adamant of you not going there. Those are what I would like you to inform me of.”


  “Understood.”


  “Also, let’s create a separate SNS account to discuss and contact each other from now on. Next, we will create an encrypted folder in the cloud to which we both have access to, where we will save all evidence we collect, such as photos.”


  “Got it. I’ll upload the photo with Karen’s messages in said folder as soon as possible.”


  While talking with Touko-senpai, at some point, I started to feel optimistic about this.


  Sakurajima Touko. I believed that as long as I was together with her, the two of us would be able to greet those two with a most crushing counterstrike.


  However, at the end, with a sad expression on her face, she said.


  “I know I recently said some arrogant things to you, but the truth is this is heart-rending for me too. Frankly speaking, I’m thinking to myself, ‘What if this is a lie?’, ‘What if this is someone’s sick joke?’. I want to believe in Tetsuya too. But the proof that you showed me isn’t something that we can brush aside so easily. That’s why I first want to ascertain it with my own two eyes first, whether those two are actually cheating on us or not.”


  It was the first show of weakness from Touko-senpai today.


  That’s only natural. There’s no person who could remain unfazed after having their lover’s affair exposed to them out of nowhere.


  All that your lover had given to you up till then; the smiles they shared with you, the kind words they spoke to you, their compassionate and thoughtful acts, and most of all, all the innumerable memories…


  Having had our unspoken promise of being the only ones loved by them suddenly broken, just in what should we believe now?


  Even so, Touko-senpai had remained stoic all this way, without uttering a single complaint, without allowing herself to lose her composure. She continued to explain our future course of action with level-headedness.


  This when even me, as a man, was shaken up to this extent.


  … How could that damn Kamokura cheat despite having such a marvelous girlfriend…?


  I once again felt a smoldering anger towards Kamokura Tetsuya.


  And at the same time, I also felt that I wanted to continue supporting Touko-senpai.


  “Touko-senpai, thank you very much for today. I feel like I finally opened my eyes thanks to you. Also, I look forward to working together as fellow comrades-in-arms in what follows.”


  I extended my right hand to her.


  Touko-senpai lifted her face.


  “ ‘Comrades-in-arms’, huh. That’s a nice word. You’re right, let’s both give it our all.”


  Touko-senpai extended her right hand too and shook my hand.


  Chapter 2: Between trust and doubt


  The night of the day I met with Touko-senpai 


  I called Karen by phone.


  Since the very first day we started going out, Karen told me it was only natural for me as a boyfriend to call her every day. Because of that, I called her every night on her phone. However, as you could imagine, I just couldn’t bring myself to call her yesterday.


  At the start, Karen asked things like why I went back home by myself or why I didn’t call her the day before. It was as if she were investigating my actions.


  I explained to her that a friend from my hometown had been involved in a car accident and had made an emergency call to me, which led to me running around like crazy all night long. Fortunately, she appeared to have been convinced.


  I continued to intently apologize over and over to Karen and managed to make a promise with her to meet the next day.


  And today, on the way back from the university. I was now together with Karen in a family restaurant.


  Truthfully speaking, even looking at Karen’s face is hard. Had it been possible, I would’ve preferred not to see her for a few days. However, Touko-senpai had already admonished me by saying:


  “Changing the routines you’ve had all this time is a definitive no. You’ll have to act as if you didn’t know anything and continue as per normal.”


  Until then, Karen and I had spent every day that our classes finished early together.


  If I were to stop that from happening out of the blue, Karen would start to feel suspicious about it.


  That is something that I cannot allow her to do. As such, enduring all the pain it brings me, I met with Karen.


  However, something about Karen today gave me the impression she was dissatisfied.


  We left school and headed straight to the game center together, and then we came to this family restaurant. Yet all throughout I had that feeling from her. She appeared to be in a bad mood and almost didn’t speak at all, only looking at her smartphone.


  As if being together with me wasn’t fun at all. That was the sort of attitude she was openly showing.


  … I guess she really is dissatisfied with me…


  Despite having those feelings inside of me, I stifled them and spoke to Karen.


  “Karen, is something wrong?”


  “Not really…”


  With those 2 words, Karen put on an even sourer face, and she looked out the window.


  But her way of answering spoke clearly of her displeasure.


  “You say, ‘not really’, but haven’t you been unhappy the whole day today? I want you to tell me if something’s wrong.”


  To that, Karen angrily used her straw to shake the iced tea placed before her in circles. Without even turning to look me in the eyes, she muttered under her breath.


   “This is why insensible guys are! Their simple existence is a crime…”


  “Eh?”


  I reflexively asked back, to which Karen sent an angry stare at me.


  “Say, Yuu-kun, haven’t you gotten kind of careless lately?”


  “Careless?”


  Not understanding her, I parroted her words.


  “Yeah. The dates with Yuu-kun have gotten kind of predictable. It’s mostly meeting up in a coffee shop, then going to a game center or karaoke, followed by eating in a family restaurant. It’s always the same! And aren’t they all Yuu-kun’s hobbies!? Karen wants something more exciting.”


  “Maybe but, we’re still students, so isn’t that normal? We can’t go to places that cost too much, right?”


  My counter argument seemed to piss off Karen even more as she stared daggers at me.


  “That’s not true! Other people are having chic-er dates! And even with that, shouldn’t boyfriends think more about how to please their girlfriends?!”


  … Just who are you comparing me to…?


  I put all my strength into stopping the impulse to say those words


  However, Karen took my silence as meaning another thing.


  “If it’s like this, then Karen isn’t feeling treasured! You can’t call a date a simple meeting between two people!”


  She spoke as if venting all her dissatisfaction.


  I was fed up.


  When we started going out, Karen wasn’t like this.


  We spent many happy hours simply talking about the two of us, even in family restaurants or fast-food stores.


  And that was all only some short 3 months ago.


  “But didn’t you enjoy it before? You even said, ‘the time the two of us spend together is precious’.”


  Hearing that, Karen snapped and retorted.


  “That’s from back when we had only started going out! But it’s always the same with Yuu-kun! There’s no other boyfriend who plans dates so halfheartedly! And if Yuu-kun truly cherished his time with Karen, he would be thinking more about the time when the two of them meet!”


  Karen was glaring at me with rage in her eyes. I let out a short sigh.


  “Got it, got it. If you feel like that, Karen, I apologize. This was my fault. I’ll make a reservation at some tasty restaurant next time. Is there something you’d like to request?”


  Pouting, Karen glanced over at me.


  “Karen’d prefer Yuu-kun didn’t ask for that and pleasantly surprised me. Minus points for being at a level where you’d have to ask your girlfriend.”


  I wanted to finish this conversation already.


  Not to mention that for me, looking at Karen’s present face was tormenting.


  The more I saw that face of Karen, the more I had this sense of ‘doubt of her having cheated on me’ growing stronger inside of me.


  At that moment, a single thought crossed my mind.


  “You’re right. It’s just as you said, Karen. But we need to decide beforehand the day and hour to make the reservation. How’s this next Thursday for you? We could go after school ended, maybe?”


  The moment I said the word ‘Thursday’, for only an instant, Karen averted her eyes.


  I did not let that escape my notice.


  “Thursday’s no good. Karen got herself a part-time job, so make it another day.”


  At the same time she looked away from me, Karen rejected the plan curtly.


  But I could feel from Karen’s behavior that she was hiding something.


  … So Mondays and Thursdays really are the days Karen and Kamokura meet, huh…?


  The sensation of doubt swelled ever more inside of me.


  Next week’s Monday I headed for a family restaurant located on one side of the road and somewhat separated from the university. 


  It was to meet with Touko-senpai. Judging by the SNS messages, she had already arrived there.


  I looked around the interior of the shop and saw her seating in one of the booths.


  Today, Touko-senpai was wearing a white, light three-quarter-length coat and a flower-patterned blouse, together with a long black pencil skirt. Her skirt had a long slit on the side, which let her bare luscious thigh peek every now and then.


  She sat with her slender legs crossed, silently reading a pocket book.


  That intellectual appearance and her graceful form altogether gave off a bewitching aura. 


  And yet you also got the impression that you mustn’t get closer, much less touch, carefreely that figure.


  I could feel the same yearning I felt every time I caught sight of her back in our high school days come back to life inside my chest.


  Touko-senpai suddenly closed her book and lifted her gaze.


  Our eyes met, and she smiled sweetly.


  In order to not let anyone know that I had been captivated by Touko-senpai, I hurriedly headed for the booth.


  “Sorry for making you wait.”


  I spoke slightly awkwardly, and she answered with a gentle smile.


  “It’s okay. It’s because my classes ended slightly earlier today. You’re hungry, right? Want to order something?”


  Touko-senpai handed me a menu as she said that.


  I ordered a chicken steak and a drink with unlimited refill while she added a doria to the order.


  After the waitress took our order, I brought up the topic of conversation.


  “Karen said that she had some business today too. How about Kamokura-senpai?”


  Touko-senpai answered with a downcast gaze.


  “Same, Tetsuya too said that he had something to do tonight. That’s also why I can meet with you like this.”


  “Just as we imagined, huh…”


  I spoke in a groaning low voice. I had already surmised it, but I still felt the ache spreading across my chest.


  With this, assuming both of them are cheating together, they’d have met consecutively on Monday and Thursday from last week.


  Taking into account that Karen and I meet around twice or thrice per week, it’s a very frequent occurrence.


  “But we still haven’t determined that the two of them are seeing each other…”


  Even that line from Touko-senpai got on my nerves. 


  Touko-senpai was consoling me, or maybe she was trying to convince herself of it, but I couldn’t help taking it as her covering for them.


  I decided to change the topic.


  “Karen, she appears to have lost all interest in me as of late.”


  “Did something happen?”


  Touko-senpai inquired in a worried tone.


  “It’s not that anything specific happened, it’s just that… She told me that our dates together had gotten predictable, that they were boring.”


  Touko-senpai frowned, but soon after, she spoke.


  “That may not have anything to do with her cheating or not… Those kinds of things can happen in any relationship. You shouldn’t think too much about it.”


  “Is that so? But Karen said that other people had chic-er dates.”


  Touko-senpai’s expression clouded even more.


  “I found myself thinking, ‘just who is she comparing me to?’”


  “…”


  “I can’t even stand looking at Karen now. Despite thinking to myself, ‘try believing in Karen’, I always end up having that message come back to my mind…”


  I felt tears welling up in my eyes. I did my utmost to hold them back.


  She let out one long sigh.


  “It would seem simple words like ‘don’t worry’ won’t work, huh? Well, normally, in this kind of situation doing things like ‘simply trusting’ is difficult.” 


  Touko-senpai propped her elbows on the table, put her hands together, and laid her chin on them.


  “At those times, try remembering ‘the time you first started going out’.”


  “The time we first started going out?”


  “Yeah. If it’s okay with you, Isshiki-kun, how about you tell me what it was that made you and Karen start dating? Perhaps you’ll even recover a bit of those feelings you had towards Karen-san by doing so.”


  “Uh Uhhhh…”


  With a question mark floating over my head, I gave a half-hearted reply.


  “When did you two first start dating?”


  “It was during the celebration of having finished the midterms. We went in a group, if I remember correctly.”


  “You mean that one? The reunion for those who had finished their exams?”


  “Yes. Touko-senpai didn’t attend it, right?”


  “Yeah, since I still had some exams left. I see, so it was from that moment that you guys started dating.”


  “Yes.”


  “But, there must have been some special occasion which led to you two starting to hang out, right? When did you first get interested in her, Isshiki-kun?”


  “I guess it was during the Golden Week. You remember how our group had that camping party for freshmen?”


  After speaking that far, I glanced over at Touko-senpai.


  She merely looked at me with a kind smile. However, that kindness was nothing more than the one you show to your kouhai. 


  I heaved a sigh in my heart. She probably hasn’t noticed anything yet.


  Truth be told, Touko-senpai had played a big role in leading us to the present situation.


  Ishida and I had been attracted to her since our high school days.


  When we passed our entrance exams into Jouto University, we made a secret plan the two of us to confess to Touko-senpai in an all-or-nothing venture.


  Then, on the day of the entrance ceremony, there was a long line that went from the venue of the ceremony to the school’s main gate of people trying to recruit the freshmen into their groups and clubs. We both accepted the flyers of the many clubs as we continued to look for Touko-senpai.


  Soon enough, we found a small crowd of people in one corner. It was in the area where Touko-senpai was handing out flyers. Not doubting it for a second, we accepted her flyers.


  The name of the group was ‘Wakiaiai’. Apparently, it’s a group that was started originally by a graduate student from our high school. At the beginning, it was a group that only did trekking or camping, but nowadays it had expanded to any and all sort of events. Because of the plethora of resources like previous test questions or information on easy courses that give credits, most of the graduates from Kaihimmakuhari High end up joining this group.


  (TL note: ‘wakiaiai’ 「和気藹々」is a word that means having a lively, nice, fun time together as a group)


  In that group too was a senpai two years above me, Kamokura Tetsuya.


  It was during the camping’s first night that we heard the shocking revelation from another senpai two years ahead of us.


  That Touko-senpai had started dating Kamokura Tetsuya.


  Even back during his high school days, Kamokura Tetsuya had been a cheery good-looking guy who could make all girls scream in excitement. He was good at studying and excelled in sports; he was the vice-president of the soccer club and its striker. His height is 180cm. Having excellent grades and a slightly wild air to him, be it in class, the club, or even the group, he is constantly the central figure of the highest social class in school.


  There’s no way he wouldn’t be popular. And so, we didn’t have the slightest chance against him.


  Though the senpai who told us that Touko-senpai and Kamokura Tetsuya had started dating was lamenting a lot himself, it didn’t compare to how devastated we both were. That night, Ishida and I drowned our sorrows in alcohol (not really alcohol, since we were underage).


  Nonetheless, even at that time, it was Ishida who managed to recover the fastest of us both.


  “Let’s hurry up and forget about Touko-senpai so that we may find ourselves a girlfriend and we can begin to enjoy our life as university students already!”


  I stared at Ishida, who was tightly clenching his glass as he stood up, with exasperation.


  “As if we’d find ourselves a girlfriend that fast. Do you even have someone in mind for us?”


  At that, Ishida turned to look back at me, this time with shock in his eyes.


  “You have one, Yuu. A girl who would probably accept you even now.”


  “Huh? Who’re you talking about? There’s a girl like that?”


  “You haven’t noticed?”


  With a plop, Ishida sat down once again on top of the tatami floor.


  “The first year from the literature club, Mitsumoto Karen. That girl who’s usually smiling and has this soothing aura about her. I thought she was looking at you a lot since the freshmen’s drinking party we had, but after coming to this camp, I’m certain of it now.”


  … That slightly petite girl with semi-long hair…?


  I thought back to Karen’s figure as she happily spoke with various boys.


  “That girl… She seemed a bit licentious, but she also appeared to be very popular. If you don’t hurry it up, she might get taken up by someone else.”


  Unlike what you may think, I did not act encouraged by Ishida’s words. However, I did get more interested in Karen from the next day. True enough, just as Ishida had said, I found myself meeting Mitsumoto Karen’s eyes more than once. Each of those times, she gave me a happy smile…


  Remembering the events of that time, I spoke.


  “During the camping event, Karen’s eyes and mine kind of met a few times… And that led to us talking more between us.”


  “Who was the first to start the conversation?”


  “If I remember correctly, it was Karen. She said to me during the camp, ‘Our eyes sure are meeting a lot’. After that, when we all got together, there were many times we got seated close to each other, and so we naturally started to talk more to each other.”


  “So, this means that Karen-san was the one who first made a move on you.”


  Touko-senpai said in a slightly amused tone.


  “I’m not sure about that…. But I did find myself thinking, ‘What a cheerful and cute girl’.”


  I felt like Touko-senpai’s expression changed faintly the moment I said that.


  “You’re right, Karen-san is cute indeed. That woman-like cuteness is very important. It makes one remember the old saying, ‘women are judged by their charm’.”


  (TL note: Full saying is ‘Men are judged by their courage, women by their charm’ 男は度胸、女は愛嬌)


  What was then reflected in Touko-senpai’s eyes… seemed to me to have been ‘loneliness’.


  “Tou…”


  As if to cut me off from saying, ‘Touko-senpai is very charming too’, she changed the topic of the conversation.


  “Even I can see that Tetsuya too has some undeniable points worthy of distrusting. I can’t go as far as asserting he’s cheating, but it’s highly probable that Tetsuya’s doing something behind my back.”


  For a moment, I was at a loss for words at the sudden change in topic.


  “I even want to declare him guilty just from those many points alone.”


  I nodded. She’s right, that’s the most important thing at this moment.


  “Concretely, what are we going to do? Do we tail the two of them?”


  If Karen and Kamokura are going to meet, it’ll be on Mondays or Thursdays. Knowing that, all that’s left is to tail them and hence gain something from it.


  “Tailing is no good. The difficulty of it is very high.”


  “Is that so?”


  I believe it’s nothing more than to follow someone from behind, while leaving some distance between them and us so as not to be noticed.


  “People who are about to have a love affair will most certainly be watchful of their surroundings. Are you confident enough to be able to hide yourself the instant that they suddenly turn around? After all, if you make any unnatural or hasty movements, that’ll give you away to them.”


  That is actually very true. If you were to hide behind something so abruptly, that in itself would make you stand out.


  “It’s not something an amateur could successfully accomplish. Even the police and detectives form teams of multiple people and take turns as they follow their target. Moreover, women are more sensitive to their surroundings than men. If by any chance there’s an intense gaze directed at a woman, they will most likely notice it. Make that a stare from someone they know, and it won’t be an exaggeration to say that they’ll discover them 100 times out of a 100.”


  “Are you serious? I was already thinking that tailing them was our only choice now, but is that even impossible then?”


  Drooping my shoulders, I put both my arms on the table as I hung my head. 


  “If it’s like this, I’ll bet even if we celebrate Karen’s birthday, it won’t be fun in the least. As for Karen, she’ll be all cranky with me, while in my case, I’ll be full of distrust…”


  “Karen’s birthday is close? When?”


  “This week’s Saturday. I already have a present ready but, with how Karen said she ‘wants a chicer date’, I thought to make a reservation at some high-class restaurant.”


  “This week’s Saturday?”


  In what was quite a rare occurrence, Touko-senpai spoke in a relatively loud voice.


  Surprised, I lifted my face and in doing so, I saw her with her arms crossed and her right fist touching her chin, pondering.


  “Is something the matter?”


  In response to my inquiry, Touko-senpai spoke as she continued to think.


  “Perhaps, we may be able to find out something on that day…”


  “Eh?”


  As I awaited her next words, she lifted her face.


  “Isshiki-kun, you obviously have a promise with her to meet on that day, right?”


  “Yes, that’s how it is.”


  “Have you decided on the time yet?”


  “Nothing specific yet. But maybe something ranging from noon till dusk?”


  Hearing that, Touko-senpai nodded.


  “On that day, Tetsuya’s older brother has a business trip, so he won’t be in the apartment. Hence Tetsuya has been very insistently telling me to go and stay the night.”


  Saying that, Touko-senpai peered over into my eyes.


  “If I were to turn down his invitation… Assuming both of them are cheating on us, don’t you think Tetsuya will call Karen-san over?”


  I felt a chill run down my spine, all the way to my toes.


  That’s right, assuming both of them are cheating together, there’s no way they’ll let that chance slip away.


  My eyes now shone with resolution in them. With a look in hers similar in spirit to mine, Touko-senpai looked at me as she answered.


  “The night of next Saturday. Let’s bet it all on that day.”


  With reciprocated determination that we kept concealed, we both nodded to each other.


  Chapter 3: The fateful birthday of Suzuka


  Ishida, who was beside me, called out to me after the second period ended and I was storing away my textbooks.


  “Yuu, what do you say we go outside and eat some authentic Indian curry?”


  “Outside? You mean leaving the university? Going that far only to eat curry?”


  I found it curious.


  This because we had here in our university a cafeteria in which we could get a full course of authentic curry, naan, and a side dish for a mere 500 yen. Furthermore, it’s all authentic enough to have even received a Halal Certificate from the Islamic religion.


  (TL Note to Editor: Help with that paragraph if things are weird. I lack knowledge.)


  “Yeah, I thought it’d be a nice change of pace to leave the university for once. The class also finished somewhat earlier too. I found a store that had a buffet which included naan with kebab on it. I just got my pay from my part-time job, so it’ll be my treat.”


  Saying that, Ishida patted my shoulders as he pushed me out.


  We left the university campus and headed for the business district.


  “Then, you met with Touko-senpai, and what did you talk about?”


  Ishida asked me after a while since we had left the university.


  Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t told Ishida about what happened after meeting with Touko-senpai.


  Ishida had been considerate of me and didn’t ask until now despite how curious he must’ve been about it.


  “Hm… We started by talking about watching and waiting for now. Things like first getting ahold of definitive proof that the two of them are cheating on us.”


  “Proof? Don’t you already have that screenshot you took of Karen-chan and Kamokura-senpai’s messages?”


  “She said that that alone was lacking as evidence. Touko-senpai seems to be determined on finding something along the lines of the two of them entering a love hotel or spending the night together.”


  “A hotel would be difficult. But didn’t Kamokura-senpai live by himself in the metropolitan area? In that case, wouldn’t just standing guard near his apartment be enough?”


  “I thought so too. But according to Touko-senpai, Kamokura-senpai lives together with his older brother.”


  “If that’s how it is, you can’t really count on his apartment to be where they have their love affairs.”


  “However, this week’s Saturday is Karen’s birthday. That day…”


  “Ah, this is it, Yuu. This is the store.”


  Interrupting my line as I was saying it, he pointed to the building in front of us.


  The entrance to the building had a sign protruding that read, ‘Authentic Indian Style Cuisine’. The store looks to have 2 floors.


  It was about 10 minutes away from the university by foot.


  Regardless of it being before noon, when we entered the shop, we noticed it was already filled to the brim with salarymen.


  “Wow, it’s crowded! I thought we’d be fine if we came at this hour.”


  The male employee who looked of Indian ascendence came over to us and, with a fluent Japanese, asked us.


  “Would a shared table be acceptable?”


  After we expressed our consent, the employee led us to a table further inside the shop.


  “You may take your seats here.”


  The employee pointed to a table for four. Seeing the customers who were already seated there, my body froze.


  … Kamokura!…


  The man who was with Kamokura turned to look at us. It was our group’s president, Nakazaki-san.


  Nakazaki-san was the same age as Kamokura, a junior in electrical engineering, and, as you’d expect, a graduate from our same high school.


  He had been together with Kamokura since high school, where they belonged to the same soccer club.


  “Oh? Isshiki and Ishida? You guys came to this store too?”


  Nakazaki-san spoke to us cheerfully.


  However, for a few moments, I couldn’t move. To think that he would be sitting next to the man we were just talking about, the one who was having his way with my girlfriend!


  Most probably, Ishida too was flabbergasted at the incredibly bad timing.


  “What’s wrong, you two? What are you standing there for? Come take a seat.”


  Nakazaki-san said as he pointed to the seat beside him.


  Ishida and I kept quiet and took a seat. I sat next to Nakazaki-san, diagonally in front of Kamokura.


  “Today’s special is butter chicken and bean curry. Also, kebab and Tandoori chicken make up the set meals of the day.”


  Nakazaki-san informed us as he passed the menu to us.


  Ishida and I took the menu and ordered today’s special.


  “By the way, you two, could you do me the favor of making the flyers for the refreshment stand we’ll be doing for the school festival?”


  Nakazaki-san spoke out of the blue.


  “Eh? Wasn’t it decided that the sophomore Suzuki-san was going to be the one to make the flyers?”


  Nakazaki-san shook his head sideways at Ishida’s response.


  “That same Suzuki is now incapable of doing so. That guy, he said he was leaving the group. It also seems like he isn’t coming to the university.”


  “Did something happen?”


  “He was dumped by his girlfriend. To make matters worse, his girlfriend launched a swift attack and found herself her next boyfriend. I hear that because of that, he’s now a complete disaster in the emotional aspect.”


  Tanaka-san answered in a resigned voice. Keeping my face facing downwards, I took a glance from the corner of my eyes at Nakazaki-san.


  That line he just mentioned could be applied to me too… The moment that thought appeared in my mind.


  “How boring.”


  Kamokura said it in a tone which was nothing if not boring.


  “It’s a most natural thing for women to switch from their current boyfriend to another when they find a better man. It’s precisely because he frets over every little thing like that that women dump him.”


  “Those are some words you’re saying.”


  Unintentionally, I opened my mouth.


  After saying it, Kamokura looked at me with startelement. He mustn’t have imagined that I would ever rebuke him.


  “But is it the truth, y’know? The goal of all living things is to pass over their genes as much as they can. That’s why males can procure themselves more females, while females can choose as their partner the better male. It was by following this simple rule that living beings evolved into what they are now. It’s the law of survival of the fittest.”


  “And you can apply that to humans too?”


  “Humans are animals too. It’s only proper for men and women both to look for companions apart from their partners. Men can have more offspring by cheating, and women can take in more outstanding genes by cheating.”


  I got the feeling that something inside me had snapped.


   “You mean to say that women cheat because they are looking for a man with superior genes?”


  “I’ll bet that’s part of it.”


  Kamokura spoke with a face as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.


  … This guy, just how shameless can he be…


  “But humans have ethics, right? And those ethics say that they shouldn’t cheat.”


  “There’s nothing more questionable than those ethics. Game theory proves that.”


  Preventing the anger from showing on my face was already the most I could do. Kamokura continued his speech.


  “In case that your partner has cheated on you, wouldn’t you yourself cheat on them too before not doing so? Not cheating despite the other side having already done so is the worst choice you could take.”


  Ishida peeked over to see how I was. It’s ok, Ishida. I’m not so big an idiot as to get pissed right now.


  “If your partner isn’t the type to cheat, the cheating route is still the one with the best rewards. In short, regardless of whether your partner cheats or not, your best choice is to always aim to cheat.”


  “That’s the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, right? But the lesson learnt from that theory is that, more than by betraying each other, at the end, there is a greater gain to be obtained by both parties if they cooperate.”


  “That’s right. If every one of them was a ‘good person’, they would all be able to be reasonably benefitted. However, the moment a single one of those is a ‘traitor’, they would be the single winner who hoards all the profits.”


  “In other words, that a ‘traitor’ exists is already a given fact?”


  “That’s how the laws of nature are. Only thing is, unless you have real strength, you can’t become a traitor. The moment a weakling betrays the group, all it’ll lead to is them receiving ‘retaliation’ from everyone else.”


  … Basically, you’re saying that because you have real strength you can do whatever you want with Karen while still keeping Touko-senpai, and that because I’m a weakling it’s only natural that my girlfriend will be stolen from me?…


  “Kamokura, stop it with that talk already. It’s because you say things like that and you’re always misunderstood by others.”


  Nakazaki-san made a bitter face as he spoke.


  “You mean like how pioneers and revolutionaries have always been looked at with animosity by the masses?”


  Kamokura shrugged his shoulders in a dramatic gesture.


  Seeing Kamokura like that, I knew it.


  … There’s no doubting it. This guy is cheating with Karen. Even worse, he doesn’t even think anything of it.


  At that moment, four servings of food were brought over to our table. We stopped our conversation and set out to eat our dishes. However, as I was then, I couldn’t taste the flavor of even the long awaited authentic Indian curry. All that was inside of my stomach was the ire I had towards Kamokura.


  Having finished my meal, I drank my lassi (a yogurt drink often drunk in India) dessert, after which I rose from my seat.


  “I have to prepare for the next class, so I’ll be taking my leave first.”


  Hearing that, Ishida hurriedly swallowed his lassi and stood up.


  “Okay. See you again in the group.”


  Nakazaki-san said that Kamokura didn’t pay any special attention to me.


  I stared at Kamokura and spoke.


  “Kamokura-senpai. The talk just now, it was interesting. I think that, like you said, it’s natural that people that are superior to others are more popular than them, and traitors that have power increasing their influence is also a fact. However, that method from game theory where the traitors receive retaliation and allies work together is the strategy that gives the greatest possible score. And that’s what I want to aim for.”


  Kamokura glared at me. But he mustn’t have considered me to be an opponent on the same level as him.


  “Isn’t that fine too? To each their own.”


  He’s not worthy of being taken as an opponent… His tone all but said that.


  I turned on my heel and headed for the store’s exit door.


  This had been my warning to Kamokura. And the moment we found solid evidence of their affair, these words would then become the declaration of war.


  “I’m sorry. I made you go through all that.”


  Soon after we left the store, Ishida lowered his head and said that.


  “It’s not your fault, Ishida. This was what you call a coincidence, so it couldn’t be helped.”


  Ishida was worrying for me. Of course, I imagine he also had a certain amount of curiosity as an onlooker.


  “Even so…”


  Ishida paused for a moment.


  “That Kamokura bastard, he really is trash. It’s obvious he knows about Karen-chan and Yuu, and he still dares say those things right in front of the man himself…”


  I said nothing more regarding that matter.


  All that’s left is to find proof of them.


  And the day we’d carry out our plan was this week’s Saturday, Karen’s birthday.


  Hence came the Saturday of late October. Today was Karen’s birthday.


  I pulled out all stops today and made a reservation at an Italian restaurant. 


  Though it wasn’t high-class enough to be recorded on the Michelin Guide, from the perspective of a student like me, it was already a considerable splurge.


  I met with Karen at Shibuya before noon, and we headed for the Italian restaurant where we had our reservation.


  “Karen hopes that today Yuu-kun didn’t make a reservation at a family restaurant, but instead in a proper establishment, as is to be expected.”


  Karen said satisfied with herself. I informed her that I had already made the reservation for today in advance.


  I had booked a lunch course at the restaurant. Compared to the prices of a dinner, it was only about half, but it still amounted to 8000 yen per person. Also, the drinks were an extra charge.


  However, the moment we arrived before the restaurant, Karen’s expression clouded.


  “The restaurant you made the reservation in, is it this one?”


  “Yeah, something the matter?”


  At my answer, Karen let out a pensive sigh and put on a complicated expression on her face.


  We entered the establishment and, under the guidance of our waiter, arrived at our table.


  “May I inquire about what your beverages will be?”


  Asked the waiter.


  The food had already been taken care of thanks to the course, but the drinks had to be ordered in the restaurant. I ran my eyes over the prices’ column of the menu.


  “Then, we’ll have this.”


  Among the many different types of wines they had, I chose one from the non-alcoholic ones.


  Taking into account what’ll follow this, I can’t allow myself to drink alcohol here.


  “Certainly. A glass of Vintense Merlot for you, correct, sir?”


  Having confirmed our order, the waiter took his leave. Just as I was thinking that even non-alcoholic wine was quite expensive, Karen once again had a dissatisfied look.


   “So, not a bottle, instead glasses? And moreover, non-alcohol?”


  “We couldn’t finish a whole bottle, and two minors drinking alcohol from noon would be bad, you know?”


  Karen pouted discontentedly at my answer.


  “Karen would’ve liked her boyfriend, ordered the sommelier a bottle, then elegantly uncorked it and served both of them wine in their glasses, before tasting it and then drinking together…”
(TL: One word in Japanese, ホストテイスティング, became the whole thing starting from “elegantly” to the end… Can’t help loving waseieigo)


  That whole process of wine-tasting is something supposedly done by the man who orders the wine. I did have at least that much common knowledge, but I didn’t know the etiquette and manners for it.


  “Nope, I don’t have that kind of high-class abilities.”


  “Karen doesn’t think it’s such a special ability, though… That kind of things about Yuu-kun are so ***…”


  She said the last part of that sentence in a voice so small I couldn’t quite hear it.


  “Because it’s her birthday, Karen thought that Yuu-kun would do something like prepare a bottle of wine from the same year she was born… There’s no surprise like that?”


  Once Karen’s mood worsens, it’s very hard to get her to brighten up.


  That said, if I were to act as if I hadn’t noticed, she’d come pricking at me with all her anger.


  All as if saying, ‘Be more considerate of my being angry!’.


  That’s why, before Karen’s mood actually got worse, I moved to appease her.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t think that far. But I did prepare a proper present for you. I’ll give it to you later.”


  Perhaps the word ‘present’ worked, since for the time being, Karen’s sour look disappeared.


  Soon after, the waiter came with our dishes. The hors d’oeuvres were a tomato, mozzarella, and basil caprese salad. Next to be served to our table was a tomato soup and a carbonara pasta. 


  Karen said,


  “The Italian primo piatto is always a carbohydrate-heavy dish, right?”


   When I asked what a primo piatto was, she explained with a slightly smug face.


  “It means ‘first course’. The main dish is called ‘secondo piatto’ and it’s a protein-heavy plate with meat or fish.”


  “You’re quite knowledgeable.”


  I said it without any special meaning behind it. Nonetheless, Karen answered in a fluster.


  “Eh? No! Isn’t this normal?”


  She went on without pausing.


  “In the first place, it’s Yuu-kun who’s too uninformed! To begin with, if they’re bringing their girlfriends to this kind of establishment, isn’t it only natural for boyfriends to know that much?”


  Having said that, she once again directed a reproaching glare at me. 


  The main dish was a puff pastry-wrapped sea bream.


  Seeing that, Karen whispered.


  “Karen would’ve preferred a French one.”


  … Don’t say things like that when I even went so far as to make a reservation to celebrate…


  Started to feel that I couldn’t keep this up for much longer.


  I got the feeling Karen had been particularly fast in finding faults with me today.


  Was it my imagination? Am I only feeling like that because the idea that Karen and Kamokura are cheating is constantly on my mind? Had I not seen those SNS messages, would I have been able to enjoy this day, thinking that this capriciousness of Karen was ‘cute’?


  … Not good, being overly suspicious isn’t good. At least on her birthday, try to believe in Karen…


  I shook my head lightly to the sides and left those thoughts behind.


  We finished our vegetable side dishes, and the dessert came in last.


  The dessert was gelato. It was then that Karen, who had finished eating hers, spoke.


  “This place is famous for its ‘cannoli’. Can Karen order some?”


  “It’s okay, but, what’s a ‘cannoli’?”


  “It’s an Italian pastry consisting of fried wheat flour dough rolled into a cylinder and filled with ricotta cheese and chocolate or pistachios.” 


  “I see. Karen, you’re very knowledgeable about this. Have you heard of this restaurant before?”


  For an instant, Karen’s eyes wavered at my question.


  “Y, yeah. A little bit. It was featured in a magazine.”


  “Hmm, just as they say, women sure are knowledgeable about sweets.”


  At that time, I didn’t pry anymore into it, nor did I think too deeply about it.


  All the plates of the full course had been brought to us, and as we waited for the cannoli Karen ordered to come, I took out the present box.


  “Karen, happy birthday. This is your present.”


  “Thanks! Can Karen open it?”


  Karen asked with a smile as she took the present.


  “Yeah, go ahead.”


  As I answered, I remembered the happiness I had felt at the time I chose this present.


  During that time, I didn’t think the slightest bit about Karen cheating on me.


  Even when I was working in my part-time job for the sake of buying this birthday present, I felt incredibly happy imagining the moment I gave it to Karen.


  “Waaahh! A purse from Coach!”
(TL Note: A luxury brand. Google it: Coach brand)


  Karen spoke in a cheerful voice.


  “I remember you said before that you wanted a new purse since you were now a university student, Karen. That’s why I decided to go for that, but I wasn’t really sure what brands would be popular between girls.”


  “So you remembered that. Thank you, Yuu-kun!”


  Seeing that happy smile of Karen’s in such a long time, I felt that the ill-feelings that I had harbored were dispelled a little.


  … There’s no way you’re meeting with that good-for-nothing of Kamokura, isn’t that so, Karen?…


  I gathered my courage and decided to ask her.


  “Karen, what’re you doing after this?”


  “After this?”


  “Tonight, for example.”


  For an instant, it looked as if her expression had frozen over.


  However, immediately after it went back to her cheerful smile.


  “Sorry~. Tonight, there’s a friend from Karen’s hometown that said she’d celebrate her birthday with Karen. That’s why Karen was thinking of going back at around dusk. That’s why, there’s no need for Yuu-kun to call her.”


  … ‘I knew it’…


  … ‘It’s gotta be a lie’…


  Those conflicting thoughts were clashing with each other inside of my heart. I felt like my eyesight suddenly darkened.


  “Well, it’s fine so long as Karen leaves Shibuya at around 6pm, so we still have lots of time to enjoy ourselves. There Are recently opened stores and shops that Karen wants to visit, so let’s have fun until then!”


  Those words of Karen were like meaningless noises sounding inside of the empty hollow. 


  After our meal at the restaurant, I went window shopping with Karen, played at the game arcade with her, and other things, but I didn’t really remember them well. It was as if those memories were empty, as if they didn’t have any color, that kind of sensation.


  Six in the afternoon. I parted from Karen at Shibuya Station.


  Karen’s house was in the Saitama prefecture’s Koshigaya city. If you went from Shibuya, you could ride the Hanzoumon Line and arrive by boarding a single train.


  My house was in the Chiba prefecture’s Makuhari. You could reach it by taking the Yamanote Line until Yoyogi and then changing to the Soubu Line.


  Whichever of the two routes you took, you crossed Kinshichou, where Kamokura’s apartment was. 


  I typed an SNS message.


  > (Yuu) I parted ways with Karen just now. I am heading for Kinshichou Station now.


  The response was immediate.


  > (Touko) Undestood. I’ll do the same after I delay Tetsuya a bit more.


  > (Yuu) Please do. I shall rent a car at the station.


  I closed the SNS. At last, we were moving into the main part. I already had a rental car booked.


  With hurried footsteps, I went up the stairs that led into the boarding area of the Yamanote Line.


  All that’ll be left after this is whether or not Karen makes an appearance at Kamokura’s apartment.


  This was the moment Karen’s and my love was to be put to the test.


  Chapter 4: Under the lights of the streetlamps


  Eight o’clock in the afternoon. I was inside the minivan I had rented in front of Kinshichou Station.


  I had parked in a back alley near the apartment and had been keeping an eye on the situation inside the apartment for around an hour. My line of sight was directed at a certain room on the second floor.


  Two light knocks came from the passenger’s side window.


  Turning to look over in that direction, I saw Touko-senpai standing while trying to hide herself. I unlocked the door for her.


  “How is it? Did something happen in the apartment?”


  Touko-senpai asked as she was getting inside the rental car.


  “No one’s inside yet. You can tell from the fact that there aren’t any lights turned on despite it being night already.”


  Touko-senpai nodded.


  “Right. If Karen-san was in the room, she would’ve at least turned on the lights by now. Not to mention, I don’t think Tetsuya would give her a spare key to the apartment.”


  It’s just as she said. In short, this meant that neither Karen nor Kamokura had come back to the apartment yet.


  Because Karen and I had separated at Shibuya at 6 pm, there was the possibility that she had arrived at the apartment before me.


  However, as we had just concluded, Kamokura’s room was empty.


  Add to it that Kamokura had been together with Touko-senpai until past 7 pm. 


  Since I had been watching the front of the apartment since a bit before 7 pm, there was no mistake about it, Kamokura was not back yet.


  “When he left, Tetsuya told me he would be going to an electrical shop in Yuurakuchou.”


  Touko-senpai and Kamokura were in Tokyo Station. Yuurakuchou Station is next to Tokyo Station and it has a big electronics retail shop.


  “Then, wouldn’t Kamokura-senpai and Karen be meeting in Ginza?”


  Yuurakuchou and Ginza are almost in the same area.


  “That’s only if the two of them are meeting. It’s not as if we’ve ascertained it yet.”


  Touko-senpai chided me, and I lowered my head slightly.


  At the present moment, we were in an alley in front of the apartment of Kamokura.


  The apartment was a 3-story building of reinforced concrete, and it seemed many years had passed since it was constructed.


  The construction being old-fashioned, it had only one entrance. Moreover, you could see the entry hall from the street.


  I had parked the rental car in front of that street. Unless you crossed through here, there was no way of entering Kamokura’s apartment. That’s why we could know for certain whether Kamokura or Karen had come.


  This minivan had black UV blocking window film on its rear seats’ windows.


  Hence, so as not to be seen from the outside, we were seated on the back seats. 


  “Assuming the two of them met after Kamokura-senpai left Touko-senpai, then they should make an appearance in less than an hour, right?”


  To my surprise, Touko-senpai tilted her head.


  “I wonder about that. If the two of them are cheating on us, then they should have very few chances where they can take it slow like this. So, wouldn’t it be that they want to go on a date like lovers every now and then? Tonight, they can spend the whole night together, so I don’t think there’s any need for them to hurry over to the apartment.”


  That may be so. While, for men, an outdoor date may mean nothing more than spending money, for women, it may be one way of creating the mood. There’s no way that someone like Kamokura, so skillful in treating women, wouldn’t know that.


  “I bought this in a convenience store on the way here. You haven’t eaten dinner yet, right?”


  “Thank you very much for the food.”


  I accepted the sandwich and the bottled black tea that Touko-senpai offered me.


  “Be careful not to drink too much and end up wanting to go to the restroom.”


  I gave a strained smile, but it seemed that Touko-senpai was seriously worried about it.


  The two of us were eating our sandwiches without speaking a word. During that time, Touko-senpai was watching the entrance to the apartment.


  I was mainly in charge of watching over the entrance of the station that faced the street. If the two of them were to come, they would do it from that direction.


  Because we were in a back alley well-hidden from the main road, though the street lamps in front and behind us were properly working, we were still surrounded by darkness.


  Like that, time continued to pass as the two of us remained in silence.


  Neither Kamokura nor Karen were coming to the apartment, leaving the room in the dark.


  … Was I overthinking when I thought the two of them would meet tonight?…


  … Supposing the two of them were meeting, there’s still the possibility that they’d go to a hotel, right?…


  … Wait, perhaps Karen and Kamokura weren’t even cheating on us…


  Many different possibilities came and went around in my mind.


  If I were to express my true feelings, I think there’s no doubt that Karen and Kamokura are cheating.


  However, since Touko-senpai told me to do so, I decided to hope for that one in a million chance that they weren’t.


  After all, I too wanted to believe in Karen…


  … I wonder, how does Touko-senpai feel?…


  There were many things I wanted to ask Touko-senpai, that I wanted to tell her, and also, that I wanted to know about her and Kamokura. This situation, alone the two of us, was the best opportunity to ask, but I couldn’t decide what to say, and I found myself at a loss for words.


  I looked at Touko-senpai from the corner of my eyes.


  She didn’t seem to pay any particular attention to me as she continued to keep a close watch on the street outside.


  Touko-senpai had an impressive amount of concentration, or maybe I should say, she was someone who could go after something wholeheartedly. 


  Even now, she must be focusing all her attention on our goal, finding the location where the love affair took place rather than thinking about whether her lover was actually cheating.


  Still, if with this we finally confirmed that Karen and Kamokura are having an affair, just what does she intend to do?


  … I won’t be satisfied with a normal payback. I’ve got to make Tetsuya regret it so much he feels like dying.


  … I’ll make him suffer from such regret and despair that he begs someone to kill him.


  …  I won’t settle for anything less than a trauma that remains for the rest of his life… And if I do end up having an affair, it would be after I have found the proof of Tetsuya’s cheating and confronted him with it.


  The memories of when I first told Touko-senpai about Karen and Kamokura’s affair resurfaced in my mind.


  What kind of revenge is Touko-senpai planning to have on Kamokura?


  “Regret it so much he feels like dying’, ‘a trauma that remains for the rest of his life’; any of those sound very hard to achieve.


  I had the last line she said at that time stuck in my head, ‘if I do end up having an affair, it would be after I have found proof and confronted him with it’. And with it came back the same thoughts as that time!


  Certainly, if she confronted Kamokura with proof of his love affair and immediately told him she’s breaking up with him and spending that same night with another man, wouldn’t that be a critical hit to Kamokura?


  Because Kamokura himself was having an affair, he can’t protest if she tells him she’s breaking up with him.


  In addition, after declaring the end of their relationship, Touko-senpai would be free to get together with someone else. He wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. That would be an incredible shock for a recently dumped Kamokura.


  … Could it be that this was what Touko-senpai meant by revenge?…


  Unmistakably, it had the intensity to become a trauma. If it were me, I’d feel like dying.


  Touko-senpai denied it at that time, but the possibility of her having thought that far out is still there…


  And in that case, her partner would be…


  It happened when I had thought that far.


  “They’re here!”


  Touko-senpai gave a small yell.


  Spurred into action by those words, I followed Touko-senpai’s line of sight.


  At the end of it were a couple, a man and a woman, walking side by side as they clung to each other.


  They were still quite away from us, but there was no mistaking it.


  It was Kamokura Tetsuya and Mitsumoto Karen!


  Kamokura had his arm running all the way from Karen’s back to below her right armpit, hugging and keeping her close to him.


  Karen too seemed to have both her arms around Kamokura as she clung to his chest.


  Every now and then, Kamokura’s hand groped the area around Karen’s chest.


  Far from rejecting him, Karen drew her face even closer to Kamokura.


  That stare of hers was then fixated on Kamokura’s face. They were talking about something in merriment. 


  Lately, she hadn’t shown that face, not even to me.


  Flirting without a care for the world around them, there was no better way to describe them.


  The two of them were exuding this thick aura of being in heat, screaming that they were going to fuck after this.


  “Film them!”


  Touko-senpai ordered with a low but sharp voice.


  I quickly activated the camera of my smartphone with haste. I recorded the two of them with the video functions of it.


  Meanwhile, Touko-senpai positioned herself with a digital camera she had borrowed from an acquaintance. 


  It apparently was a camera with a high sensitivity mode that allowed it to take photographs without the need of a flash even if it was dark or night.


   If you used the exclusive app for it, you could portray the subjects’ faces even clearer.


  Kamokura and Karen headed towards the apartment without separating in the least.


  Hugging tightly to each other as they had been, they entered the apartment and disappeared from our sight. They were even kind enough to kiss each other before entering the room.


  “At least do that after you’re inside of the room!”


  I made a tsukkomi at them in my mind, but oh well.


  


  (TL Note: Tsukkomi is basically when someone points out the ‘dumb’ (Boke) part of someone else’s actions or words. Look for ‘Manzai’ for more info)


  With this, it was decided, they were cheating.


  I was surprised at how far calmer I was than I had thought I would be.


  The love affair of my girlfriend has been confirmed. Not to mention that I was also confronted with the humiliating situation of having seen her enter the room of her paramour together with him. In spite of all that, however, the main feeling that dominated in my chest was the resignation at confirming what we already suspected.


  This must have been because I had already prepared myself for this. Now that we had confirmed that the two were cheating, I could feel the cold, sinister desire for revenge slowly permeate my heart.


  Karen, that traitor who during today’s date accepted my birthday present like normal, without any remorse.


  Kamokura, the guy who normally goes around acting as our senpai, yet steals his kouhai’s girlfriend.


  [image: 4m9UMNnsK]

  If I were this country’s dictator, I would give the death penalty to both.


  “Like we thought, they really are cheating. They won’t be able to talk their way out of this.”


  I spoke with a cold tone of voice. All that was left was to determine how we would deal with them.


  “Not yet! We can’t say for certain that they’re cheating with just this!”


  Shocked by those words of hers, I simply stood watching her fixedly.


  … The two of them had entered an empty room. There shouldn’t be much space for doubt anymore, right?


  Touko-senpai’s next words answered that question.


  “Right now, they could make the excuse that they only entered the room, had some tea together, and then left. They could even say that the kiss only looked like so because of the angle we saw it from. To prevent things from ending like that, we have to make sure how long the two of them remain alone. We need them to be alone for at least 2 hours for it to be ‘proof’ of their affair.”


  “Are you kidding me? The two of them already entered an empty room while acting like they did. Just what could they possibly be doing if it’s not having an affair? Is it that you want to believe in Kamokura-senpai that much?”


  In the midst of my shock, I spoke to Touko-senpai in a voice with a tinge of anger.


  “That’s not why I’m saying this. It’s the same for trials for adultery; a kiss or the two of them simply entering a room is not enough to be considered an affair. The two of them need to stay there alone for a certain amount of time at least! That’s why I want to make sure of it myself.”


  “This isn’t a trial. There shouldn’t be any need for us to keep watch over them for so many hours, right?”


  “You can go back already. Given that the two of them have already entered the room, all that’s left is to determine the time it takes for them to leave. I can do that last part alone, so let’s separate here. Don’t worry, I’ll be the one to return the car.”


  Having said her part, Touko-senpai looked away from my face and turned her gaze at the apartment.


  With the light from the streetlights illuminating her from behind, all you could see was her silhouette. 


  I could not see her expression. Nonetheless, the air around her bespoke something.


  I felt like I shouldn’t leave her alone as she was right now.


  “No, I’ll stay here and watch the apartment a little longer. Because I don’t want them to tell me that they were simply drinking a cup of tea like Touko-senpai said.”


  After a short moment of silence, Touko-senpai let out a murmur.


  “Do whatever pleases you.”


  I wonder how many hours have passed since then.


  In the obscure interior of the car, Touko-senpai and I remained doing nothing more than holding our breaths and watching Kamokura Tetsuya’s apartment.


  The streetlamps in front and behind the car illuminated the interior softly.


  … Touko-senpai, what are you feeling right now as you stare at that apartment’s window?…


  It’s already been 6 months since Touko-senpai and Kamokura started dating.


  Naturally, Touko-senpai too must have entered that room at least once.


  Maybe at that time, the two of them had fun, drinking some tea as they made their plans for their next date.


  Perhaps Touko-senpai prepared some homemade food and the two of them talked about their future.


  But now, another woman was together with Kamokura in that same room.


  … Having that sort of scene play out so vividly, it must be hard on Touko-senpai…


   I cast a sidelong glance at Touko-senpai. She hadn’t moved much since the two of them entered the room.


  Of course, I too had those feelings of pain, of sadness, of frustration.


  That feeling of excitement from the time I first met Karen and we started to get along; the happiness from moving on to start dating each other; the way Karen smiled at me during our dates.


  Lastly… How we had celebrated her birthday only a few hours ago as fellow lovers.


  … All of those memories have been trampled on now that she betrayed me…


  Even now, those messages between Karen and Kamokura remained a trauma for me.


  Nonetheless, the one who had saved me from all those painful memories was Touko-senpai.


  Simply remembering that Touko-senpai was in the same situation as me, that she was fighting together with me, it helped me recover my composure and think more positively. 


  Also, until now there have been times when I have felt depressed, or the opposite, times when I lost my composure and was about to act rashly. But in each of them, Touko-senpai has supported me, at times by consoling me, at others by scolding me with stern words. 


  Had Touko-senpai not been there with me, I would’ve ended up hating everything and everyone, stopped going to university, and holed up in my house. I would’ve rebuked and vituperated Karen, and despite that, I would’ve clung to her and cried as I begged her not to leave me.


  Even if that led to Karen’s feelings getting further away as a result of it…


  “Isshiki-kun, you were together with Karen during the day, no?”


  Out of nowhere, Touko-senpai inquired about it.


  “Eh? Ah, yes. That’s right.”


  Because she asked me while I had my guard down, I couldn’t manage a better response.


  “It was her birthday after all, so, what did you do for her?”


  “I made a reservation at an Italian restaurant in Shibuya. We ate the lunch course there, then looked around at the stores in the vicinity and went to the arcade center for a bit.”


  “An Italian restaurant in Shibuya? What was the name?”


  She replied immediately after I told her the store’s name.


  “Aah, the place where the cannoli are delicious, right?”


  “It would seem so. Karen knew about them too and she ordered some. Were they featured in some women’s magazine or something?”


  There was a short time of silence after I mentioned it.


  “About that place, I’ve gone there together with Tetsuya. Hmm, it must’ve been back when we had just started dating. He made the reservation for us because it was a sensation back then…”


  I gasped. Karen’s actions today. The way she asked for confirmation if this was the place, once we were in front of the store. The wine tasting thing and how she knew that the cannoli were good.


  Touko-senpai beat me in putting my thoughts into words.


  “Could it be? Maybe Karen-san too went there together with Tetsuya. To that restaurant…”


  It was a gentle voice, but it had in it a sadness which could not be completely suppressed.


  The same went for me… Bitter feelings were spreading throughout my chest.


  I’ll bet that all through today, while she was having her date with me, Karen was always thinking about Kamokura.


  That may have been that sensation I got of ‘being compared to someone’.


  I looked up once again at Kamokura’s apartment.


  Karen really is an easy woman.


  Today, Kamokura’s favorite, Touko-senpai, couldn’t come, so Karen was called only as a surrogate, and yet, she was all too willing to do it.


  Not that I know if Kamokura told her that she was only a substitute.


  “You started dating Karen-san around 7 months ago, no?”


  Those words from Touko-senpai brought me back to reality.


  In order to clear my mind from those unpleasant thoughts, I instead asked her back.


  “Touko-senpai, if I remember correctly, you started dating Kamokura-senpai just after you became a sophomore, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Why did you start dating Kamokura-senpai, Touko-senpai?”


  That was a question I had had from a while back now.


  Certainly, Kamokura Tetsuya was a cool guy. He was good-looking, had a cheery personality, and was the type of person to always draw in other people. 


  Whether it was in high school or university, regardless of the place or people, he was always a strong influence in every group he was in and was popular with the girls. During the school’s cultural festival too, he made an appearance on stage as the vocalist of the band, and many girls from first to third years were screaming and yelling at him in excitement.


  Needless to say, he was absurdly popular in the university too. It’s said that one-third of the girls that belong to our group were invited over by Kamokura.


  However, I still didn’t understand how such an intellectual woman as Touko-senpai had been charmed by Kamokura with only that. The matter right now only made that doubt stronger.


  Touko-senpai’s silhouette moved slightly. She turned her face away from the apartment and looked straight at me.


  The profile of her face was softly illuminated by the streetlamps.


  “Tetsuya… He was a first for me…”


  After muttering those few words, Touko-senpai fell silent for a few moments before continuing to speak.


  “At the time I became a sophomore at university, all of my friends already had a boyfriend. Everyone around me kept telling me to get a boyfriend soon, that it was unthinkable that I hadn’t had a single one until now… Having been told that as if it was the most natural thing in the world, I started to think to myself that maybe I should do that. Back then I had so many things happening that I may have hurried into making a decision.”


  Touko-senpai’s profile, illuminated by the dim lights of the streetlamps, was as beautiful as a painting.


  Only her mouth moved slightly as she spoke.


  “Tetsuya was always very zealous in making advances at me ever since we entered high school. He had good looks, he wasn’t bad at studying, he was good at sports too, he was someone who could become the center of the group he was with. Also, he was always kind in how he treated me. That made me think that maybe it would be fine if he was my boyfriend. How foolish of myself, right?”


  A single thought passed through my mind at that moment:


  ‘So even a woman as great as Touko-senpai has thoughts like those.’


  Of course, that kind of thing should be obvious to everyone.


  “Isn’t that how women normally choose their boyfriends? Wouldn’t that be why Touko-senpai is able to remain so impartial about recent events?”


  “Impartial? Do I look impartial to you?”


  Touko-senpai’s quiet voice resounded through the shadows formed from the light of the streetlamps. 


  “Yes, very much. So much that it’s hard to tell you’re a woman whose boyfriend cheated on her.”


  Touko-senpai looked outside the window again after hearing my answer.


  “You know how I just said that Tetsuya could always become the center of the group he’s with? Truth is, Tetsuya is actually a lonely person. Though you can’t really see it because he’s always the leader of the group and is a strong influence on them. I first noticed when I got close to him. Tetsuya doesn’t have anyone to help him in his truly difficult times.”


  Touko-senpai spoke indifferently, as if trying to conceal her emotions.


  “That’s why I thought, I want to be the one to support him in those times.”


  For all that she tried to conceal her emotions, there was an overflowing sadness coming from those words.


  … Kamokura you stupid idiot! Why did you even think to have a love affair when you had such an incredible girlfriend, one that was so considerate of you!?…


  I could feel an emotion different from jealousy well up from within me. A sort of sad, frustrated anger.


  After that, she let out a small giggle. It was a self-deprecating laugh.


  “Was there something amusing about that?”


  However, she moved on to another topic without answering that question of mine.


  “Karen-san is a cute girl, no? She’s popular even within our group, right?”


  “Touko-senpai, you’re a beautiful woman too. You’re known in the university as the most beautiful woman.”


  If Karen is a girl cute enough to be within the top 5 of our group, Touko-senpai is the most beautiful of the university.


  There’s no comparing them. However, she still spoke against it.


  “Beautiful… Beautiful… Beautiful, huh? Yes, that’s right. They’ve always told me since I was a kid, ‘Touko is beautiful’.”


  “Were you not often the object of intense jealousy from women around you?”


  “There may have been a bit of that. However, Isshiki-kun, if a beautiful girl and a cute girl were to compete for the vote of boys, who do you think would win?”


  I was perplexed at being asked that question.


  A beautiful girl and a cute girl? I didn’t know where the line that divided the two was nor which of the two would win.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Normally, the cute girl wins. Perhaps it’s that, more than the pure physical beauty, what boys want is to have some adorable cuteness that’s only for them.”


  “Some adorable cuteness that’s only for them?”


  Unable to picture a concrete image of those words, I repeated her words.


  “Yeah. After all, whether someone is beautiful or not, isn’t it all subjective? There’s not a face that’s to everyone’s liking. That’s why we could say that a ‘beautiful’ face is one which has the least amount of shortcomings according to the majority. In contrast, ‘cuteness’ is something that appeals directly to the heart of people. It pleads to be treasured. I believe this makes boys feel like they have to be the ones to protect them. Isn’t that so?”


  Now that she said that, I did get that feeling too. Calling a person ‘beautiful’ is dependent on whether that someone’s outward appearance is well-proportioned or not; in a way, it’s a judgment made from the person’s physical body.


  On the other hand, you could say that ‘cuteness’ is an opinion in which feelings are involved. The things that you consider ‘cute’ are those that make you feel like you have to protect them, those that make you want to keep them for yourself. 


  Touko-senpai continued to speak.


  “You know, from my days in middle school, some people have told me, ‘You’re beautiful, yeah’. I’ll bet the ‘yeah’ part is important.”


  At some point, while she continued to speak as such, Touko-senpai had turned her face back to the outside of the window. 


  “I wonder, will I continue to lose like this to ‘cute girls’? I’m sure I’ll spend my whole life without finding someone to whom I am that person they want to protect.”


  “Touko-senpai, you’re not losing…”


  … You’re not losing in the least!…


  That’s what I wanted to say. But before I could do it, Touko-senpai turned to face me.


  “I want to be cute too! But this is my personality! It’s too late for me to try and change myself! This is the only attitude I have!”


  All at once, tears flowed from Touko-senpai’s eyes. Touko-senpai cried and sobbed, almost as if her normal adult-like demeanor had been a lie. She covered her face with both her hands as her whole body trembled.


  Wailings which she couldn’t completely drown as much as she tried escaped her mouth.


  … Touko-senpai wanted to believe in Kamokura Tetsuya. That’s why she had been so circuitous in her actions until now.


  … Both her self-esteem and her pride were now trembling on the verge of falling apart.


  … Touko-senpai had been holding back all this time. She had suppressed her wish to cry and continued to encourage me.


  She had put on a brave front when in reality, she may have been hurt even more than I had been.


  “Touko-senpai…”


  Calmly, as gently as one speaks to a scared kid, I spoke.


  “I am always being saved by you, Touko-senpai. I want to be spoiled by you, senpai. That’s why…”


  I softly placed my hands on her shoulders.


  “Please let yourself be spoiled by me today at least…”


  Slowly but firmly, I pulled Touko-senpai closer to me. 


  In the beginning, she appeared to show a bit of resistance to it, but she eventually slowly buried her face in my chest.


  Without moving from there, she tightly grabbed my shirt and continued to cry.


  


  
    
      Chapter 5: The counterattack’s starting signal


      In a manner similar to an aquarium, the dark interior of the van was illuminated by the lights from the streetlamps outside.


      Inside of it, Sakurajima Touko-senpai’s silhouette was bathed in that dim light and stood out amid the fluorescence. 


      Contrary to her normal intellectual and composed attitude, she was now weeping like a child.


      As if not to let anyone see her crying face, she buried it in my chest, and like a child, she curled up and trembled without pause…


      What could I, Isshiki Yuu, do for her at this moment?


      I, who had been cheated on by my girlfriend, and Touko-senpai, who had been cheated on by her boyfriend. 


      There was no one else besides me with whom she could share her pain.


      “Touko-senpai…”


      I hugged and pulled her body even closer to mine.


      “Please! Forget about Kamokura! I-I’ll protect you, Touko-senpai!”


      I made my declaration with strength. That’s right, I’ll be the one to protect this person.


      Hearing those words, Touko-senpai fearfully raised her face.


      “Isshiki-kun, you will?”


      “Yes, I’ll protect you, Touko-senpai. I’ll remain by your side forever.”


      Then, she hugged me back strongly. She clung to me like a child clinging to their mother.


      “If it’s you, I, I can trust you. I too want to be together with you forever, Isshiki-kun…”


      As I embraced her body, I thought to myself.


      … Doing nothing at this point is not kindness. The kindness I can give her is…


      “Let’s stay together the whole night, Touko.”


      Touko kept silent at my words but gave a definite nod.


      With my arm still around her shoulders, I started the car.


      In order to make her mine and for her to make me hers tonight…


      “… Would you mind not making up your own narration?”


      I spoke with a clearly displeased countenance.


      There was no way to know how far this guy would continue to tell his crazy delusions if left to his own devices.


      “What’s with you? If you’re going that far, you’ve gotta at least do that kind of thing, Yuu!”


      The one who said that as they took a sip from their morning set’s coffee was Ishida Youta.


      This place was a family restaurant on the side of one of the main highways that connected Chiba and Tokyo, the Japan National Route 14.


      It was here that we two men had stayed since 9am.


      “Listen here. We’re talking about that


      Touko-senpai. You really think it’ll go like that so easily?”


      I spoke in a sharp tone, to which Ishida raised his left hand and then shook it sideways. It was a gesture meaning definitely no.


      “Even if it’s impossible, being slightly forceful and making it happen is what makes a man! What was it you did? “


      You stayed together like that with Touko-senpai as she cried, and because you kept watch of the apartment so late that the last train had already left, you drove her all the way to her home and then went back to yours? What’s with that? Are you a high school virgin or something?”


      “Shaddap. I’m not some scoundrel who’d take advantage of a woman’s moment of weakness to make her mine!”


      I don’t mean to say I’m a saint. Some similar fantasies crossed my mind for an instant too.


      Nonetheless, if I were to end up together with Touko-senpai, I don’t want it to happen in such an insouciant manner.


      In the first place, if I did those kinds of things, she would undoubtedly reject me with a harsh reprimand.


      That’s the kind of woman she is.


      “I mean, man, you just blew your greatest chance. If you’d managed it nicely, maybe it would’ve gone like in the story I just told.”


      “You have such a rich imagination, huh. Go and become a novelist or a script writer already.”


      “Ooh, that may be a good idea! Once everything’s been solved, maybe I should submit this story to some web novel website?”


      “You! If you do that, I’ll truly end this friendship!”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll only write it as a novel in case it has a happy end.”


      Having said his part, Ishida laughed. This guy…  Was he really worried about me?”


      It wouldn’t be that he’s only seeing this as something interesting, right?


      “Then, what will you do now?”


      Ishida suddenly asked me with a serious face.


      “What do you mean what?”


      “You’re finally carrying it out, no? The revenge to make the others feel as much regret-slash-trauma they-feel-like-dying thing.  How’re you going to do it?”


      I too had been thinking about that. And yesterday night, there was something that came to mind which won’t leave me alone. The part about Touko-senpai cheating only after she had confronted and ended her relationship with Kamokura.


      “Hey, what’s wrong? Why’d you go mum?” 


      “Hm? No, I just had something on my mind.”


      “What’s with that intriguing way of saying it? Out with it.”


      “Well, it may be nothing more than my imagination but…”


      I gave that small preamble before starting to speak.


      “You know how the first time I went to tell Touko-senpai about Karen and Kamokura I also told her, ‘Please have an affair with me’, right?”


      “I wouldn’t be able to forget that daring line even if I wanted to!”


      So replied Ishida with a weird smile on his face.


      “At that time, Touko-senpai also told me this: if I do end up having an affair, it would be after I have found the proof of Tetsuya’s cheating and confronted him with it.”


      Ishida looked at me with surprised eyes. 


      “That’s why I thought so too. If Touko-senpai confronted Kamokura-senpai with evidence of his love affair, ended her relationship with him, and then declared to him that she’ll spend the night with another man.… Wouldn’t that be a great shock to Kamokura-senpai?”


      Ishida put a blank face for a moment. The next instant, he clapped his hands and started laughing. 


      “That’s a great idea! It’ll be the best revenge ever! That show-off man of Kamokura-senpai will be not only dumped but immediately after, his girlfriend will be stolen by another man!”


      Ishida bent back his body so much he looked like he would fall out of his seat as he continued to laugh.


      “You, aren’t you a little too happy?”


      As I spoke those words, I too had a smile take form on my lips. Well, regardless of what they may say in public, there ought to be many boys who hate Kamokura. I then continued to talk.


      “What’s more, there’s nothing Kamokura-senpai can do about it. After all, he was the one to cheat. Being dumped is the obvious consequence. On the other hand, Touko-senpai would be clearly and openly declaring the end of their relationship, so he wouldn’t have any right to complain about what, where and with whom she did what she wanted. Kamokura-senpai wouldn’t have any means of stopping Touko-senpai.”


      Ishida wiped his tears from laughing before speaking.


      “That’s awesome! I absolutely want to see that scene myself! Where are you doing that?”


      At that point, however, I noticed that I was getting too carried away.


      “I mean, Touko-senpai didn’t actually say that she’ll do that. It was a hypothetical talk all along, ‘ if she were to have an affair’. Immediately after she said it, she denied the idea by saying that it didn’t mean she’d have one.”


      “Whaat? So it was all a hypothetical? And here I was thinking I’d be able to see the best, most pathetic face of Kamokura-senpai.”


      Ishida appeared disappointed. Still, he soon leant forward.


      “But you know? If she mentioned that, then doesn’t that mean that Touko-senpai too was considering that possibility?”


      I was overpowered by the pressure from Ishida as he spoke.


      “Uh, uuhh, that may be so…”


      “Right? Do your best then! Think carefully, it’s that Touko-senpai, man. The same girl who’s been out of our league and we’ve admired since our high school days!”


      “D-do my best in what?”


      “Obviously in your retaliation together with Touko-senpai against the two cheaters. There’ll be many chances for you to be together with Touko-senpai from now on, Yuu. You guys are in the same position, have the same common goal, and you even have the same enemies. There’s no better conditions for two people to grow closer to each other than this, you know?”


      “Hmmm.”


      I found myself lost in thought. Honestly, what Ishida was saying was true. The number of opportunities for me to interact with Touko-senpai are going to increase. Still, something about it didn’t sit well with me.


      “Also, if you get closer to Touko-senpai, wouldn’t you be able to get over Karen-chan’s cheating sooner? As they say, the best way to get over an old love is to find a new love.”


      What he said is most correct. Indeed, even when we ascertained Karen was having a love affair, one of the main reasons as to why I did not fall rock-bottom in depression was Touko-senpai. It was precisely because she was with me that I was able to look straight at the reality of ‘my lover and senpai cheating with each other’.


      “Anyhow, you got this unbelievable opportunity to get close to a top-notch beauty. All you’ve got left is to act proactively and hope for the best! That too will serve as a counterpunch towards Kamokura-senpai.”


      I stared at Ishida. This guy acts as if he was messing with me while in truth, he is worried about me in earnest. I had nothing but gratitude for him because of that.


      Not to mention that, like Ishida had said, if I were able to go out with Touko-senpai, that should make for a remarkable retaliation against Kamokura. I may even be able to see Kamokura’s pitiful crying face.


      Nonetheless, will it really go so smoothly?


      Once night fell, I sent a message to Karen.


      The goal was to confirm the situation. If last night Karen stayed over at Kamokura’s room, there was a possibility that the two of them were still together. When I thought about that, I deemed it best not to call her tonight.


      Adding to that last evening, Karen herself told me not to call her at night for that day, so I used it to say I was being considerate and why I messaged her.


      > (Yuu) Karen, are you awake?


      > (Karen) Karen’s awa~ke.


      > (Yuu) Yesterday you met with your hometown friend, right? Was it fun?


      > (Karen) Yes, it was fun! But since we stayed awake talking till morning, Karen slept the whole day today at her house.


      I see. By saying that, it would serve as an excuse for why she wouldn’t have answered even on the off chance that I had called her during the day. Most probably, Karen was together with Kamokura until a little past noon.


      > (Yuu) That so? That’s great. Then, do you want to go somewhere to pass the time together next weekend?


      Well then, how would she answer that one?


      If her feelings are starting to lean towards Kamokura, then she shouldn’t want her time to be taken by me.


      > (Karen) Hmm~, Karen’s not sure yet.


      So that’s how it was. Like I imagined, she was starting to fall noticeably out of love with me.


      > (Yuu) I’ll talk to you later then.


      > (Karen) Ah, wait a sec!


      > (Yuu) What is it?


      > (Karen) Karen’s thinking of going on a trip with a friend of hers.


      A trip with a friend? Who was she talking about?


      > (Yuu) What friend?


      > (Karen) A hometown friend. One from my middle school days.


      This was suspicious. I was starting to get the feeling that when Karen is going to meet with Kamokura, whenever she tends to say ‘a hometown friend’.


      > (Karen) Isn’t it fine? Didn’t Yuu-kun talk before about going fishing with Ishida-kun too!? Karen too wants to go out and enjoy with her hometown friend every now and then at ease!


      This aggressiveness before I said anything. Does this mean the other person is Kamokura like I thought?


      > (Yuu) It’s not like I’m saying you can’t. Isn’t it totally fine for you to go?


      > (Karen) [OK stamp]


      > (Yuu) When are you planning to go?


      > (Karen) It hasn’t been decided clearly yet. But maybe during the holidays of November would be good?


      > (Yuu) I see. Please tell me when you decide it, then.


      > (Karen) Okay.


      My message conversation with Karen ended with that. I immediately called Touko-senpai by phone.


      “Hello?”


      “It’s me. I exchanged messages with Karen just now.”


      “It wouldn’t be that she mentioned ‘going on a trip’ by chance, did she?”


      “Touko-senpai, did you hear the same from Kamokura-senpai?”


      “He wasn’t completely clear about it, but he told me on the phone a few moments ago that he may go on a trip with the guys from his middle school club.”


      “I knew it. Karen too said something similar to that. That they hadn’t decided on a specific date yet, but it would probably be during the November holidays.”


      “Tetsuya didn’t tell me that much. The most he did was leave it at an ‘I may go’.”


      Then that must mean that Karen was completely into this love affair thing than Kamokura was.


      I no longer thought of Karen as my girlfriend, but that didn’t mean this realization didn’t put me in a sour mood.


      I decided to tell that to Touko-senpai.


      “From the way she’s been talking, it makes me think that Karen is the one most engrossed in this love affair of the two.”


      It seemed that Touko-senpai had the same impression.


      “I get that same feeling.”


      “When I invited her to meet next week, she answered that she wasn’t sure yet.”


      “That’s bad for us.”


      Touko-senpai stopped for a moment. She appeared to be thinking about something.


      “For the time being, let’s meet tomorrow. I want us to think about our next plan. The place would be the same coffee shop where we met the first time. Is that okay with you?”


      “Got it. The same time as last time too then.”


      After saying that, we ended the call.


      Touko-senpai had finally accepted that Kamokura Tetsuya and Mitsumoto Karen were having an affair. We would now at last move into the part of revenge, the ‘make the other party suffer a trauma so big they would rather die’ strategy.


      The grudge and humiliation from having been taken for fools all this time is something we will never forget. We’ll teach them a lesson that’ll remain etched in their hearts for the rest of their lives!


      Next day, Monday at 5pm. At a certain coffee shop in a station a distance away from our university. The place where I first spoke about this situation to Touko-senpai. I arrived 15 minutes before the appointed time. Five minutes before the appointed time, Touko-senpai appeared.


      “I see you’re early like always.”


      Catching sight of myself, Touko-senpai spoke as she took a seat in her chair.


      I answered her.


      “That’s because I cannot allow myself to make you wait, Touko-senpai.”


      To which Touko-senpai replied with a strained smile.


      “You don’t need to worry about that kind of stuff.”


      I was slightly relieved. It was the same Touko-senpai as always.


      I remembered the Touko-senpai who had cried as if venting out all her pent-up emotions on Saturday night.


      It was my first time seeing her weak side.


      Because of that, I get the sensation that inside of me, my perception of her has changed.


      I was scared that if Touko-senpai had felt that something concerning me had changed for her too, then we wouldn’t be able to meet and talk like we had done until now.


      “Moving on to the plan…”


      After ordering her lemon tea, Touko-senpai began the conversation.


      “Now that we have made clear that Tetsuya and Karen-san are having an affair, I don’t have any intentions to keep dating Tetsuya for long.”


      “Yes, the same goes for me too.”


      I couldn’t possibly continue to date Karen like normal while pretending to remain oblivious to her actions.


      “Which brings us to the first plan we spoke of, the one about making them feel so much regret they feel like dying.”


      I nervously waited for Touko-senpai’s next words.


      “The date for it will be Christmas Eve.”


      “Eh?”


      I unintentionally gave a startled sound.


      Isn’t Christmas Eve too soon? We were already into the last third of October, so that left us with only about two months’ time.


      Though I had to admit that it’s true that having a harsh break up on the Holy Night that lovers usually spend together would give them an even greater shock.


      “What? Are there any issues?”


      Touko-senpai gave me an inquisitive stare.


      “No, it’s not a problem as such. It’s just, specifically, how are we going to do that?”


      “Yes…” 


      She readjusted her seating position and bent slightly forwards.


      “First is making the other person fall in love. A whole lot more than right now, so much so that they can’t live without me.”


      “And then?”


      “We estimate the time when they are most attached and unwilling to leave us, and we break up with them in the most scathing way possible. And the best timing to do that is Christmas Eve. You know that our group’s having a party, right?”


      “Yes. I have heard that they hold a grand party every year. It’s a grand event within the university.”


      “We’ll expose their love affair and declare the end of our relationships with them at that party. Tetsuya’s the kind of guy who cares about appearances, and from what I’ve seen of Karen-san, she’s someone who cares about what people around her think. There’s no greater humiliation for those two than this, right?”


      I see. She was right, for Kamokura, who always has the need to be first place to be at ease, being dumped in front of everyone would be a humiliation that he would never forget. As for Karen, I too was aware that she had a strong wish to be seen by those in her surroundings as a cute girl. If it were known that she was cheating with her boyfriend’s senpai, that image of hers falling to rock bottom would be the least of her worries.


      “I understand what Touko-senpai is saying. Still, there are two points that worry me.”


      “And what would those be?”


      “The first is that there’s the risk of us ruining the Christmas party by doing that.”


      Touko-senpai assented.


      “I was thinking the same. Nonetheless, this party has a tradition of holding two events, ‘best couple voting’ and ‘revelation of secrets’. Though it’s generally only things like interesting news and a time they use to confess their unrequited feelings, there was one time when one couple used it as a moment to declare the end of their relationship.”


      “So those kinds of events were being held. I did know about the ‘best couple voting’, I didn’t know about the ‘revelation of secrets’ one.”


      “However, it seems that the couple that declared the end of their relationship made some arrangements before making the announcement. Now, I imagine that having both their affair exposed and their relationships ended, Tetsuya and Karen-san will be befuddled. I don’t know what Tetsuya will do at that time. That’s why, we too have to take some measures for it.”


      “Take some measures?”


      “We’ll increase our allies within the group.”


      Touko-senpai said it as if it was the most natural thing.


      “Isshiki-kun, you get along well with Ishida-kun, no? I too have a friend whom I can trust. I intend for us to start by having those two join our side.”


      “Who is that person you’re talking about?”


      “It’s a girl you don’t know. She’s Kanou Kazumi, from the Economics Department. She was in the same middle school as me and our houses were close to each other, so we’ve been best friends since then. She didn’t go to Kaihimmakuhari High, but to a private school instead. I guess you could say we got back together now at university.”


      “We’ll be using those two as helpers in creating a common opinion within the group then, right? But will that be enough to ensure it goes well?”


      I was still doubtful about it. It’s true that the male freshmen and sophomores who are Kamokura’s kouhais hate him in secret. Notwithstanding, it’s also undeniable that there are many girls who are fans of Kamokura and that he holds a strong influence within the group.


      When it comes to Karen, she appears to be somewhat detached from other girls, but I wonder if that’s actually true.


      “About that, I was thinking of discussing it together with Kazumi and Ishida-kun. By the way, what was your second worry?”


      “We’re carrying out our plan on Christmas Eve, right? I’m worried if I’ll be able to make Karen fall for me so much that she doesn’t want to leave my side by that time.”


      After all, at present, I could tell Karen’s feelings for me were on the verge of disappearing.


      “You mean you don’t have the confidence to make Karen-san fall head over heels for you in two months?”


      “I mean, like I told you over the phone, I believe that Karen’s feelings are inclined towards Kamokura-senpai presently.”


      “Weak Hearted as always, I see.”


      Touko-senpai said that with a hint of disappointment.


      “Isn’t it precisely because it’s right now? Three months after the start of a relationship is the deciding moment, it’s when either the relationship between the two burns even brighter than before or cools down and naturally self-destructs.”


      “Is that true?”


      “At least as far as I know. A month, three months, half a year, a year, three years, and so on; those are the moments when both lovers tend to think of separating.”


      I was flabbergasted. It was quite a frequent occurrence.


      “Couples that break up after a month are mainly those that got together on a whim but decided that it was different from what they expected. That’s why there are many of them that don’t count as having experience dating.”


      On a whim, huh? That said, isn’t ‘don’t count as having experience dating’ a bit too harsh?


      “Three months is the time when those that have a good compatibility start to see the good parts of the other and their love feelings deepen. On the other hand, for those that don’t have a good compatibility, they start to get overly-conscious of the bad sides of their partners and begin to feel like they don’t get along well with them, thus making their feelings dissipate.”


      Hearing it like that, what she said may have been true.


      “Isshiki-kun and Karen-san are in this 3-month period, right? What did you think about Karen-san until now? Before you knew about this incident.”


      She means before I discovered that Karen and Kamokura were having an affair?


      “Hmm, right. I think I had gotten quite smitten with Karen. She was my first girlfriend after all. It’s true that I may have felt like dating her was different from what I had thought, but it didn’t make me feel so uneasy.”


      I was once again reminded of the fun days I had spent with Karen. I felt a throbbing pain assail my heart.


      “I know, your ‘first one’ is special, right…?”


      Those sad sounding words from Touko-senpai pierced my chest with a sharp pain.


      The intensity of that pain was many times greater than the one I had felt when thinking of Karen.


      … I knew it, Touko-senpai was still thinking about Kamokura…


      At that moment, as if all the oxygen in my lungs had disappeared, I had a suffocating sensation.


      “But, from the fact that you were, however small, somewhat uneasy about it, I think that Karen-san may have felt it even more. If you can’t make her fall in love with you right now, do you think that you’ll be able to do so even later on?”


      The last part of her sentence was a keen remark.


      It was just as she said. This problem wasn’t one that time would solve.


      No, if anything, the more time passed the more I’d be at a disadvantage. However…


      “I understand what you meant to say, Touko-senpai. It’s true, my procrastinating won’t make this matter change for the better on its own.”


      Touko-senpai nodded in silence.


      “Nonetheless, no matter how I see it, recovering the lost feelings of my girlfriend is not something that can be easily done.”


      “You’re right, it might not be easy. However, considering the present situation, I think it is still very much possible.”


      As I had an expression of mystification on my face, Touko-senpai explained it to me. 


      “Karen-san is still keeping her affair with Tetsuya a secret from you, no? In short, that means that Karen-san herself considers Isshiki-kun her real boyfriend right now.”


      Hmm, that sounded accurate enough, probably.


      “It may indeed be that her feelings are considerably in favor of Tetsuya. However, I don’t think Tetsuya is so much into Karen yet.”


      I looked again at Touko-senpai. This wasn’t anything like over-confidence. On looks alone, Karen was no match for Touko-senpai. Regardless of how much Karen put on her cute girl mask.


      “I could tell from Tetsuya’s normal attitude, but you could also tell from this time’s trip event. Karen-san spoke to you under the assumption that going on the trip was already a given. However, Tetsuya only left it at the level of ‘I may go’. That means that, depending on my actions, the trip plans may or may not come to fruition.”


      I nodded. Certainly, if Touko-senpai told Kamokura not to go on the trip, the trip plans would most probably come to nothing.


      “What do you think a woman would think if the man she was going with on a highly anticipated trip suddenly cancelled it at the last minute? I’m in control of that very thing.”


      Touko-senpai said it nonchalantly.


      She was incredibly awesome. Not only was this what you’d expect from her, but it was even a tad scary.


      “There’s also one other thing that I had in mind concerning Karen-san.”


      Touko-senpai raised her index finger. It sort of gave the appearance of it being a secret.


      “What is it? What’s that other thing?”


      “Women, you know, are social beings. Especially those of her type.”


      “Social beings? What do you mean?”


      Humans are beings that live in society to start with, so how exactly did that connect to Karen falling in love with me?


      “If you don’t understand it, Isshiki-kun, then there’s one thing you’re gravely misunderstanding.”


      “Gravely misunderstanding, you say?”


      I found myself confused by her words, so I further inquired.


      “Yes. Maybe even all of the men who think of themselves as unpopular have the same misunderstanding.”


      I had not the slightest idea of what Touko-senpai was trying to say.


      “What do you think are the qualities that make a man popular?”


      Seeing my expression of befuddlement, Touko-senpai asked me that question.


      “Well, something like being handsome, athletic, or tall. If we’re talking about inner qualities, then being smart, gentle, or kind, something like that?”


      “Those are the qualities that men think makes up a ‘popular boy’, right?”


      “Are women’s opinions different?”


      “I won’t say that the qualities you mentioned are wrong, but you’re still missing the essence of it. Aren’t there far more important elements?”


      “More important elements?”


      “Let’s go with the ones you said, handsome, athletic, tall, smart, gentle, kind. If these were necessary qualities, wouldn’t it be weird how those not-so-cool comedians married beautiful and talented TV announcers?”


      “But wouldn’t that be because the comedians have money? They also seem to be good with words.”


      “Aren’t there a considerable number of entertainers who, without having been so renowned, have married famous voice actresses?”


      “Yes, you’re right.”


      “That makes up one of the elements I mentioned and includes what you just said of ‘being skilled with words’.”


      “Like coaxing girls with ease, that sort of thing?”


      “No. It’s being good at listening, being able to grasp and understand the other person’s intentions, and from there skillfully creating the proper atmosphere. 


      Good at listening, grasping the intention of what the other is trying to say, and creating the atmosphere.


      Thought vaguely, I got the sense that I understood what she had said.


      “You won’t be liked by girls if you’re only good at talking. Someone who is first able to listen properly and able to sympathize with their feelings, that’s the kind of person that is preferred on many occasions.”


      “So you mean to tell me that I have to listen carefully when Karen speaks?”


      I had always thought that I was already listening to Karen with attention.


      After all, Karen was the kind of person who constantly pushes her own opinions one-sidedly.


      “That’s not exactly it. I believe you’re the type to listen attentively to her. This is because I get that feeling even when you speak with me.”


      “In that case, my verbal expression? Or is it creating the atmosphere?”


      “That, creating the atmosphere. But I don’t mean it as how couples set a romantic mood or anything like that.”


      Once again, I was unable to comprehend what Touko-senpai was trying to tell me. It was just as if I was trying to solve a riddle.


      “Then, what kind of atmosphere are we talking about?”


      “The group atmosphere. In more direct words, raising your popularity with the girls.”


      … Huh…? I was stupefied.


      Raising my popularity with the girls?


      Wasn’t that basically the same as telling me to go and become a ladies’ man?


      If I was able to do something like that, I wouldn’t be going through these pains in the first place.


      Did Touko-senpai think it was easy to do because her boyfriend is someone like Kamokura, who makes all the girls scream in excitement?


      “I think that’s something of an extremely high difficulty. I mean, I’m already having enough trouble making Karen alone fall for me, let alone doing the same for all the girls. That’s impossible for me. Rather, I feel we’re putting the cart before the horse.”


      However, Touko-senpai closed her eyes and shook her head sideways.


      “Don’t misunderstand, please. I didn’t say, ‘make all the girls fall for you’. Because everyone has their own likings, that’s plain impossible. Anyhow, what I meant by that was simply raising the girls’ opinion of you.”


      Seeing that even then I couldn’t make sense of it, Touko-senpai supplied me with further explanation.


      “You know, when a girl says, ‘I want that person as my boyfriend’ or ‘it’d be nice if I had a boyfriend like that person’, she means two completely different things. ‘I want as my boyfriend’ indicates that, regardless of whatever conditions there may be, that specific individual is her love target. ‘It’d be nice if he was my boyfriend’ takes conditions and other things into consideration and is nothing more than a general observation. It doesn’t necessarily mean that she wants to get that person to be her boyfriend. With that, what you’ll be aiming for is the ‘it’d be nice if he was my boyfriend’ type. It should be fine with you achieving this up to a certain point, even if not fully.”


      “Hahh, I understand what you mean to say. But will Karen really like me more than now if I raise my popularity with the girls?”


      “I think this method is an effective one. At least against Karen-san.”


      Hmm, frankly speaking, there were still some points about what Touko-senpai was saying that I couldn’t understand, making it hard for me to fully accept it…


      That said, there must have been something about Karen that I wasn’t seeing, but Touko-senpai was able to.


      “Still, how would I go about doing that?”


      “I’ll tell you more in detail about that later. Don’t worry, if you follow what I tell you, you’ll have a pretty good shot at making it. The rest is just a matter of your determination and spirit.”


      Having spoken as such, Touko-senpai calmly drank her lemon tea. She then placed the cup back on the table.


      “There’s something much more important than that: finally deciding on the day we’ll deal those two cheaters a knockout punch!”


      With a brighter light in her eyes than I had seen before, Touko-senpai looked at me as she spoke.


      “No matter how much we plan for something, unless we have a fixed date for it, we can’t make it happen. That’s why we’ll set Christmas Eve as our D-day. That’s fine with you, right?”


      It’s exactly as Touko-senpai said. Nothing will come from continually delaying this over and over. We have to prepare ourselves and face it straight on. What we were doing here was all with that end in mind.


      “Got it. Let’s do this! We still have 2 months for it!”


      “That’s the spirit!”


      Touko-senpai made a cool smile after that.


      For the time being, Touko-senpai and I left the coffee shop and entered a family restaurant that was along the national highway. Our talk stretched considerably, so we thought that it may be better to move to another establishment for the moment. There’s also that we simply got a bit hungry. Touko-senpai ordered pasta while I ordered a hamburger set. 


      By the way, Touko-senpai didn’t allow me to pay even the smallest amount for her. Despite my telling her to let me pay at least on the times I invited her, she simply said not to worry about it since we’re both students and paid for herself. Because Karen would always let me pay like it was the most natural thing, I felt a little weird about this.


      “Now then, Touko-senpai, about the method for me to make Karen fall head over heels for me by the D-day, could I ask you to tell me the ‘strategy’ you came up with?”


      Touko-senpai readjusted her seating posture a few times before starting to explain.


      “I mentioned 2 before already. One is to ruin their trip plans. In this one, you don’t need to do anything. In case Karen-san tells you that she wants to go on a trip with her friend, all you need to do is kindly see her off with a ‘go and have fun’.”


      “The one where you would dexterously manipulate Kamokura and make him cancel the trip at the last minute, right, Touko-senpai?”


      “Yes. Tetsuya shouldn’t be wanting to go out with Karen-san so much that he’d risk making me angry. But I imagine that having the trip she was looking forward to so much cancelled at the last minute would make Karen-san very resentful. It may even change the way in which she sees Tetsuya. If at that time she notices how you have always looked after her with gentleness and warmth, Karen-san is sure to remember who should be her number one, no?”


      I wonder if it’ll go so smoothly… That small doubt crossed my mind, but I also had a curious sensation since hearing Touko-senpai say it like that made it seem like it would happen without difficulty. 


      “And the other strategy?”


      “That’s precisely the one I mentioned before. Raising your popularity with the girls.”


      “That’s the one I don’t really get. Could you explain a bit more concretely, please?”


      “First and foremost is to not do anything that would make the girls dislike you.”


      “Aren’t I already making an effort to not be hated by everyone?”


      “Are you? It’s my belief that boys tend to lack thoughtfulness though.”


      “In what ways do you mean that?”


      “For example, about one’s appearance, going around with your bed hair, having your nasal hair visible, having eye mucus on your eyes, having an unkempt stubble, and slovenly clothing. All of that is unthinkable for your average girl.”


      I tried scourging through my memories. I got the feeling that the number of girls who had any of those was indeed low.


      “Have you ever given thought to how much time girls spend everyday taking care of their own body and appearance? It’s easily over one or two hours.”


      So that’s how it is, huh?


      It is true that when I went on a trip with girls, I would often see them fiddling or tinkering their hair and faces.


      “That’s why keeping a prim and neat appearance is the minimum you need to do. And I don’t mean that you should wear high-brand clothes or get a cool, modern hair style. Popular boys always take care to keep a neat appearance.”


      After she said that, Touko-senpai added on,


      “On that matter though, you already pass, Isshiki-kun.”


      “Thank you very much. Anything aside from that?”


      “When it comes to attitudes, speech, and actions, I read in some book that bodily touching is hated. Getting their heads patted by a man who is neither close to them nor someone they like is nothing if not unpleasant. From which we can say that keeping your distance and doing nothing more than talking with them is by far the best option.”


      Ooh! Harsh! But you know, I too wondered what kind of an idiot patted a girl’s head or performed a kabedon on her.


      “There are many boys that can’t tell the time they should listen to a girl’s problems. And there are many others that maybe misunderstand when a girl speaks her troubles to them, thinking she’s relying on them, and hence end up unnecessarily giving their all to give advice to her. Girls aren’t really expecting some sound reasoning or a solution to their troubles. They just want someone who’d listen to them. If at those times you tell her ‘you should do that’ or ‘if you do this’, then all that’ll cross the girl’s mind is ‘huh? That’s not what I wanted’. And something like criticizing her is absolutely out of the question.”


      Um, was it me or was today’s Touko-senpai incredibly scary?


      “That’s why, from now on, whenever you talk with a girl, you’re to keep yourself to only listening in as much as possible. Giving her an occasional ‘You’re right, I’ve had the same happen to me too’ is more than enough.”


      That was a lifesaver. Talking with girls I’m not familiar with wasn’t one of my strong points. I always worried over what I should talk about and couldn’t find the words in my panic.


      “Ah, however, it may be best for the boy to be the one who speaks the first words and breaks the ice with some topic for conversation. I get the feeling it’d be scary if you simply stayed nearby in silence. They’ll start thinking you have some ulterior motives.”


      Women sure are complicated, huh.


      “Also, when you’re with a group of girls, you have to always remain impartial. This is because women are incredibly perceptive of even the smallest difference in treatment. Though the girl receiving the special treatment may be happy about it, the other girls will most definitely not find it amusing. Ultimately, the girl who got the special treatment will be bothered by the looks from everyone else and end up leaving.”


      After that, Touko-senpai continued telling me just how important the ‘group atmosphere’ is for girls.


      “So, Touko-senpai, will simply raising the opinion all girls have about me be enough to make Karen’s feelings for me light again?”


      Touko-senpai nodded.


      “From what I’ve seen, Karen-san is the type that craves for everyone’s attention or who needs the approval of others to find their own value. For those kinds of girls, only treating them with kindness isn’t enough. They’re the kind of people that whenever they’re given something, they expect something greater the next time in a never-ending cycle. They’re always raising the bar for their ‘confirmation of love’.”


      I was well aware of that. Rather, what Touko-senpai said was on point. 


      At the beginning, Karen started by only cutely asking me for small things, but eventually, those small things became the norm, and she then began to demand more and more different things. Then, when I couldn’t fulfill those demands of hers, she’d remain in a foul mood for a long time, and at times, she’d even get angry out of nowhere.


      “Those girls are also prone to cheating. They find that a single man isn’t enough to satisfy their needs and hence search for another one. They then even go as far as to justify their cheating saying it was their boyfriends who didn’t understand them enough, that they didn’t care about their feelings, that they didn’t give them enough love.”


      Wouldn’t it be better if you forgot about computer science and instead became a psychologist or a scientist, Touko-senpai?


      “Those kinds of people that want constant attention or need other people’s approval pay extremely close attention to the opinions of the people around them. That’s why, if the girls around her say that Isshiki-kun is a good man, she won’t want to let go of you as her boyfriend. It’s precisely that side of Karen-san that may have led her to cheating with Tetsuya, who is popular with the girls of our group and a center of attention.”


      Oooh, that was quite the convincing story there!


      Unable to say anything, I simply stood there listening to Touko-senpai.


      “That’s why, regardless of how kindly you treat her, for Karen-san, that’s an ‘obvious thing’ that you should do, meaning that her feelings for you won’t come back. It’s better for us to raise the other girls’ assessment of you, thus making Karen-san think that she doesn’t want to let go of you and that she wants to keep you for herself.”


      I was utterly impressed at Touko-senpai’s powers of observation and perception. Especially the part about Karen’s demands towards me escalating, it was almost as if she had seen it happen before her eyes.


      “All that you need is to catch the eye of more girls than men and you’ll be ready.”


      “What should I do to achieve that?”


      Touko-senpai made a hard-to-describe expression at my question.


      It was a mischievous look that still showed that she was about to ask for a favor. 


      “The free counseling ends here. From here on, I want some kind of reward for myself.”


      “Reward? You mean money?”


      “I don’t need money. There’s something that has greater importance than that for me…”


      “Something important for Touko-senpai?”


      What could that be? I didn’t have the slightest idea.


      “You know, for me… ******.”


      Touko-senpai lowered her voice all of a sudden.


      “Eh? Excuse me, what did you say?”


      “What I said was… ******.”


      In what was an unusual occurrence, Touko-senpai was having difficulties expressing herself as she seemed to be fidgeting.


      “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you well. Could I ask you to please repeat it in a louder voice?”


      “Ngh! Argh!” 


      With her face red, Touko-senpai yelled as if angered.


      “I want you to teach me how to be a ‘cute girl’!”


      “…”


      For an instant, I was left in shock, unable to speak.


      Touko-senpai’s face was flushed a bright red. Even her ears were red.


      “I said it a while back, didn’t I? That I want to be cute. That’s why I want you to tell me how to be a ‘cute girl’ in boys’ eyes!”


      She continued to fidget the whole time she spoke.


      … Just like that, you’re already being ‘cute’, Touko-senpai…


      I found it amusing. The composed, intellectual, and perfect beauty Touko-senpai was asking for help in


      this. 

      “Pff.”


      I was unable to fully hold back my laughter.


      “Wh, what? Why’re you laughing?”


      With her face still red, Touko-senpai looked at me in a panic.
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      “Aah, I’m sorry. I just couldn’t believe it.”


      “What do you mean you couldn’t believe it!? I said it before; for women, those kinds of things are…”


      “I apologize, I didn’t mean it like that. I have no intention of denying what you said, Touko-senpai.”


      After I had said that, for the time being, Touko-senpai appeared to take back the words she was about to say. 


      Nonetheless, she still pouted her lips in dissatisfaction. With her face still flushed red.


      “But are you sure you’re okay with me? With the ‘cute girl’ image that someone like me may have?”


      That point too was odd. That the perfect beauty, Touko-senpai, was asking the run-of-the-mill ordinary me for help in ‘how to be a cute girl’. Wasn’t she mistaking the person to whom she was asking for help?


      “I’m not asking you because you’re you. It’s because I can’t ask other people for help with this.”


      Perhaps still feeling somewhat embarrassed, she glanced up at me as she hung her head.


      “I understand. If you are fine with me, please allow me to think and make a summary of what I believe to make up a ‘cute girl’ by next time.”


      “The report needs to be at least 5 pages and no more than 10 pages long. The main points have to be summarized in the conclusion! If I determine it deserves less than a C, you’ll be writing the report anew!”
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      Trying to hide her shyness, she made that joke before turning to the side in a pout. And her face remained red even now.


      This demeanor of yours was very and truly cute, Touko-senpai.


      Next day, I called Karen by phone a little past 8pm like I always did.


      This was because, based on the pattern they’ve had until now, I thought she wouldn’t be meeting with Kamokura today. 


      However, Karen didn’t answer her phone. Three hours after that, I called Karen again.


      “… Hello.”


      In contrast to her usual high spirits, she spoke in a low unhappy voice.


      “Karen? It’s me, Yuu.”


      “Karen knew that from the moment the call entered and she saw the display.”


      “Right.”


      “And? What does Yuu-kun want?”


      That was quite the brusque manner of speech. She was in a seriously bad mood.


      “Ah, no, it’s just that I called you earlier and you didn’t answer. I wondered if something had happened.”


      “…Nothing much. Karen was asleep on the bed.”


      “I see. You were asleep ‘on the bed’.”


      It would seem she met with Kamokura today. Her meaning of ‘asleep on the bed’ was different from mine.


      “That all Yuu-kun wanted?”


      “Eh, yeah. You remember I promised to contact you every day, right?”


      “…”


      “I also wanted to hear your voice, Karen.”


      Controlling my feelings of anger, I somehow managed to say that in a kind tone.


      “Isn’t it enough already?”


      “Eh?”


      “It’s already enough to call Karen every day.”


      “But it was you who said it, Karen. That it’s only natural for me as your boyfriend to call you every day.”


      “That was back when Karen and Yuu-kun had just started dating. It’s already been three months since that. Karen was thinking that maybe it would be fine to stop the daily calls.”


      “Does that mean you don’t want to talk with me every day?”


      “That’s not it. It’s more that calling her everyday makes Karen feel as if she was under surveillance. It’s as if she was being restricted in her freedom. If that happened, Karen could even end up hating Yuu-kun because of it!”


      This girl, where did she get off saying that sort of thing even though she herself was doing things that deserved keeping a close watch on her?


      “… I see…”


      … Is your time with Kamokura that important for you? So much that simply talking with me is a waste of time?…


      The silence continued for a while.


      “Was that all?”


      “Ah, yes.”


      “Karen’s head hurts, so she’s going to sleep now.”


      “Oh, yeah. Good night.”


      No sooner did I reply than she ended the call.


      The next day, Wednesday, we got together at a coffee shop a distance away from the university.


      Apart from Touko-senpai and I, my best friend, Ishida Youta, and Touko-senpai’s best friend, Kanou Kazumi-san, were together with us. This was the first time all four of us got together like this, as well as Ishida’s and my first meeting with Kazumi-san.


      Kazumi’s hair was dyed in a light brown color, and she gave off the image of your average beautiful woman.


      “That’s one troublesome thing there.”


      After I shared the contents of last night’s conversation with Karen, Touko-senpai put her fist to her chin and had a stern expression.


      “I thought as much…”


      I spoke in a depressed voice.


      The contents of that call were so bad you could very well say they were from a couple on the verge of breaking up.


      “It’s very bad that you made Karen-san tell you that it’s fine not to call her every day. This is because by doing that, she is now aware of the fact that Isshiki-kun’s level of priority within herself has fallen.”


      Hearing that, Kazumi-san separated her lips from the straw of the iced coffee she was drinking.


      “It’s just like Touko said. It’s at times like those that women start to feel that that guy is annoying, and they get tired of them. Phrases like ‘I was asleep’, ‘my head hurts’, ‘I’m feeling sleepy’ are all pretty much stock phrases for when the boyfriend starts to pry into stuff that a girl doesn’t want them to know of.”


      “I’m sorry. It’s all because I tried to contact her unnecessarily…”


      I lowered my head and Ishida spoke out in my defense.


      “Nah, I don’t think it could’ve been helped. If your girlfriend doesn’t answer your habitual call, wouldn’t it be normal as a boyfriend to ask, ‘what were you doing’?”


      “Yes. Perhaps not asking anything at that time would’ve instead been more unnatural.”


      Touko-senpai agreed with him on that point. Nonetheless, immediately after she gave me her next warning.


      “Still, from now on, make sure you don’t contact Karen-san on time when she may be together with Tetsuya. Regardless of whether they’re cheating or not, getting contacted by their boyfriend when they’re with another man is one of the most annoying things for women.”


      “Understood.”


      “Remember that our goal is to dump our partners at the moment when they’re most in love with us. You have to do your best to abstain from doing things that could make her feelings for you grow any more distant.”


      I had no words with which to reply. However, thinking about it calmly, isn’t recovering the love of your girlfriend when she’s about to break up with you something considerably difficult to achieve?


      “Well, let’s leave that aside for now. That’s not the main topic for today’s meeting, is it? It’s to decide on our plan of action to bring down the hammer of justice on Frivolous-Kamo and Bitch-girl, isn’t it?”
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      Perhaps attempting to soften the tension in the air, Kazumi let out a small joke. However, the only one to yell back ‘Frivolous-Kamo’ and burst out laughing at it was Ishida. Touko-senpai then spoke with a displeased expression.


      “You’re right. Now then, as I said before this meeting, we want the two of you to create an atmosphere within the group which helps make it easier for them to ally with us. After all, what we’re talking about here is making a scandal over at one of the group’s events, the Christmas party. If the people present there don’t side with us, the damage to Tetsuya and Karen will be halved.”


      “From what I’ve heard till now, sure, Tetsuya is scum, but that Karen girl is also something of her own, right? There shouldn’t be many girls who’d sympathize with that girl considering her present circumstances, won’t you say?”


      Uwah, she just said those hard-to-say things as if they were nothing! Kazumi-san’s the type of person who doesn’t mince their words.


      Ishida added on in the same tone.


      “If we’re talking about Karen-chan, yeah, girls won’t really side with her. And as for Kamokura-senpai, most of the male freshmen and sophomores won’t even think to sympathize with him, no? Kamokura-senpai’s egotism and philandering is infamous even among his fellow juniors.”


      “Hey! Ishida!”


      I chided Ishida. At least for Touko-senpai, Kamokura was her boyfriend. There was no way that she would feel happy hearing all those insults directed at him.


      However, the one who stopped me was none other than Touko-senpai herself.


      “It’s fine, Isshiki-kun. What Ishida-kun says is true, after all. Nothing good will come from averting my eyes from it, and it’s something I had sensed already.”


      Nonetheless, the look with which Touko-senpai looked at me as she spoke was still marred by sorrow.


      “Still, Tetsuya too has his friends, and it wouldn’t be weird if some people advocated for Karen-san saying that it’s too cruel for a girl to be subjected to so much humiliation. That’s why I want a strong enough sense of empathy towards us so that those kinds of opinions aren’t expressed. I want to ask for the two of you to create such an atmosphere.”


      “I know. It’s for that that you want me to join your group, right? Luckily, I already get along with a few girls who are members of your group, so I think I should be able to fit in fast.”


      “Fine by me too. Rather, I don’t think there’s any need to lay any groundwork for the freshmen and sophomores. All that’s left is what to say to the juniors. But if they know that Touko-senpai was betrayed by Kamokura, then there shouldn’t be any problems there.”


      “I’ll leave it to you then. The two of us can’t be openly involved in doing that.”


      After that, Touko-senpai turned to face me.


      “Last is you, Isshiki-kun. Increasing your popularity among the girls is of great importance. Make sure you remember that.”


      The meeting ended and we divided into two groups and went back, Ishida and I on the one side, Touko-senpai and Kazumi-san on the other. 


      Inside the train on our way back, Ishida spoke to me as if he had just remembered.


      “Touko-senpai really is nice, man.”


      “Yeah.”


      I replied in an offhand manner.


      “It’d be the best thing in the world if someone like that were your girlfriend, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Why’d Kamokura-senpai even think of cheating despite already having a perfect girlfriend, one who is beautiful and has an exceptional physique and a great personality?”


      “Hell if I know that!”


      I was deeply grateful to Ishida for helping me in this way.


      Even so, I couldn’t answer pleasantly when it came to this topic. It brought to mind many various memories, and I couldn’t help falling into a bad mood.


      However, I too had thought of the same question Ishida had asked.


      From a purely physical extent, both in face and in body, Touko-senpai was decidedly leagues above Karen. This is what 10 people out of 10 you asked would tell you, regardless of their gender. Add to that that Touko-senpai also had a graceful and refined personality, not to mention that she was also considerate. You could see how she was trying to defend Kamokura even now that we had confirmed that he had been cheating on her. 


      Why Kamokura, who had such a perfect girlfriend, had an affair with Karen was a great mystery.


      Though it is in line with what Kamokura said a few days ago: that men are beings that are constantly looking to get their hands on many women, and so, just because they have a beautiful girlfriend, it doesn’t mean they won’t lay their hands on another woman.


      “Well, it’s true that Karen-chan is cute too, though. I’d say she’s one of the top 5 cutest girls in our group.”


      I didn’t say anything. It was true that even during this time I’ve been dating Karen, she’s been popular among a portion of the boys.


      “Honestly, when you told me before our summer vacations that you were dating Karen-chan, I was very jealous of you.”


      “With how that turned into this, I’d have to say that in my case, my feelings would be the complete opposite.”


      “Right. It must be a difficult position for you, Yuu. So, you managed to clear up your mind a bit?”


      “Yeah. I managed to get over most of it thanks to Touko-senpai. It kinda feels like my eyes were opened at last.”


      “I see, I’m glad.”


      Ishida looked relieved as he said that.


      “You know, the truth is I was a little worried if you wouldn’t lose yourself and in a fit of rage turn violent towards Kamokura and Karen-chan.”


      I made a bitter smile at that. I had no doubt that Ishida had been worried for me on that aspect too and as such had been willing to have so many conversations with me. Still, that I didn’t end up doing that may once again be thanks to Touko-senpai.


      “Thanks. And don’t worry. I know that all I’ll get by doing that is to be despised by Touko-senpai.”


      “I’m relieved to see that you’re more composed than I imagined, Yuu. All thanks to our marvelous Touko-senpai.


      Ishida turned to look at me.


      “I said it before already, but it’d be nice if things with Touko-senpai went well. I’m cheering for you. Go and give that trash-senpai of Kamokura a good one!”

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 6: Touko-senpai’s ‘cute girl-ification plan’?


      Friday of that week. It seemed that today too was a day for Karen and Kamokura’s cheaters’ date.


      Karen had contacted me before saying that on Friday, she’d go shopping with a friend from her hometown and then they’d go play together. Meanwhile, it seemed that Kamokura too had told Touko-senpai that he had a meeting from his part-time job on Friday and that they’d go have some drinks together after it.


      In Kamokura’s case, he had to change his excuse because his high school was the same as not only Touko-senpai, but also me. If he was careless and said something like ‘a friend from my hometown’, he ran the risk of us catching on to his lies in some way.


      Even if I say so myself, today I was in slightly high spirits.


       This was because I had made a promise with Touko-senpai to go together to buy clothes for me.


      This conversation was from back when we decided our ‘D-day’.


      “There are many boys that don’t pay attention to their clothes, but it would still be best that you maintain a certain neatness.”


      Touko-senpai told me that.


      “Neatness of my clothes? But my parents wash my clothes nearly every day.”


      “I’m not saying that your clothes are dirty or anything like that. My choice of words was poor. Maybe it would’ve been better to say that you mustn’t dress slovenly.”


      “Dress slovenly?”


      “Try remembering what the university is like. For example, in our Department of Science and Engineering, everyone wears worn-out sweatshirts or fleece jackets together with checked shirts and jeans. Those kinds of people abound, right?”


      “Yes?”


      As if reaffirming her words, I myself was currently wearing a fleece hooded jacket and a thick cotton shirt on top, paired with some jeans I had worn since high school. 


      “If the clothes someone is wearing are worn-out or ragged, that’s reflected into the person who wears them and makes them look shabby.”


      Hmm, she may have been right about that. I hadn’t paid much attention to it because there were many guys around me who did the same.


      “It doesn’t have to be expensive clothes. Even clothes from Unishiro and ZU can give off a more than nice sense of neatness to your appearance.”


      
 

      (TL Note: Unishiro and ZU are references to Uniqlo and GU, famous clothing brands in Japan)


      But I didn’t have any interest in fashion in the first place. From the times I was a child, I almost always wore what my parents bought without saying anything. Not to mention that, rather than spending money on clothes, I’d much prefer to spend it on my hobbies.


      “But I don’t have even the smallest bit of fashion sense. I don’t know what kind of clothes I should even look to buy.”


      Touko-senpai then thought for a moment, after which she spoke.


      “Fine. In that case, I’ll accompany you. The next time that Tetsuya and Karen-san have their tryst, we too will go shopping together.”


      And that was how it was decided that today, I would go shopping together with Touko-senpai.


      I arrived at the southeastern ticket gate in Shinjuku Station, and almost immediately, Touko-senpai arrived too.


      “It looks like you were the first one to arrive today too.”


      After seeing me, Touko-senpai smiled sweetly as she spoke.


      “Ah, but today I barely had to wait. Maybe we were on the same train?”


      Today, Touko-senpai was wearing a salmon pink jacket on top of a white light mohair sweater, together with a pleated suspender skirt. On her feet, she was wearing short boots that had a low heel. The thigh-high socks that Touko-senpai wore served to emphasize the captivating curves of her voluptuous legs.


      I could tell that the eyes of all the men around us were focused on Touko-senpai.


      Being the one with whom she was meeting, I had a complicated mixture of feelings, proud, yet at the same time embarrassed for being such an unbalanced partner for her. I guess clothing is important for men too.


      We headed for ZU, a casual wear brand retailer that was close to Shinjuku’s Third Street.


      Once we entered the store, we saw a great variety of mass-produced clothes lined up one next to the other.


      “You feel overwhelmed by this amount of clothing when you come to look for clothes, right? Which would suit me best? Which would go well with one another? Are there any that match wellwith the clothes I already have?”


      Touko-senpai then pointed at the model in the photo panel displayed on the inside of the store.


      The model was a famous young actor who donned denim pants and a gray jacket over his shoulders. Below it, he wore a thin, long-sleeved T-shirt. 


      “Don’t think too hard about it. You can’t go wrong if you choose a set from the apparel they have on display at stores like that one. Those are something that a professional puts together, after all.”


      But, for me to wear the same clothes as a model so famous that even I know them, wasn’t that a little too much to ask?


      “Isshiki-kun, your height might be average, but you’re of slender build. I think that most clothes would suit you well.”


      Saying that, she brought the same clothes as the model in the photo from just now and tried lining them on top of my body.


      “I wonder if this is good enough for a black and white outfit? Next, it would be better to have one which is a tad more casual and with a brighter vibe.”


      She then went on and chose some beige cotton pants, a denim jacket of the same color, and a moss green hooded sweatshirt vest for me.


      “Try these on first for now. If the size doesn’t fit you, tell me and I’ll change them.”


      I did as I was told and went to a fitting room to try on the clothes she had chosen for me.


       Every time I put on a new piece of clothing, I had Touko-senpai, who was waiting outside, take a look at me.


      “Mhm, it’s nice. It suits you really well.”


      She spoke noticeably pleased with herself.


      The men and women that were nearby were staring at us. Could it be that they thought we were a couple?


      Though a bit embarrassing, choosing clothes together with a girl like this was unexpectedly fun.


      I bought one last set: some slim fit jeans and a dark green sweater. In total, I had purchased three sets of clothing. 


      While we waited for them to finish adjusting the length of the pants, Touko-senpai and I went to a nearby coffee shop.


      As she drank her café latte, Touko-senpai spoke.


      “I say it should be fine if at first you mostly wear them in the same combinations as we bought them. Then you could gradually buy more clothes that combine with those. Even if the bottom is the same, simply changing the top can give a considerably different impression.”


      “Uh huh…”


      I gave a vague answer.


      “Also, so long as you don’t get any confidence with your clothing, it may be better for you to avoid clothes with patterns on them. Even if you think those clothes are well-matched, other people may think that isn’t so. Apart from that, I recommend you stop wearing old clothes. This is because it’s complicated to make out what to think of old clothes.”


      “I see.”


      That was all I could manage to say in response to that.


      “And another thing of importance is that no matter how good your clothing is or looks, if your posture or gait are bad, it’ll all be for nothing. So be careful about those two points. First of all, a hunched back is no good. Perhaps because they use the computer a lot, but there are many students, especially in the science departments, that have a hunchback. Keep your back straight at all times, just as if you were being pulled from the top of your head with a thread. As for the gait, I’ll explain carefully on the next occasion with more time.”


      As I was taking in all the advice she gave me, a single question came to my mind.


      … I wondered how Touko-senpai was so knowledgeable about fashion. And she wasn’t just fashionable as in simply following the latest trends. She could even give her advice confidently to someone like me about common everyday male clothes. Not to mention that she even knows about postures and walking styles. Did she have some foundations on them…?


      “Touko-senpai, how is it that you’re so knowledgeable about fashion?”


      For an instant, she stood startled in shock.


      “Eh? I mean, I am a woman.”


      “But what we’re choosing right now are men’s clothes, right? And we’re not choosing the latest trends in fashion, but clothes that your average boy would think of as looking sufficiently nice. Moreover, I can feel something like confidence from those that you select. Not to mention that you even point out my posture and gait in order to better show off the attire. It almost feels as if you had some basis when you chose them…”


      Touko-senpai averted her eyes from me when I said that. She stared at the floor for a while.


      Soon after, she raised her face and spoke in a resigned manner.


      “The truth is, I had kept it a secret from everyone, but I once worked as an amateur model for a fashion magazine. In doing that is how I had many opportunities to listen and learn about various kinds of fashion, both for men and for women.”


      
 

      (TL Note: “amateur model” is not exactly the correct term. 読者モデル is what it’s used, and it refers to a young woman (student or office worker) who is a reader and is asked to model for the portrait, but not as her main job.)


      “Amateur model?”


      Though I asked her back that question, I wasn’t that surprised about it.


      Someone with the looks and body of Touko-senpai could easily be taken for a model. 


      “Yes. I was scouted at Shinjuku during my high school days. But I only started working as a model after I had passed my entrance exams into university. At first, I had rejected them, but the person scouting me was very enthusiastic, and after I later investigated the agency, I discovered that it was a reputable place. Ah, I did bother entering the office in person before. That’s where I thought that maybe it’d be fine if I could get to wear some cute girly clothes.”


      “So that’s where you learnt not only about how to combine clothes, but even about how to walk with them? How long did you work with them?”


      “For the whole of last year only. I appeared in a few issues from a magazine called ‘SAKURAKO’.”


      “Does that mean you aren’t doing it anymore?”


      “Mhm. It sold more than it had been anticipated and I didn’t want to be unable to lead a normal school life. There was also that around spring, the people from the agency started to ask me if I didn’t want to try for gravure modeling too. I wasn’t so interested in it to go that far.”


      Honestly speaking, Touko-senpai had the figure to more than pass as a gravure model herself.


      A body that was the yearning of all women and the dream of every man.


      “Please, don’t tell anyone else about this! I have kept this as a secret this whole time, after all.”


      Touko-senpai spoke to me as she looked at me with supplicating eyes.


      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone about this.”


      That was when I once again found something strange.


      “If you have already worked as a fashion model, then even without asking me for help, couldn’t you have asked plenty of other cute girls from there, or didn’t you already wear that kind of clothes?”


      However, Touko-senpai shook her head sideways.


      “If I were forced to say which, I’d say I was put in charge of chic-style fashion most of the time. That’s why I didn’t get any kind of interaction with the fashion of the girly, cute kind. Not to mention that what I want to know is not the clothes that girls find cute, but in general, what in a boy’s perspective constitutes a girl who is cute or who they want to protect.”


      I see, just because she was beautiful didn’t mean that everything would go smoothly for her, huh?


      After waiting for nearly 1 hour, we went back to ZU, took the clothes that we had bought, and started on our way back.


      I gave my thanks to Touko-senpai inside the train.


      “Thank you very much for today. It is because of you that I managed to buy three sets of clothes which I can confidently call my best sets.”


      Because, as you know, these were the clothes that Touko-senpai chose for me. There was no mistake about it.


      “Likewise. It was also my first time choosing clothes for a boy. It was quite enjoyable. And if with that I managed to make you have some confidence, Isshiki-kun, I’m glad for it.”


      She replied back to me with a bright smile. Seeing that, I felt as if I was being healed in a way.


      “On the next occasion we have some time, perhaps I could ask you to help me choose winter clothes together?”


      “Sounds good. The D-day is in winter after all, so we have to make sure we are fully prepared to finish it at that moment.”


      After she said that, she thrust her finger at me.


      “But before that, make sure you don’t forget about ‘my reward’.”


      “Don’t worry. I’m already putting all my thoughts about it together in my head.”


      “Do you know when I could ask you to show them to me?”


      “Hmm, just my opinion wouldn’t be enough for a decent sample, so I was thinking of asking a few other guys for their opinions too.”


      “Wait! Don’t spread the gossip too much! Imagine how embarrassing it’d be for me if it was discovered that I was the one asking!”


      “Ah, I apologize. You’re right. But my opinion alone is a little…”


      “It’s fine, just your preferences are enough, Isshiki-kun. Hurry and tell me!”


      “Understood. Then, around the start of the next week, on Monday.”


      “Honestly, if I hadn’t stopped and warned you, you’d have gone and asked all around the internet for opinions!”


      I made a bitter smile because, in actuality, part of me had been thinking of doing precisely that.


      I spent the whole of that week’s Saturday thinking about the ‘cute girl’ stuff that Touko-senpai had asked from me. Even now I was lying on my bed thinking about that.


      … ‘Cute girl’, huh. She must be a pretty girl; she has to be kind and keep herself collected normally. But every now and then, she must show a clumsy side…


      As I was thinking about those things, for some reason, Touko-senpai came to my mind as if it was the most natural thing.


      She was beautiful, prim and proper, graceful, and she still had the kindness necessary to comfort me during my painful moments. Add to it that last week, she was only a girl who cried after seeing her boyfriend cheating on her…


      Wait, no, that was wrong.


      It was Touko-senpai who asked me what constituted a ‘cute girl’, wasn’t it?


      What kind of an answer would ‘You’ be?


      … Errmm, what else then… She has to be good at cooking and at looking after the house; someone who would not only spoil me occasionally, but also let me spoil her. A girl who is cold to other men and shows her sexy coy side only to me…


      Again, I ended up involuntarily imagining Touko-senpai.


      Touko-senpai wearing an apron as she cooked a meal for me.


      She smiled as she happily said to me, ‘Today’s stew came out especially good’…


      After eating, I would watch TV on the sofa together with Touko-senpai.


      I would put my arm around Touko-senpai’s shoulder, and she would cuddle and stick close to me like a kitten… And then she would whisper into my ears.


      “I love you, Isshiki-kun…”


      Ngh! What were you thinking, me!? There’s no way we could tell this to Touko-senpai! In the first place, aren’t these all my wishes!?


      … It may be a bad idea to think about this while on top of the bed…


      Having thought that, I got up from the bed and turned on my laptop that was on top of the desk.


      … Isshiki Yuu, summarize the definition of a ‘cute girl’ in at most 50 characters…


      I made that order to myself in my mind. I launched the editor and enlisted the qualities that made it up.


      Cute girl: She needs to be pretty and kind. Normally she acts cool but in reality, she has a weak side of hers too. And she only shows that weak side of hers to me…


      Eh, isn’t this connected directly to Touko-senpai just like before!?


      No good. Was my mind presently fully dominated by Touko-senpai in all matters that concerned women at the moment?


      It was at that moment that my smartphone vibrated. Looking at it, I saw it was an SNS message from Ishida.


      > (Ishida) Yuu, are you free today?


      > (Yuu) There’s a little something I’m thinking about, but it’s no real problem, I’m free.


      > (Ishida) In that case, I’m going to buy some stuff now, wanna come together with me?


      > (Yuu) Hmm, well, fine by me but, how far are we going?


      > (Ishida) To Shibuya!


      > (Yuu) Geh, for real? Isn’t that a bit too far?


      > (Ishida) There’s a nice leather jacket that arrived at a secondhand clothes shop in Shibuya. It’s an authentic leather jacket from a pilot from the American army. If I don’t buy it now that I found it, who knows when I’ll get another chance.


      Hmmm, going all the way out to Shibuya is honestly a pain but, I do owe Ishida for his having been together with me on so many things concerning the love affair between Karen and Kamokura-senpai.


      > (Yuu) Got it. I’ll go.


      > (Ishida) Thanks! Then, see you at 12 o’clock at the ticket gate of the JR’s Makuhari Station.


      
(TL Note: JR is the Japan Railways Group) 

      > (Yuu) That’s quite soon. Understood, I’ll start getting ready to leave right now.


      I put away my smartphone, got on my bicycle as soon as I could, and headed for the Makuhari Station of the JR.


      My house was a single building located on a seaward exit from the Japan National Route. Ishida’s house was an apartment building that was closer to the Japan National Route. From whichever of the two, it would take you close to 10 minutes to the station by bicycle.


      I met up with Ishida at the station and we traveled for a bit longer than an hour to Shibuya. Ishida bought the leather jacket he was looking for in a second hand clothes shop that was on the backside of the central district. 


      Ishida wasn’t the type to worry about fashion, but when it came to things that he liked, he could be very finicky.


      During the whole time that Ishida had been doing his shopping, I had continued to think about the ‘homework’ that Touko-senpai had left me.


      Once we had finished shopping, we entered a family restaurant.


      After we sat at the table, Ishida stared at my face with a suspicious look.


      “Yuu, something happen? For the whole of today, you’ve had this pensive face.”


      “Hm, that so? Oh, well, nothing much.”


      {ED/N: Don’t roast me over lack of grammar, they’re talking that way }


      “What’s with that? Makes me curious. Spit it out! It couldn’t be something about Karen-chan, could it?”


      “No, nothing like that. It’s not that serious of a matter, in the first place.”


      “Then out with it. It’s not thing serious, right? I’ll think about it together with you.”


      He was right. I couldn’t get my thoughts together by myself. It might be best for me to also listen to Ishida’s opinion.


      “What’re the qualities that make up a ‘cute girl’ in your opinion, Ishida?”


      “Qualities that make up a cute girl?”


      Ishida had a confused face as he asked back.


      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it since yesterday.”


      “Hmmm.”


      Ishida crossed his arms and began thinking.


      “Well, I guess she needs to be a pretty girl. Also, maybe it’s best if she has a title like ‘the top of the school’ or ‘the yearning of’ attached to her.”


      … The yearned-for pretty girl, Touko-senpai, right?…


      “Next, of course she has to have huge breasts. A slender body and huge breasts, that’s more than enough to pack a punch.”


      … Slender body and huge breasts. That’s Touko-senpai, alright…


      “Also, it’d be exciting if she were something like a tsundere or kuudere, right?”


       … Touko-senpai falls under the tsundere or kuudere categories, no? Though her dere elements are very few…


      
 

      (TL Note: Tsundere and kuudere are actually words that come from two onomatopoeia cojoined. ‘tsuntsun’ is basically aloof, ‘deredere’ is lovestruck, and ‘kuu’ is from ‘cool’.)


      “Blonde hair and twin-tails make for a nice moe image too.”


      … Touko-senpai has long black hair, but because her facial features are so perfect, blonde hair could also suit her nice. Twin-tails may be nice too…


      “A girl that’s in a band is nice too!”


      … From the image she gives off, if it were Touko-senpai, a violin or saxophone feel more natural though. Ah, a saxophone could be part of a band too, no?…


      “A childhood friend or a sister that’s not blood-related to you; those kinds of situations really get you excited.”


      …? That may be good in a way but… I’d be happy Touko-senpai suddenly said, ‘I became your elder sister-in-law’ and started living in the same house as me!…


      “Animal ears are great too. Especially cat-ears and fox-ears.”


      … ?? … Ah, actually a Touko-senpai with cat ears would be really cute…


      “Magical girls are also hard to forget. Those highly revealing clothes are just!”


      … ??? Magical girls? That’s already in the realm of cosplay, no???…


      “Hey, Ishida. What are you talking about?”


      Ishida had a face like he’d just been pulled back to reality from a dream.


      “Eh? We were talking about the qualities for a cute girl, right? Like those from anime or manga.”


      … I was a fool for asking for your opinion…


      I lightly pressed my hand to my forehead. And then we had me, who was getting on board with Ishida’s delusions and making Touko-senpai appear in every single one of those stupid fantasies.


      “You… If magical girls or beast-girls really existed, you think you could go out with them?”


      “I can do it. My love doesn’t discriminate! Be it a magical girl or a beast girl, they’re all acceptable!”


      Ishida declared with great confidence. 


      I gave up. I would find an answer to this problem with my own strength, without relying on anyone else. At the end, I spoke again.


      “I have no intention to complain about your preferences, but it’d be better if you stopped it with the ‘little sister attribute’. If your real sister, Meika-chan, found out, she’d be disgusted with you.”


      Those kinds of delusions were only allowed to single childs like me or for guys who only had brothers.


      “Oohh, not that you mention it, Meika was worried about you, Yuu.”


      The topic of conversation changed all of a sudden. Come to think of it, a while back, this guy said that Meika-chan had heard everything about Karen and Kamokura’s love affair.


      I remembered Meika-chan’s face. She was two years younger than us and every now and then she’d cling to Ishida and come to play together with us. Her brother, Ishida, had a rough face, but Meika-chan ‘s face was that of a very lovely girl. For someone like me, who doesn’t have any siblings, she was an existence I was jealous of.


      “I see. Please tell Meika-chan that I’m okay and thanks for me.”


      “Got it. But you know, Meika wanted to ask you many different things. She was quite persistent about it.”


      “She’s at the age where she’s interested in those kinds of stories, man.”


      However, Ishida shook his head.


      “No, it’s probably not that. Meika’s interested in you, Yuu. I could tell from our talk.”


      I was surprised by those words and raised my head. I thought that maybe Ishida was once again joking around, but his face was serious. Ishida continued to speak.


      “I had already gotten that sensation from a while back. Whenever you came, Yuu, Meika put a lot of care in her appearance after all. She also cleaned her room, which she normally didn’t do. However, it’s now clear to me with the events of this time. She likes you, man.”


      I had no idea how I should react to hearing that kind of revelation from my best friend out of the blue.


      As I stood there bewildered, Ishida answered to me first.


      “Although, as you are right now, you don’t have leeway to worry about Meika, Yuu. You first have to get your revenge on Kamokura and Karen-chan! And after that, at the ‘last moment’, you steal Touko-senpai!”


      I nodded in silence. But I wonder, just how much percentage of that plan had I completed by now?


      I didn’t have any confidence that I had advanced the slightest bit.


      We left the family restaurant and headed for MEGA Danke. We looked around at leisure seeing if there weren’t any bargains. Though we didn’t have anything we needed at the moment, just going around seeing what kind of stuff they had was fun.


      
 

      (TL Note: MEGA Danke is a play on MEGA Don Quijote, the biggest of the goods stores chain Don Quijote, often abbreviated as Donki)


      After we had gone around the store’s interior once and were about to leave the store, it happened.


      About two meters in front of us, mixed in between the crowd were two familiar faces passing by as they continued their way. It was Kamokura Tetsuya and a sophomore girl from our group.


      Kamokura had his arm around her shoulders, and they walked with the complete atmosphere of a couple around them.


      “Hey, right now that was…”


      Ishida seemed to have noticed them too.


      “Yeah, it was Kamokura-senpai, right?”


      “And together with him was a sophomore girl from our group, no? If I’m right, she was Hirota Rumi-san?”


      “Right. She doesn’t really show her face around the group a lot, but there’s no mistaking it.”


      Ishida looked at me.


      “Yuu, let’s try following after them for a bit.”


      The whole pinpointing the place of Karen and Kamokura’s cheating thing had already been taken care of, so there wasn’t much meaning in doing that, but I too was interested in what the two of them were doing.


      “Yeah, let’s do that. We don’t want to get found, so we won’t overdo it and will keep our distance as we follow them for a bit, ok?”


      Nonetheless, we lost sight of Kamokura and Hirota-san a while after that at the intersection in front of the Tokyu Department Main Store.


      That said, the place the two of them were heading was Maruyamachou, a district in Shibuya with many love hotels in it.


      “Yuu, this is an area with many love hotels, right?”


      “Yeah, it’s the love hotel district.”


      “That bastard! He’s got his hands not only on Karen-chan, but also on other girls!? Is he three-timing the girls in our circle!?”


      “The girl who was together with him was someone who didn’t show up much at the group, right? Maybe she doesn’t know that Kamokura-senpai is going out with Touko-senpai. And of course, the same goes for the matter with Karen.”


      “And as such, taking advantage of it, frivolous-Kamo is doing as he pleases, huh…”


      Ishida spoke with disgust.


      … With how things are, there may be many other people who fell victim to Kamokura…


      “Yuu, don’t lose to a guy like that. I swear, someone needs to give that guy a good lesson for all of us.”


      With anger burning inside of me, I listened to those words from Ishida.

    

  


  Chapter 7: Tricksters deceiving each other


  The next day, Monday. Unlike all the other times until now, Touko-senpai and I were now at a coffee shop in Ochanomizu.


  Of course, it was in order to discuss our plans from hereon. Due to the school festival being right around the corner, our lessons also finished earlier.


  By the way, today too Kamokura and Karen appeared to be having a rendezvous.


  For goodness’ sake, Karen, lately, she has been meeting with Kamokura more times than she’s met me if I’m not mistaken.


  These days, she has met with me about once per week, while she has met with Kamokura once or even twice.


  Well, knowing that those two are in the middle of having their affair allows me to meet up with Touko-senpai to discuss in peace, so on that point, it’s convenient for us.


   


  “I know what day the two of them will go on their trip.”


  Taking her seat, Touko-senpai drew her face closer to me and spoke in a hushed voice.


  “It’ll be from November 6th to the 7th. They’re planning for a two-day one-night-stay trip.”


  “That’s the time of the school festival.”


  It was like we predicted. Because we don’t have any classes during the week around those days, they can go and have their fun without worrying. 


  “Still, what nerves of the two of them to go on a trip despite everyone in our group saying that we’ll do a refreshment stand. I would imagine some rumours going around the group from that.”


  “It’s because Tetsuya is already a junior. There are many juniors that don’t attend the school festival. As for Karen-san, if it’s only for 2 days, she can just say that she felt bad those days and it wouldn’t be so strange for anyone, right?”


  Was that how it was? I thought that the school festival was a big event within university life too.


  “Now then, the important part is this next one. I have already told Tetsuya that it’s fine if he goes on the trip. Hence, we can expect Karen-san to contact you before long. At that moment, you too are going to tell her in a gentle tone that it’s okay for her to go on the trip. Make sure you don’t question nor reproach her in any way. The same goes for blaming or suspecting her, obviously.”


  “Don’t worry, I’m aware of it.”


  “Then, on the day before the trip, I’ll cry to Tetsuya, ‘Please don’t go on the trip!’. With that, Tetsuya should cancel the trip with most certainty.”


  … Mhm hm…


  “Afterwards, I imagine that Karen-san, having had her plans cancelled at the last minute, will contact you. Something like, ‘My friend cancelled me at the last minute, so the trip has been cancelled’.”


  “Will she really contact me so soon after her cheating love trip is cancelled?”


  I voiced my concerns and Touko-senpai answered with confidence.


  “According to my predictions, she’ll contact you with 70% certainty. Because she wants you to listen to her complaining and as revenge towards Tetsuya. Karen-san should feel considerably discontented with Tetsuya after he doesn’t prioritise her. I believe that that’s when she’ll want to hear your voice, her boyfriend who has always given her priority, to feel safe, and she’ll also want to be comforted by someone. Don’t you agree?”


  … I’m really being played for a fool a lot here, aren’t I?…


  “So, when Karen-san contacts you, I want you to comfort her kindly. Even if she only sends you a message, you have to call her and speak to her in a gentle voice. By doing that, she would think to herself, ‘It really is Isshiki-kun who is always thinking of me first at the times it matters most’.”


  “I’m being quite the calculating man here, no?”


  “It can’t be helped. The fact that Karen-san is cheating on you means that either she likes her paramour more than you or that she’s the kind of girl who isn’t satisfied unless she’s constantly loved by multiple men.”


  As I remained silent, Touko-senpai continued on.


  “However, that’s fine for us. So long as we can get Karen-san to think that Isshiki-kun really is her favourite, it means that we can give her that absolute sense of security that whatever happens, she can always go back to you, Isshiki-kun.”


  “Absolute sense of security?”


  “Yes. Then, if at the last moment, that place disappeared forever?”


  I see, the existence that was like a ‘last bastion’ or ‘lifeline’ that always did what she wanted would disappear forever.


  That would be an incredibly shocking happening for Karen.


  “Understood? Anyhow, for now, focus on making Karen-san fall in love with you. You have to keep a mindset of becoming Karen-san’s guardian at least .”


  … Guardian, for real?…


  With this, if it all went like how Touko-senpai said, I will really hold Karen in contempt from the bottom of my heart.


  And at the same time, I’ll feel like giving a beating to the past me who was all merry-merry about dating a girl like that.


  All of a sudden, I noticed that Touko-senpai was watching me fixedly. Her expression told me she wanted to say something.


  I remained silent as I stared back quizzically at her for a while, after which she finally opened her mouth and spoke to me.


  “Next is… your turn…”


  “My… turn?”


  Eh, was there some kind of plan or strategy I wanted to talk about?


  “Come on, you promised! My reward…”


  Ah, that? We were talking about our plan of retaliation against Kamokura and Karen, so I couldn’t connect the dots instantly.


  However, I didn’t have anything I could be proud to present…


  “Ah, yes. The thing about ‘cute girls’, right?”


  Touko-senpai nodded in a ‘yes’ gesture. There was a certain kind of expectation in her eyes.


  … Now then, where should I start?…


  I guess the sensible thing to do in this situation was to start from the inner, personality-wise part.


  “Okay then. As you’d expect, she has to be a ‘kind and gentle’ woman.”


  Not saying anything, Touko-senpai continued to stare at me.


  “Also, she has to be strong-willed, to not allow herself to be easily swayed by others.”


  As you’d imagine, Touko-senpai said nothing and continued to look directly at me.


  “However, it’d be nice if every now and then she would let herself be spoiled. Something like those tsundere or kuudere characters.”


  Even now, Touko-senpai remained silent as she stared at me.


  Huh, I felt like the light in her eyes got somehow dimmer…


  “She has to be graceful, or something along those lines.”


  Th-the silence was starting to scare me.


  “Of course, a homely-type woman would be likeable too.”


  Damn, I already ran out of things to say.


  “And, the important condition is that she would never cheat.”


  “Isn’t that obvious?”


  Touko-senpai muttered under her breath.


  Oh damn, was it me or did she look angry?


  The only things I could think of after that were the things about the outer appearance that Ishida had mentioned.


  Maybe it was better than not saying anything like now?


  “As you could imagine, it would be good if her looks were those of a beauty.”


  I felt as if the temperature of the gaze from Touko-senpai had gotten colder…


  “Also, I guess big breasts would make her have men yearn for her.”


  Touko-senpai crossed her arms as if to hide her chest.


  Not good, did I just step on a landmine?


  “Her hair can also give a strong impression, right? Something like blonde hair and twin-tails…”


  Touko-senpai was staring at me motionlessly. I could feel the gelid emotions coming from that stare of hers.


  However, those eyes of hers suddenly softened.


  “Thank you. So that is what a ‘cute girl’ is to you, Isshiki-kun.”


  Touko-senpai gave me a gentle smile and she spoke with a kind tone.


  Nonetheless, behind that expression of hers you could see a glimpse of disappointment peek through.


  “Right. The image that most boys come up with for a ‘cute girl’ is close to that, all right.”


  The kind yet resigned tone of hers pierced my chest.


  No matter how I saw it, I seemed to have been completely mistaken about this.


  The answer that Touko-senpai had been after was not the image that every man comes up with.


  If she wanted the superficial appearance of what was cute, she could’ve found as many examples as she wanted by looking at magazines about that.


  The mannerisms of cute girls too, she could just copy those idol-like cherubic personalities like Karen’s. There was no need to go out of her way to ask someone about it.


  That said… Wasn’t the cuteness that Touko-senpai was looking for something very complicated?


  A cuteness only for the person who looks at the inside.


  The definition of ‘cute’ varies from person to person. 


  Even the same mannerisms, if one person does them, they may be cute, but if someone else does them, it could be nothing more than irritating.


  I too did my best and utmost thinking about what a ‘cute girl’ was.


  Nevertheless, I got the sensation that everything I thought was for me a ‘cute girl’ at the moment ended up being connected to Touko-senpai. That was why I had no other choice but to tell her the elements of what constituted something ‘cute’ for the average boy.


  That was what I had been telling myself as an excuse.


  However, there was no denying that I had been unable to meet Touko-senpai’s expectations.


  I couldn’t leave things as they were right now.


  “Please wait a moment. I too have only spoken about the general conditions that make up a cute girl without being able to speak of my own thoughts.”


  Touko-senpai looked at me once again.


  “Could I ask you to give me one more chance? I’ll tell you the qualities of a cute girl that I thought in my head that are important for me. If even with that my answer is not something you can be satisfied with, Touko-senpai, then there is nothing we can do about it.”


  “No, there’s no need for you to force yourself. Even I myself don’t have a clear answer for it, so if that is your opinion, Isshiki-kun…”


  “No, I beg you. Please let me try once more.”


  I asked her in a calm, yet strong manner.


  Touko-senpai gave a small sigh. How curious! That looked as if she was relieved.


  “Fine. In that case, once again, I’ll ask for your help. I also feel like I hurried you too much this time as well. Think about it in your own way a second time.”


  “Understood. Next time without fail, I’ll bring my best answer with me.”


  I put all my determination behind those words.


  Touko-senpai wouldn’t say it, but she must have had some expectations for me.


  Moreover, I got the feeling that whether my answer satisfied her or not would have a serious effect on Touko-senpai’s and my future relationship.


  That’s how it was, I had to get the correct answer to this question whatever it took.


   


  The night of the day I heard from Touko-senpai about the date for their cheating love trip, I got a message from Karen.


  > (Karen) It’s about the trip with Karen’s friend that we talked about before. It’s been decided it’ll be from November 6th to the 7th. 


  > (Yuu) Is that so? Have a nice trip.


  I didn’t reply any more than that. Touko-senpai had told me to not be the one to ask where she was going or with whom she was going. According to what she said:


  “If it’s a cheating love trip, just asking, ‘where are you going?’, is enough to raise suspicions from the other party. That wariness will turn into a feeling of annoyance associated with you and will make Karen-san become estranged from you.”


  Likewise, she told me that asking for a souvenir was no good either. Apparently, there were many cases in which a cheating couple was discovered by others because of the souvenirs. Well, of course everyone would find out if two people disappeared during the same period of time and they brought souvenirs from the same place. 


  By taking away that psychological pressure, the other party would be free from their wariness and furthermore, the important thing is that we would be getting rid of one element that could cause her to become estranged.


  > (Karen) It would be nice if Yuu-kun too went somewhere to enjoy. At long last the university will be having a long-term vacation, after all. It may be good for Yuu-kun to go on a trip together with Ishida-kun.


  If I went on to have fun myself too, maybe it’d lower the psychological feeling of guiltiness for her?


  Or perhaps she wanted to be aware of where I would be?


  > (Yuu) I’ll be fine since I’ll go to the university’s school festival. We also have the refreshment stand from our group too.


  > (Karen) The school festival isn’t going to be such a big thing, right? As for the refreshment stand, everyone else is going to be there too. If there are too many people together there, they’d instead hinder each other, no?


  Why was this girl so reluctant in my going to the school festival?


  Did she want to prevent me from getting suspicious because Kamokura wouldn’t be here at the same time?


  Or was it the other way around? By saying this she wanted to make sure that I would be here during the school festival.


  > (Yuu) That may be so. Still, it’s our first school festival since we entered university.


  I guess I really wanted to know what the atmosphere was like.


  After a while of silence, I received a reply from Karen.


  > (Karen) Ok. Then go and have fun in Karen’s place too. Make sure to tell Karen Yuu-kun’s opinions of the school festival.


  This girl… So it was that she wanted to know what I would do after all.


  And I imagine she intended to ascertain how long I was at the school festival after it.


  Based on what I saw, I surmise she would then ask her own friends about what I did during the school festival.


  However, if this was an expression of Karen’s suspiciousness, did it mean that I made a blunder somewhere?


  Did Karen notice that I was getting suspicious of the two of them having an affair?


  > (Yuu) Okay. You too go and enjoy yourself at pleasure, Karen.


  > (Karen) Yeah, thank you! Well then, bye bye!


  > (Yuu) Bye.


  And like that, I closed my conversation with Karen.


   


  After that, Touko-senpai and I spent the last week until the school festival pretending not to know anything and simply watched over Karen and Kamokura in silence. I was worried if Karen hadn’t sensed something, but there didn’t seem to be any particular problem about it.


  Perhaps excited from the fact that they would be going on a trip together after this, the two of them met not only on Monday and Tuesday, but also on Saturday.


  During that time, Touko-senpai and I were refraining from having any kind of direct contact with each other. This is because Touko-senpai had said that it was best not to make too many moves right now and instead let the two of them relax and increase their expectations for the trip, which was necessary for our plan. That said, we were still keeping in contact with each other. And we were doing so at previously arranged times and days.


  We had decided to not contact each other carelessly outside of those hours because we ran the risk of me being with Karen or Touko-senpai being with Kamokura.


  However, for me, more than Karen meeting Kamokura, Touko-senpai meeting with Kamokura weighed more in my mind already. 


   


  November 5th


   Today was the school festival’s exhibition within the school. From November 6th, the festival would be open for the public in general too.
(TL/N: School festivals in Japan usually span more than 1 day of exhibition, where the first is usually only for students themselves and sometimes family members. Afterwards they are open to the public in general)


  At long last, tomorrow was the day when Karen and Kamokura would go on their cheating love trip.


  Hence, if everything went as planned, just about now they should…


  My cellphone vibrated. It was Touko-senpai.


  > (Touko) Succeeded at cancelling T’s trip according to plan.


  > (Yuu) Understood. I shall contact you when K makes an appearance.


  > (Touko) T hid from me a little while ago and apparently contacted K to cancel the trip. I’m almost certain you’ll get contacted by K soon, wouldn’t you say?


  > (Yuu) Will it really come so soon? She was planning to go on a love trip with another man until just a few moments ago. If it were me, I’d be more careful.


  > (Touko) It’ll probably come. Trust my intuition on this one. Also, I know I’m always repeating this but, remember you mustn’t be cold when interacting with K. I understand that you’re angry, but this is when you have to simply endure it. You must be kind and try to understand her feelings until the end as you listen to her story. You have to give her that ‘absolute sense of security’.


  > (Yuu) Understood.


  Immediately after I replied to her, I received a phone call.


  … It was exactly as Touko-senpai predicted…


  I answered the phone with that thought in my mind.


  “Hello.”


  “Hello, Yuu-kun?”


  “Yeah, what’s up?”


  “Listen to this, it’s awful! Can Yuu-kun believe that tomorrow’s trip was cancelled just now, today!?”


  … Can you call it ‘awful’ when an awful woman tries to do an awful thing and that gets cancelled?


  Taken aback as I was, I still asked her.


  “Is that so? For the trip you were so looking forward to getting cancelled all of a sudden like this is really awful.”


  I answered her with those words completely devoid of emotion.


  “Right? It’s awful, just awful, no!? Karen was really really looking forward to it, and despite thinking that it got cancelled today at the last minute!”


  Perhaps it was because we were on the phone, but it seemed that Karen wasn’t bothered by those lines of mine into which I hadn’t put my heart.


  Still, Touko-senpai had been telling me all this time. That I had to try and get closer and understand Karen’s feelings here.


  “I see. Karen, you poor thing, I’m so sorry for you.”


  Ah, dang, those lines didn’t carry any sentiment at all.


  “Thank you, Yuu-kun. Karen, she’s starting to feel sad. Looks like she’s also crying a bit.”


  It seemed like even those empty words of mine were enough for the full ‘tragic heroine mode’ Karen was in.


  “Don’t cry. I would comfort you in person if you were close by.”


  I had become quite the actor myself.


  “Yes, Karen wants to meet with Yuu-kun. If it was Yuu-kun, he wouldn’t do this kind of awful thing to Karen, right?”


  I-idiot, just how horrible a thing do you think you’re doing to me, bastard?


  However, to think that it all played out according to what Touko-senpai outlined.


  Unthinkingly, I had a smile forming on my lips as I listened to her.


  Nonetheless, my words, however empty, would still continue to be those of the kind boyfriend of Karen.


  “But of course. Isn’t it obvious that I’m always going to be Karen’s ally?”


  I could hear the sobbing of Karen from the other side of the phone. 


  However, compared to the sobbing I heard from Touko-senpai when Karen went inside Kamokura’s apartment, they sounded very cheap. They didn’t arouse even a speck of compassion in my heart.


  “Karen is… so glad that Yuu-kun is her boyfriend…”


  Oh? If she said that, did it mean that the level of dependency she had on me increased?


  For me it was the worst thing to have you as my girlfriend, though.


  “Are you okay with the cancellation fees and all that? Having been the day before makes me think they’ll charge you in full.”


  I didn’t have anything to talk about, so for the time being, I tried asking for things that made it look as if I was worried for her.


  A period of silence elapsed after that. It seemed that Karen was at a loss for words.


  “There shouldn’t be problems with the cancellation fee… The plan was to go in a car…”


  Ah, it couldn’t be that I pried into something I shouldn’t have, right?


  Maybe Kamokura had taken care of the lodging fees, or perhaps they had intended not to make a reservation and instead just stop at any love hotel they found nearby?


  “I see. Well, I was just thinking that it would be horrible if you had to pay for a cancellation fee on top of all, Karen.”


  For now, I tried covering it up. And it seemed Karen was satisfied with that too.


  “Thank you, Yuu-kun. For worrying about Karen.”


  Talk about easy. This girl, she really is an easy woman.


  “Then, Yuu-kun. Can Yuu-kun meet Karen tomorrow?”


  “Eh?”


  Unintentionally, I expressed my unadulterated surprise in my voice.


  If we were on the phone with only our voices, I could pretend, but being face-to-face with this cheating woman and treating her kindly was impossible. If I saw Karen trying to act all cute and innocent in front of me right now, I would get a strong urge to punch her right in her face.


  I mean, remember how until just now she was planning on going on a love trip with another man?


  Not to mention that it was with someone I knew, my senpai. I already thought she had some nerve and shamelessness to be calling me by phone, and now she wanted to meet with me because her little trip plans came down to nothing? Just how impudent could she be!? She must be the quintessence of shamelessness and unscrupulousness. 


  “I’m sorry. I also want to see you Karen, but I already made arrangements for tomorrow.”


  For now, I left it at that. By no means did I intend to be the replacement called during the time she was supposed to be screwing another man but got cancelled at the last minute.


  “I see…”


  Karen spoke seemingly depressed.


  “I’m really sorry, Karen. I’ll make the time for the next occasion.”


  I hung up after saying that.


  After that, I immediately called Touko-senpai. I want to discuss directly with her all the particulars of what had just transpired. 


  “It was exactly like you said, Touko-senpai. Karen, that girl, she called me immediately after you said it!”


  Even so, Touko-senpai remained composed from start to end.


  “Yeah. Most likely, she has an image of herself as a ‘cute person’ in her mind. She constantly thinks of herself as the ‘tragic heroine’. That’s why she looks for people who’d come to save her and sympathise with her.”


  “But isn’t it a little too shameless of her to ask that of me, who is a victim of her cheating?”


  “I think that maybe for her, she ‘who is being forced to cheat’ is a victim herself. She may be thinking something like, ‘my boyfriend doesn’t understand me’, ‘my boyfriend is pushing me aside’, ‘my boyfriend won’t give me what I want’.”


  Hrmm, those were some emotions I couldn’t understand. Actually, if Karen was thinking something like that, that would infuriate me even more.


  “By the way, what did you say to get Kamokura-senpai to cancel the trip, Touko-senpai?”


  “Simple. I said, ‘I want to go on a trip too’.”


  “Just that?”


  I was flabbergasted. I thought that she had used some more complicated technique for that.


  “Yes. I told him there was a place that I wanted the two of us to go no matter what. I made a small tantrum saying that the only time we both could go on a trip alone without worrying was during this period.”


  Uh huh, women truly are formidable. Nonetheless, the current problem for me didn’t lie there.


  “So, you’ll be going on a trip together with Kamokura-senpai, Touko-senpai?”


  However, that was denied in an instant.


  “I won’t. I intend to cancel at the last moment. When tomorrow comes, I’ll tell him that I suddenly felt sick. Just who’d go on something like a trip with a man who’s in the middle of having an affair with another woman!”


  As expected, Touko-senpai too said that last part with disgust.


  … Thank goodness…


  I found myself patting my chest in relief unconsciously. 


  “Karen told me that she wanted to meet me tomorrow too. But as you can imagine, I didn’t feel like seeing her, so I turned down her invitation saying that I already had an arrangement for tomorrow.”


  Touko-senpai then spoke with a stern tone.


  “That’s unacceptable. You have to go and meet with Karen-san. And when you do, you must comfort her in a gentle manner.”


  Those words of hers came as a surprise to me.


  “Eh? Touko-senpai, you don’t want to see Kamokura-senpai, right? The same goes for me.”


  “Our situations are different. At the present moment, I hold cards that are effective against Tetsuya, but you, on the other hand, I imagine you don’t have any ace up your sleeve that could work with Karen-san. That’s why you have to do the most you can to make Karen-san’s feelings for you grow. As such, we need you to meet Karen-san tomorrow and completely accept her feelings.”


  … Effective cards…?


  I was curious about the meaning of those words. But before I could ask about that, Touko-senpai continued to speak.


  “Also, once Tetsuya finds that he won’t be able to go on a trip with me, he may try inviting Karen-san again, you know? In order to prevent that from happening, you have to ensure that Karen-san will spend tomorrow with you!”


  “Understood. If that’s what you say, Touko-senpai.”


  I may have answered like that, but in reality I was dejected.


  … Does Touko-senpai think nothing even if I meet with Karen?…


  


  
    Chapter 8: Infiltrating a girls-only meeting


    
      I contacted Karen immediately after my call with Touko-senpai.


      Naturally, it was with the end of arranging to meet with Karen the next day.


      “I couldn’t stop thinking about how depressed you were, Karen, so I cancelled my previous appointment with my friend.”


      After I said that, Karen was apparently extremely happy about having been given priority since she continued to scream ‘I’m so happy!’ over the phone multiple times.


      During the next day’s date too, for the first time in a long time, Karen was affable towards me.


      She clung tightly onto me. It had been a while since we had walked holding hands too.


      I decided that we should go to the school festival. We showed ourselves at the refreshment stand from our group, and though my day on duty was tomorrow, I decided to help them out a bit. This was because I wanted to ask the guys of our group what they knew about Kamokura.


      It seemed that Kamokura had shown up at the refreshment stand a little before we did and had been looking for people who’d play Mahjong with him. However, finding out that there was no one here who would play with him, he took his leave. He must have a surplus of time on his hands now that his so anticipated trip with Touko-senpai fell through. Served him right.


      One week after that, Karen continued to stick close to me in the same way as when we had started dating. Everyday she wanted to eat lunch together with me too. And at the school cafeteria to boot. 


      She was most likely thinking of showing off to Kamokura how well she was getting along with me in hopes of making him get jealous. On my part, it would be more comfortable and fun for me to eat together with Ishida and my other friends from the faculty, so she was being a big nuisance.


      During this time, Touko-senpai and I hadn’t met in person either. 


      This was because there was no indication of Karen and Kamokura meeting with each other. Nonetheless, we did keep in contact with each other every day.


      Personally, I thought of Karen’s current attitude as nothing more than her way of getting back at Kamokura. That was why I surmised that given enough time, sooner or later she would again have her affairs with Kamokura.


      I wanted to know Touko-senpai’s opinion on that matter, so I asked her.


      “Certainly, Isshiki-kun, the possibility of it happening like you think exists.”


      Touko-senpai spoke in the same manner as always.


      “I thought as much. That’s why I was thinking to check when the two of them seemed most likely to go back to their love affairs.”


      The moment I answered, Touko-senpai voiced a different opinion as if to stop my reasoning.


      “However, isn’t the opposite also possible?”


      “The opposite?”


      “Yes, the possibility that Karen-san reflected on all that has happened, and she came to the realization that you are the most important person to her?”


      “You think it could?”


      “Looked at from a distance, the two of you presently look like a couple in pretty good terms with each other.”


      “That’s because both Karen and I are acting the parts for it. Weren’t you the one who told me to do as much, Touko-senpai?”


      “That may be so, but I just want you to think it over one more time. If you truly think that hurting your girlfriend and breaking up with her is the correct thing to do.”


      … What was she saying now that we were so down the road? Hadn’t we already resolved ourselves to make our cheating partners taste despair and regret so strong that they’d want to be dead?…


      A thought then crossed my mind.


      … Could it be that Touko-senpai is thinking of making up with Kamokura? Could Kamokura have had a change of heart and corrected his ways, and now Touko-senpai is noticing that?…


      I was assailed by uneasiness.


      “What do you mean by that? Does that mean that you are changing your mind in that way, Touko-senpai?”


      “No, I’m not. It’s just that, if Karen’s attitude towards you changes, it’s only natural for your feelings to change too, right? I was thinking that in that case, it would be better for you to think over once again what the best option for you would be. After all, if you were to continue on with the rest of the plan like this and break up with Karen, there would be no going back.”


      “We have already come to a point of no return. From the moment that Karen cheated on me! It’s already impossible for me to go back and date Karen like before. Even now I’m forcing myself to meet with her for the sake of our plan.”


      I cut my words for a moment and then proceeded to speak the next line with strength.


      “Also, there’s no doubt that Karen will cheat on me again.”


      I then heard Touko-senpai heave a long sigh from the other side of the phone.


      “If you’re so strongly resolute about it, then it’s fine. I won’t say any more. I didn’t have any intention to make up with Tetsuya from the start either. Let’s continue according to our original plan. All in preparation for the D-day.”


      “Yes, I look forward to it too. So, what do we do next?”


      “I believe that Karen-san’s feelings should be focused back on you for the most part by now, Isshiki-kun. First and foremost, you have to keep it that way.”


      “Understood. However, I get the feeling that Karen turning her feelings back to me is nothing more than her way of getting back at Kamokura-senpai. I believe that once they go back to cheating on us, we’ll be back to square one again.”


      “That’s why we need one more push right now.”


      “What would that push be?”


      “I told you before, didn’t I? Raising your popularity among the girls.”


      She had indeed told me about that before. That said, I had not the slightest idea as to what I should do for that.


      “And how exactly do I go about doing that? I can’t even imagine how I’m going to get started with that.”


      “Right. I see you have been properly keeping your word about what I said before. But that’s not enough. That’s why I’ll create an opportunity for you.”


      “What will you do?”


      “I’ll gather some girls I know, including those from our group, in the next opportunity I have. As for the pretext… I think I’ll go for something like, a chance for us to talk about Christmas, New Year’s, Valentine’s and other winter events.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “You, Isshiki-kun, will then pretend to pass by that place by chance. I will then get you to join the girls’ circle there and raise your popularity among them.”


      “Will it really go so smoothly? I have this image that the moment a man intrudes into a conversation between girls he’ll be hated by every one of them.”


      “I’ll lead them into accepting you by saying something beforehand, like, I want to know a man’s opinion too. By doing that, if you happened to casually pass by, it wouldn’t be unnatural even if you joined our conversation, right?”


      “I guess in that case it wouldn’t. But I don’t have anything to talk about that could be well-received by girls.”


      “Hm, then investigate all you can about the applications I’m going to tell you. Smartphone camera applications for taking selfies.”


      Touko-senpai gave me the names of a few different camera applications used to take selfies.


      “The advantages and disadvantages of each of these applications; whether they’re free or paid; what kind of special functions they possess. So long as you can explain each of these to the girls in an easy-to-understand way, I believe that should give you a fair amount of points with them.”


      “I see.”


      She was right. Women seemed to be particularly careful with the photos they uploaded on social media or messages.


      I could bet they would love to know all they could about applications that let them take cuter photos, even if only slightly.


      “Once you have the mood going for you, try making your appeal by saying that you’re good at programming. It is a fact that we are studying Computer Science, and you also told me before that you can work quite well with Java and Python, no?”


      I had said that indeed. The reason being that, if I were to mention something which could put me even a bit closer to the level of Touko-senpai, the sophomore with the best grades in the Computer Science major, that was about all I had available to me.


      “You know how even arts and humanities are including programming classes in their curriculum? Well, there are many girls that are having serious difficulties with the assignments in those classes. Up to now, those girls have been asking me for help and I’ve been creating programs for them. I’d like to have you do that in my place. I believe that doing that should raise your reputation among girls considerably. In that way, you’ll be able to interact with other girls consistently too.”


      Makes sense. If it’s only that, I should be able to do that much at least.


      “Your reputation with the girls isn’t bad in the first place, Isshiki-kun. There were a few girls I know that said you were quite the ‘cute-looking attractive guy’ from the time you first started attending the university.”


      “Really?”


      I felt my face inadvertently turn into a grin.


      “Really. I don’t think that Karen-san would’ve chosen you as her dating partner if that weren’t the case.”


      I didn’t understand very well how girls gave their assessments, but if Touko-senpai was telling me that, I’m certain it was true. It was at this time that a certain problem came to mind.


      “However, isn’t that plan inconvenient for us?”


      “Why?”


      “That would be because it would be known to other people that Touko-senpai and I are hanging out together. Once that happens, wouldn’t it be only a matter of time before Karen or Kamokura-senpai get wind of it?”


      Touko-senpai, however, answered seemingly unworriedly.


      “I’ve already thought about that part. I’ll have Kazumi call you over. You just have to act out that you and I are simply a senpai and kouhai who went to the same high school and know each other.”


      Ooh, as you’d expect from Touko-senpai! She’d already taken that into account.


      “Keep your attitude towards me the same as the one you’ve had with me in our group all this time. Don’t talk too much with me in particular and instead focus on making conversation with the other girls. I too will act as if I didn’t have too much interest in you.”


      After that, Touko-senpai and I discussed various other things, such as the approximate time and date in which we would effectuate this plan, what other topics I should bring up to talk with the other girls, which store would be the best to make it seem it was by chance that we met up, etc.


      Concerning the effectuation of our plan, it was left in that she’d contact me after she had determined all the girls who would be gathering.


      Together with that, she would be telling me everything that she knew about the personalities, interests, and the things that each of the girls who would take part hated. 


      Having that information, I would think about what topics each of the girls would like and which would be best I evaded.


      At first, I had thought that it was impossible to do something like raise my opinion among all the girls, but listening to Touko-senpai, I started to think it could actually be unexpectedly simple to achieve. Not to mention that Touko-senpai herself will be helping me at the same time she was part of the group of girls. Perhaps it was only natural for this to be simple then?


      Afterwards… Karen and Kamoku’s cheating continued.


      It started on Thursday around one week and a half from the day that the cheating love trip plan went down the drain. 


      Honestly, they didn’t learn, or maybe I should say they were salacious.


      The next week, I was walking in the opposite direction of the train station that I usually used.


      Across the university and the station, there was a shop which had an all-you-can-eat sweets on the opposite side of the road. Touko-senpai and the other girls were discussing among themselves what they would do during the winter events of our group.


      We were on the last third of November. We had many long-awaited and important winter events awaiting us in the near future. To name a few, Christmas, the New Year, and Valentine’s.


      The group to which we belonged planned every year events that went together with those dates.


      They had gathered under the pretext of collecting all of the girl’s requests in respect to those events.


      My character in this was that of a single man who happened to come to eat a cake.


      I ordered a beverage and a cake on the first floor and went up to the second floor with the two of them.


      Despite it being a weekday during daytime, the store was considerably full.


      … First thing is searching for where Touko-senpai and the girls are seated. I have to get closer to them for this…


      With that in mind, I was about to walk towards the inside when someone called out to me.


      “Oh, is that you, Isshiki-kun?”


      I turned to look and saw Kazumi-san waving a hand at me from behind a pillar. Touko-san and four young women from our group were together with her.


      With the tray still in my hands, I got closer to the table seats where they were.


      “Isshiki-kun, you alone?”


      Kazumi-san asked me in a most natural way. Just like we had planned.


      “Yes, I’m alone.”


      “If you’d like, sit here with us.”


      Kazumi pointed to the seat beside her.


      “Thank you. I’ll accept your invitation then.”


      I pulled over the free chair closest to me and sat at the same table as them.


      The people at the table were, excluding Touko-senpai and Kazumi-san, 4 girls from our group. From the Economics Department, there were the sophomore, Mina-san, and the freshman, Ayaka-san; from the department of Literature, there was Manami-san, who was a sophomore too; and last we had a freshman from Business School, Yuri-san.


      All four of them were girls who held clout within our group. I expected nothing less from Touko-senpai. She didn’t overlook a single thing when choosing the members for this reunion.


      Mina-san, the sophomore from Economics, was the first to inquire with me.


      “How do you and Kazumi know each other, Isshiki-kun? After all, Kazumi isn’t even in the same group as all of us.”


      Kazumi-san answered that question faster than I could.


      “I knew him by name and face because of Touko first. Then, a little while back, I was looking for a programming book at the library and he helped me out. I’ve been asking him for help with my programming homework every now and then after that.”


      “Oh! Is that so? Still, Kazumi, I ask that you don’t make a move on a freshman from our group as an outsider. Isshiki-kun is a rookie we have high expectations for!”


      Mina-san laughed after saying that.


      “I’ll be joining your group soon after this, so there won’t be any problems then, right?”


      Kazumi-san too laughed as she retorted. She sure was someone quick to make a comeback.


      “But you know, Isshiki-kun is already going out with Karen. You’re already too late.”


      The one to say that was the sophomore who belonged to the same Literature Department as Karen, Manami-san.


      “Yes, she is late.”


      I deceived her with a slightly vague answer.


      “Mitsumoto Karen, huh. You know, I don’t really like her. Though she does seem to be popular among the guys.”


      Mina-san spoke bluntly.


      “Hey, Mina! You shouldn’t say those things in front of Isshiki-kun!”


      Though Manami-san’s words showed a will to stop her friend, she herself too was smiling and laughing.


      “Aah, you’re right. Isshiki-kun, I’m sorry. You see, regardless of how you see me, I’m the type to say out loud what I’m thinking. Please don’t think too much about it.”


      Ayaka-san, the freshman from the Economics Department, was the next to speak.


      “Still, I have to say that I agree with what Mina-san said. Karen… Her attitude changes a lot depending on whether there are boys or not around.”


      “Right, right! That time during the summer camping event was horrible too, right? I was honestly sickened by


      that.” 

      The one who gave that same opinion was the freshman from Business School, Yuri-san. 


      I had already been told beforehand by Touko-senpai that the opinion of the girls in our group about Karen was bad.


      So, the line that I should say here was…


      “Well, I am Karen’s boyfriend, so I believe in her. She’s a girl with a good heart deep down.”


      I covered my story with that. According to Touko-senpai, if the other girls started to bad-mouth my girlfriend, I should always cover for her. That was the one thing that I had no need to agree with them on.


      The group of four girls looked at each other’s faces for an instant.


      “R-right. It must be because Karen has good things that Isshiki-kun is dating her.”


      “Truth be told, Karen is cute. She even has this fluffy air about her.”


      “Seen from a boy’s perspective, she may be the type they can’t bring themselves to leave alone. Don’t worry too much about what we said.”


      Nonetheless, Mina-san was the only one who didn’t leave the topic without adding one last stinging sentence.


      “But still, you should be more careful about who you choose to date.”


      I too wanted to completely erase my having dated Karen from my past.


      Saying that she was a good girl at heart nearly made me puke.


      I wanted to speak my heart out and reveal to all of them that Karen was a woman who was rotted down to her personality.


      However, Touko-senpai had already warned me that girls think that men who speak badly of their own girlfriends as the worst, so I was to make sure that under no circumstances I did so, even agreeing with them if they belittled her.


      Still… I had already known about Touko-senpai before, but the other girl’s opinion of Karen really was noticeably bad. I may have been quite shocked were it not for the love affair thing.


      “Aa~ah! I look so ugly in this photo I took just now!”


      Kazumi-san yelled as she looked at her smartphone. She was trying to change the topic of conversation for me.


      At the same time, this was also the signal for me to lead the conversation towards the selfie applications.


      “How so? Could I ask you to show me?”


      Not missing a beat, I spoke to Kazumi-san.


      “Look! I took it at this store a few moments ago. But don’t I look somewhat ugly here?”


      She appeared normal in it in actuality, but because this was an act we were putting on, I didn’t mention it.


      “I see. It may be the fault of the illumination. In which case, if you adjust the level of balance between the color of your skin and the whiteness…”


      I fiddled with Kazumi’s phone as I was saying that.


      “Ooh, it now looks so pretty! That’s Isshiki-kun for you! No way I could upload it if it didn’t look at least as good as this!”


      Kazumi-san said that exaggeratedly.


      “Isshiki-kun, do you know about camera applications?”


      The one who took the bite first was, as you could imagine, Mina-san. The other three girls were all staring at me with interest too.


      “I’m not too deeply knowledgeable, but I have thought of maybe designing one of my own. I have therefore investigated a bit about them.”


      That was true. I had once tried making a camera application in Android thinking that I could maybe earn some extra money. Though it seemed that in order to ‘make it look cuter or make it look prettier’ you needed a certain amount of know-how about the operation, so the small application I created didn’t end up selling well.


      “Oh, then! Which application of those available right now would you recommend?”


      The one who leaned forward was Yuri-san. 


      “K app was the most famous one until a while back if I’m not mistaken. But now other applications like SO app, UL app, BP app, and B9 app have garnered a lot of popularity for themselves, no? If you want to focus on raw photos, it would be SO. If instead you want to process and manipulate the image a little more, perhaps UL or BP would be better.”


      
 

      (TL Note: There’s a limit to how much you can play with copyrights, no? Each app is a reference to real Japanese camera applications: SO references SODA, UL is Ulike, BP is BeautyPlus, B9 is B612. I also think K is ｶﾒﾗ360)


      (ED/N: IDK anything except B612 )


      “I’m using UL for now, but there are so many different functions that I don’t know which I should use for what.”


      Manami-san was the one to say that.


      “I imagine the most important thing is the look of your skin, so in the case of UL…”


      Like that, I continued to explain to the group of girls the features and recommended usages and points of the selfie applications for a while. I also added a bit of talk about some image processing techniques that could be used according to the situation.


      The source for all this information was what Touko-senpai had told me before. The things I researched only went as far as a little about the most popular selfie camera applications at present and about some paid services they had.


      Especially the processing techniques, there was no way I could know about them. This itself was something that Touko-senpai herself had learned from her model friends, and I was simply repeating them.


      I must say, this had a far better reception among the girls than I had thought. On the inside, though, I was dying from the nerves of whether I had blundered, and they had seen through our lies…


      Ayaka-san spoke in admiration.


      “You’re incredible, Isshiki-kun. To think you even know about this!”


      In Addition to that, Kazumi-san nodded in a manner which expressed her total agreement.


      “Isshiki-kun, it’s no wonder you’re majoring in Computer Science, you know so much about applications and programs! I’m always getting saved by him in my programming assignments, you know?”


      No, the one getting saved all the time is me without a doubt… I made a bitter smile in my mind as I thought that.


      This woman was really good at reading the atmosphere and covering for others.


      “In that case, could you teach me too next time? I’m also having some serious problems with my programming homework.”


      Mina-san said that and leaned over toward me even more.


      “Then me too! I have programming classes starting next semester, and I’ve been worrying about it non-stop. Isshiki-kun, could I ask for your help?”


      That was the freshman of Business, Yuri-san.


      “I want to ask for your help too. I don’t know left from right when it comes to programming, so I was wondering what I’d do.”


      Now it was the freshman from Economics, Ayaka-san, who spoke.


      That was when Touko-senpai spoke for the first time.


      “You’d be doing me a great favor if you can help them with their programming assignments, Isshiki-kun. I have some classes that are keeping me very busy this semester, so I also have a considerable amount of work to do myself.”


      She spoke curtly.


      Since the moment I sat at this place, Touko-senpai had almost never turned to look my way.


      It was an attitude that screamed that she had not the slightest interest in me.


      With this, there shouldn’t be anyone here who would possibly think that Touko-senpai and I were in a truce.


      “We had been relying completely on Touko all this time after all. For what it’s worth, I did feel bad about taking your time when you were busy.”


      That was Mina-san again.


      Manami-san then added on.


      “But if we can also rely on Isshiki-kun for help, that means your burden will lighten, right, Touko?”


      I too answered amicably. It was my best chance to make an appeal out of my one and only strong point.


      “If you are fine with me, you can call on me whenever you want. If it’s something like general programming lessons, then those won’t be much of a burden for me.”


      “Yay! Isshiki-kun, thank you!”


      “Isshiki-kun is so knowledgeable about camera applications too. Aah, I should’ve gotten acquainted and closer to you sooner!”


      “I thought the same too! If this is how you were, I would’ve liked talking with you about many things from the start!”


      “It’s such a shame letting Karen monopolize you all this time.”


      “You shouldn’t be saying that out loud!”


      I patted my chest in relief. It would seem that I somehow managed to succeed at this strategy to raise my popularity at the girls’ meeting.


      Touko-senpai then looked at her wristwatch on her left arm and made a gesture of brushing it twice.


      It was the signal for me to take my leave.


      According to Touko-senpai, knowing when to leave a conversation with a girl is of crucial importance.


      Apparently, leaving when the girls are thinking something similar to ‘I think I want to talk a little longer’ is the best timing.


      On the other hand, remaining seated in place for the whole time makes them think that you’re annoying.


      “Well then, I’ll be leaving now.”


      I got up from my seat while saying that.


      “Eh, you’re leaving already?”


      “You don’t need to hurry so much to leave.”


      I answered despondently to the girls who called me with those words.


      “I have a promise to meet with a friend. And I also want to buy a book for one of my classes before that.”


      That was my answer, which of course, was a lie.


      “I see. That’s a shame.”


      “Let’s talk again with more time then.”


      “See you in the group!”


      “Goodbye! Ah, I look forward to your help with the programming assignments!”


      I made a slight bow to the girls as they said that and left the place.


      With this, I should have completed everything nicely, just as Touko-senpai had told me.


      I would call her later to ask her about the results.


      “Today was a great display.”


      Night came and as soon as I called Touko-senpai’s phone, the first words which came from her were those.


      “After you left, we remained there alone and continued to talk for a bit, but everyone’s assessment of you was quite favorable.”


      “Thank you very much. However, this was all thanks to you, Touko-senpai.”


      I was happy to be praised but being before the very person who laid the ground for me to achieve that, it wasn’t in me to take pride in that.


      “There’s no such thing. Carrying out what I said down to the letter, along with your conversation which was on point and your natural smile. It was those things combined which led to every of the girls in that place having a high opinion of you. It’s more than enough for you to hold your head high.”


      Oh man, being told stuff like this by Touko-senpai made me feel quite abashed. 


      “Moreover, your way to cover for Karen was perfect. You didn’t agree with their opinions and not only covered for your girlfriend, but also did so in a decent number of words, not being overly obstinate in doing so.”


      Hmm, that too was because Touko-senpai had already told me that during the times I spoke with girls, I had to pay special attention to my replies and take care not to speak too much myself.


      Then again, I was bad at talking with people I didn’t know, and doubly so when they were women.


      “With that, we can say that the whole group of girls there are now practically your allies. That’s why we can now say that the moment that Karen-san’s cheating is revealed, she’ll get isolated and hated by everyone. They’ll think, ‘How could she betray her boyfriend, who so kindly covered for her!?’.”


      “That’s something to be grateful for. It was a considerably big matter for us whether we could get the girls to side with us, after all.”


      That was a worry I had had for a while now.


      I do believe that dumping our partners in the worst possible manner when they were most in love with us was the best way to get our revenge, but I was scared about having the people around us feel compassion for them, thinking that it was too horrible, that we went too far.


      Kamokura had stolen the girlfriend of his kouhai, so I couldn’t imagine him having too many guys who’d sympathize with him.


      However, I didn’t know about the girls. I didn’t think there’d be girls who’d endorse what Karen did, but I had heard that women are beings that have a high level of empathy. It may have been possible for some girls to start thinking, ‘There was no need to go that far, was there? Poor Karen, being subjected to that’, after seeing Karen cry.


      And if a girl who’d defend Karen appeared, the damage she’d get from the revenge plan would get halved or worse. 


      If possible, I wanted to teach Karen and Kamokura a lesson so painful they would never forget it.


      “True. I do believe that the majority of girls will side with us. Still, I do have a small idea about it. Let’s discuss it next time.”


      She was thinking about even that? Well, there shouldn’t be any problems if I left it to Touko-senpai, though.


      Nonetheless, I did feel like, as a man, I needed to have some active role myself.


      “See you, then.”


      “Ah, please wait a moment.”


      Just as Touko-senpai was about to end the call, I hurriedly called out to her.


      “What is it?”


      “Well, it’s about the homework I had from before… Actually, I have a small favor to ask.”


      “Homework?”


      “Yes. The one where I had to write the report on the ‘conditions that make up a cute girl’ anew.”


      “Did you manage to arrive at a conclusion?”


      Touko-senpai’s voice got excited. It was a voice which was slightly expectant.


      “I already have an answer inside of me. However, I can’t exactly put it into words properly yet…”


      She awaited my next words without speaking.


      “And it’s for that, Touko-senpai, that I would like to ask if you could date me for one day.”


      “Eh? Dating me?”


      In a seldom seen sight, Touko-senpai asked back in a surprised voice.


      “Yes. I think that ‘cuteness’ differs depending on the person. That was why last time, I ended up saying only things that covered the general notion. This next time, I don’t want to do that, but instead, I want the answer to my homework to describe a ‘cuteness’ which matches you perfectly, Touko-senpai.”


      I was very serious about this. The answer to which all my thinking about it since back led to was this.


      Touko-senpai didn’t speak for a long time. I could tell that, from the other side of the phone, she was wavering, uncertain about it.


      “Please, I beg you. If even with this I were to say something which you consider to be off the mark, senpai, you can go ahead and lose all hope in me at that instant, I won’t argue with you.”


      Even with that, Touko-senpai remained reticent for a while.


      However, before long, a single word came from the other side of the phone.


      “… Ok…”


      “Thank you very much!”


      Unintentionally, my voice got livelier.


      “So, when should we go on this date?”


      “I’m fine whenever. So long as it suits you, Touko-senpai.”


      “Got it. Then, how’s next Sunday? I have that whole day free, after all.”


      “That’s an O.K. for me! Well then, I look forward to next Sunday. I’ll contact you later for the time. I’ll be the one to think about what places we’ll visit and other activities!”


      “Yeah, I understand. Well then, see you next Sunday…”


      She said that and hung up the phone.


      Good, with this, all preparations were in place. All that was left now was effectuating the plan I had come up with.


      I had to make Touko-senpai accept me and become the partner with whom she’ll be at the last moment of our revenge!


      I had renewed my resolve.

    

  


  Chapter 9: A fake date with Touko-senpai


  The long-awaited Sunday. From the two cars that we have at my home, I took the 1000cc engine one that my mother uses the most and left the house. The other, the minivan, is the one my father takes when he goes to play golf.


  I arrived at the Kemigawahama Station of the JR Keiyou Line.


  There were still more than 15 minutes before the appointed time of 8am, but Touko-senpai was already waiting there.


  “Good morning. I see you’re here early. There is still a while before the time we’re supposed to meet.”


  “It’s because you always arrive ahead of time. I thought I’d like to be the one to arrive first and wait for you for once.”


  She got inside the car and put on her seatbelt as she spoke.


  “So, where will you be taking me today?”


  “I gave it a lot of thought, and considering that I wanted to take many photos, though it may be somewhat clichéd, I was thinking of going to Minamibousou.”


  “Eh? We’re taking photos?”


  Touko-senpai was completely taken aback.


  “Yes. I will give all of those photos to you at the end, Touko-senpai. I want you to see them and take them as references for what I believe ‘cute’ to be.”


  Touko-senpai had a dissatisfied look on her face, but she still gave me the OK.


  I started the car and headed for the highway.


  We first went in the direction of Kisarazu. The highway continued all the way until Futtsu.


  “What part of Minamibousou are we going to?”


  Touko-senpai asked me that.


  “I had a hard time choosing this, too. Seeing how crowded it is in the Tokyo area, I didn’t find it surprising that the number of places where we could relax and take photos were few. Truthfully speaking, the Hitachi Seaside Park in Ibaraki Prefecture would have been fine, but during this season, there’s not a single flower in bloom.”


  The Hitachi Seaside Park in Ibaraki Prefecture is a famous place to take photos because of how it has a hill that’s completely covered in flowers. During spring, the hill is covered in a blue bed of Nemophila, while in fall, it is colored in pink with summer cypresses. However, unfortunately, at this date when November had already reached its end, the season of summer cypresses had already passed.


  “Isn’t it fine? I too would rather go somewhere where I could get some peace and quiet than going out of my way and spending my free day in Tokyo where it’s overcrowded.  There’s also that, at this time of year, Minamibousou should be warm. Furthermore, today’s weather is nice too.”


  “Yes, we’re lucky to have clear weather today. By the way, we’ll be walking a lot today. Will you be okay?”


  “I’ll be fine. You did tell me beforehand to wear shoes that were easy to walk in because we would be walking outdoors.”


   


  We changed to the Tateyama Expressway at the Futtsu Kanaya interchange.


  After that, we followed Japan National Route 127 to the south and drove across Mount Nokogiri’s mountain road. 
(TL Note: These long names are hell, 鋸山登山自動車道)


  We went up the sinuous road and arrived at the Nihon-ji which was located halfway up the mountain.


  “Mount Nokogiri… It may be my first time coming here.”


  Touko-senpai spoke as she looked with great interest at the Hyaku-shaku Kannon and various other Buddha statues, including the giant Buddha, that had been excavated from the quarry’s remains. To my surprise, she was showing a child-like expression.


  “I’m glad to hear that. I was worried that temples and Buddha statues weren’t interesting for girls.”


  “That’s not true at all, you know? As of late, there have been many girls who like things related to shrines and temples as well as girls with a strong interest in Japanese history.”


  I took a photo of Touko-senpai the instant she turned my way.


  The scenery was a refreshing view of the mountain trail that led to the Hyaku-shaku Kannon and two walls of steep rock to her sides.


  The shades of the trees added to the atmosphere, even making the scene reminiscent of those in famous Ghibli films.


  “Wait, did you just take a photo out of nowhere without warning?”


  Touko-senpai pouted her lips in discontent.


  “Yes. If possible, I wanted to take the picture in its most natural state. This is because, at the end of the day, what I want is to portray you, Touko-senpai, as I see you.”


  “Nnngh…”


  Touko-senpai was still looking dissatisfied, but she didn’t say anything more than that.


  We then continued up the mountain and arrived at the ‘View of Hell’.
(TL Note: 地獄のぞき: View of Hell. A tourist spot in Mount Nokogiri.)


  This was a cliff with a portion that projected like an eave before falling steeply into a vertical line for about 100m.


  “Apparently the ‘view of hell’ part came from what you can see by looking down from the peak over there.”


  After I mentioned that, Touko-senpai showed a fearful expression on her face.


  “I, I’m not really good with high places…”


  “Well, we already came all the way out here. Wouldn’t you say that we did this all for nothing if we don’t go and look at it?”


  Touko-senpai looked at me with reproachful eyes.


  “Let’s go together. I’ll even hold your hand.”


  Touko-senpai hesitated for a while, but at last she extended her hand in silence.


  “I’ll say this just in case, but the suspension bridge effect doesn’t work on me.”


  At the same time she said that, Touko-senpai walked very fearfully towards the edge of the cliff, all the while tightly holding on to my hand. She never separated herself from the railing as she continued on out to the projected edge of the cliff.


  “The ‘View of Hell’ is this right below us.”


  I peeked over after I said that, but even I could feel my knees begin to tremble from the sensation of looking down into a space where there was nothing below my feet.


  Touko-senpai unconsciously clenched my hand tightly, too. 


  I took a snap of that fearful Touko-senpai, too.


  Touko-senpai realized that she had been photographed because of the beep from the camera.


  “Are you taking a photo from this place too?”


  “I want to take many different expressions of yours, after all.”


  Touko-senpai averted her gaze bashfully.


  “Make sure you delete them all after this.”


  I changed the topic as I smiled bitterly.


  “This is where a Buddhist monk once trained in the past, right? A regimen to strengthen his willpower and sharpen his concentration.”


  “I don’t think there’s much to gain from doing that.”


  Despite having her face stiffened from fright, Touko-senpai still tried to bluff. That made me feel like teasing her.


  “You know, if an earthquake happened right now, we might not make it out. If this projecting piece of the cliff crumbled from it, we’d be falling headfirst down to our deaths.”


  “Hey, stop that!”


  Touko-senpai turned to look at me. She had a very angry expression. This was bad.


  “I’m very sorry. It was a joke.”


  “I swear, really!”


  “However, if that did end up happening, I have every intention to make sure that at least you alone are safe.”


  Touko-senpai glanced over at me. She then spoke in a small voice.


  “Didn’t I say that the suspension bridge effect didn’t work on me?”


   


  We left Mount Nokogiri and continued south down Japan National Route 127.


  “Where are we going next?”


  “We’re heading to Tateyama’s Okinoshima.”


  We drove south down the road with the sea to our side. The hill facing directly at the sea was scattered with houses here and there.


  Once you came all this way, you felt like this place was a completely different country compared to the city of Chiba we lived in.


  I even got the feeling we had come to a tropical island. You could hardly believe that we were still in the area around Tokyo.


  Although, even Tokyo has the isolated region called Okutama, where they even say bears live.


  Once we passed the Tateyama Station, we headed towards the JMSDF Tateyama Air Base.
(TL Note: JMSDF is Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force)


  On the west side of it, connected by land, was the uninhabited island of Okinoshima.
(TL Note: Look for 沖ノ島館山 on Google Maps to see why it’s ‘connected by land’)


  The place just before the beach that leads to the island is the parking lot.


  “Woww! If you look at it from here, you can see how beautifully the beach connects into the island!”


  Having alighted from the car, Touko-senpai spoke as she held her hair down with her hand while the sea breeze blew. 


  I took another photo of Touko-senpai looking like that. She didn’t notice it this time.


  “You cross over to the island by walking across this beach.”


  Side-by-side, the two of us walked across the beach.


  “They say that Okinoshima was originally an independent island, but after the Great Kanto earthquake, it got connected by this segment of land.”


  “Is that so? Then it’s the same as Enoshima, huh?”


  “Though Enoshima is more famous by far.”


  “That said, it is nice that there are fewer people here. It feels kind of like a beach from South-East Asia.”


  “Isn’t that praising it a little too much?”


  “You think so? Well, you know, if there was a castle atop the island, I feel like it would be reminiscent of France’s Mont-Saint-Michel.”


  Aahh, I see. Okinoshima is a park covered with nothing but trees, but if it had a castle erected on it, I see how it could resemble that.


  “This is the west side of the Bousou Peninsula, right? If we came during the evening, when the sun is setting, I’m certain it’d make for beautiful scenery.”


  Surely that must be so. Furthermore, we had an unexpectedly clear view of Mount Fuji from here.


  And in front of us, we had the sea.


  The setting sun, Mount Fuji, and the sea. If you could see all of them together at the same time, it would be quite difficult to find a better place than this.


  “I should’ve brought us during sunset.”


  I whispered that to myself.


  The inside of the island had apparently been turned into a natural park.


  “He~h, there’s even a natural pool and a cave here.”


  To my surprise, Touko-senpai was looking at the directory with her eyes shining like a child’s.


  I once again took a photograph of Touko-senpai with my smartphone.


  She seemed to have noticed this time, since she looked over in my direction.


  “You took another one just now, didn’t you?”


  “I didn’t take any.”


  I said that while I smiled.


  “Liar! You did! I’m sure!”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “I swear…”


  She pointed to the path which continued into the deep part of the island as she spoke.


  “This is the path that leads to the inside of the island, right? Let’s go then.”


  We went down the path which passed through the forest. After continuing for a while, the path finally cleared.


  It opened up into the sea. A small beach that had a rocky area to both sides.


  “How pretty! Who’d have thought there’d be a beach this charming here?”


  Almost as if she were a completely different person from her usual aloof self, Touko-senpai looked to be hopping slightly as she went down to the shoreline. I immediately followed after her.


  “Woww! The seawater is incredibly clean, too! You can see through it all the way down!”


  “I read that this place consistently obtains the highest rank, AA, in the seaside resort water quality examination that the Ministry of the Environment carries out.”
(TL Note: For reference, this test has 4 ranks, C, B, A, AA, with AA being the best quality)


  Touko-senpai turned to look at me.


  “Isshiki-kun, have you come here before?”


  “No, this is my first time coming here too.”


  “Same for me. There are very nice places even near to us, aren’t there? I didn’t know that.”


  “Indeed. This place is apparently at the northern limit of where corals grow, so it seems like you can see them by snorkeling. There are also many fish here and other stuff, making it into a diving spot, too.”


  “There are small fish even here. Look!”


  Touko-senpai said that and pointed with her finger.


  I stepped over the rocks and got closer to where Touko-senpai was.


  Sure enough, there were many small fish swimming in a small tide pool.


  “There’s a shoal of small fish here. And over here we have what looks like a little larger tropical fish.”


  “Where is it?”


  “Over here, look!”


  It happened the moment that Touko-senpai tried to climb the rocks that looked like stairs.


  “Aah!”


  Her foot slipped, and she gave a small shriek.


  I promptly supported Touko-senpai from the front, as if holding her in an embrace.


  However, the same as her, one of my legs ended up falling into the sea with a splash.


  At the same time, my smartphone gave a small beep. 


  “Th-thanks.” 


  Touko-senpai responded in a surprised manner.


  “No, I’m just glad you didn’t tumble over. If you had, you might have gotten injured by the rocks here.”


  “But because of it, you even ended up getting your leg wet.”


  “It’s fine. This is nothing.”


  It was when I said this that I noticed that Touko-senpai’s face was extremely close to me.


  She was no further than 30cm away.

  [image: ch9-1]

  What was more, I was holding the upper part of her arms with both of my hands, almost as if hugging her.


  It seemed that Touko-senpai too had become aware of our current positions. She averted her eyes and spoke.


  “You took a photograph right now too, right?”


  “Eh? Oh, yes, now that you mention it…”


  My phone’s camera shutter had indeed made a noise.


  “I keep telling you there’s no need to take a photo of these moments.”


  A part of her looked embarrassed.


  “Th-this time it wasn’t on purpose.”


  Touko-senpai looked at me. I saw myself reflected on those dark green eyes of hers.


  I could bet that Touko-senpai too was being reflected on my eyes.


  Touko-senpai laughed bashfully.


  “Let’s hurry and get out. If we don’t, we’ll get even wetter from the waves.”


  I nodded silently, pulled her hand and we both returned to the beach.


   


  After that, we went to see the cave and the shrine, which were on the opposite side of the island, and then returned to the car.


  By that time, our shoes that had been soaked in the sea had already dried up enough that we were no longer leaving any footprints behind.


  “We’ll be going to Nojimazaki Lighthouse next.”


  I started the car after saying that. Nojimazaki Lighthouse stood at the southernmost part of Bousou Peninsula.


  We followed Japan National Route 410 and headed for Nojimazaki.


  The moment we left the mountain, we had the ocean suddenly and grandly displayed before us. It was the Pacific Ocean.


  Thanks to the clear weather we had, despite it being almost December, the blue ocean sparkled brightly before us.


  We continued driving down the road while seeing the ocean to our right and the mountains to our left. The buildings were few and scattered in between.



  Before long, a building which shone white came into view. It was Nojimazaki Lighthouse.


  This lighthouse had been constructed in a small peninsula-shaped area that projected into the ocean, and its surroundings had been made into a sort of park that went completely around it.


  “We’ve already come this far, so do you want to try going to the very edge? After all, it would be the southernmost point of the Bousou Peninsula.”


  “That sounds good. Let’s go there, then!”


  I happily agreed.


  The vicinity of Nojimazaki Lighthouse had its green areas and plants like grass cleanly mowed.


  Beyond the promenade was, as you’d expect, a rocky coastline.


  “This kind of place, where there’s nothing around and from where you can see the ocean horizon is good in its own way, too.”


  Touko-senpai spoke and took a deep breath. I aimed at that instant and snapped another photo.


  “Aah, you took another one!”


  Touko-senpai glared at me from the corner of her eyes.


  “I’ll have to ask that you forgive me just today. This will become the answer to my homework, after all.”


  I gave a bitter smile as I answered.


  “But you know, if you’re going to take it anyways, I’d like for you to take it after I’ve properly prepared myself for it.”


  Touko-senpai was still dissatisfied about it. 


  The two of us stood next to each other and stared at the sea. Before us lay the great blue ocean. The Pacific Ocean.


  “Beyond this ocean lie North America, South America, Australia, and Antarctica.”


  The words flowed from Touko-senpai and came to me as if carried by the wind.


  “One day, I want to go around the many countries in the world aboard my own yacht.”


  Go around the world in a yacht? I was slightly taken aback because I had this image of Touko-senpai being the indoor type.


  “Back when I was a young girl, I was once hospitalized for over a month. In a book I read during that time, there was a story about a couple, husband and wife, who got on a yacht and traveled around the world. When I read that, I thought to myself, ‘How wonderful! I want to try traveling around the world that freely, too’. It must have been after that that I found myself fond of books. Though at the beginning, it was only books which narrated the travels of someone or those that spoke about the many countries of the world.”


  “That’s a wonderful dream.”


  “It is. A wonderful dream indeed. In reality, however, finding someone with whom you can stay together, 24/7, inside a cramped yacht is not something so easily done.”


  I looked at Touko-senpai for an instant.


  I believe that if I were together with her, even if it was for every single moment for the rest of my life, she would never stop shining in my eyes.


  Nay, I sensed that the more I stayed by her side, the more fascinating it would become.


  “It seems like my father yearned for a yacht, too.”


  She said that and looked in the opposite direction, to where the lighthouse was.


  “Lighthouses are the single beacons in the middle of the ocean during the pitch-dark nights. Nowadays we have the GPS, but in the olden days, they were the one and only guide for sailors, they were a sign of hope for them. They would then follow the places where the lighthouses were and move on towards their desired destinations.”


  Her eyes were bathed by the sunlight as she looked up at the lighthouse which shone chalk-white.


  “That’s how he came up with my name and named me ‘Touko’. He wished for me to become a hope for everyone and to be one who lights their way.”
(TL Note: This is a pain to explain, honestly. Feel free to skip this long note if you want. Now, where to start? Like some of you probably know, Japanese name are written in ‘Kanji’ [Chinese characters]. Each of these characters has different pronunciations in Japanese and individual meanings. Usually, parents hide a certain ‘wish’ in their children’s names. In this case, Touko is written as 燈子, where 燈 basically means light or lamp, and 子 is child or kid [and a very common ending for a girl’s name in Japanese]. So that’s how the idea of ‘being a light for others’ connects to her name.)


  A certain thought crossed my mind while I looked at her.


  … Touko-senpai. At the very least, for me right now, you are my hope, guidepost, and my light… The one single person who, when I was lost in the dark storm that was ‘Karen’s cheating’, lit my way, gave me something to aim for, and has now even become my hope…


  “Say, do you hear a voice coming from somewhere?”


  Touko-senpai asked that out of the blue.


  “A voice, you say?”


  “Yes, like someone crying…”


  Having heard that, I pricked up my ears, too.


  And when I did, sure enough, I could hear something like the cries of a kid in between the sounds of the waves.


  “I can hear something resembling the voice of a child.”


  “It couldn’t be… That they fell into the ocean or something… Right?”


  I could see the blood drain from Touko-senpai’s face.


  “If that really is the case, this is very bad! Isshiki-kun, help me search for them!”


  “Understood! I will search the ocean area, so you go on and search around the lighthouse, Touko-senpai!”


  As soon as I said that I began to walk, following the rocky coastline of the beach.


  Touko-senpai ran from the esplanade over to the inner part of the park.


  Not long after we began our search, I found a young boy crying near the beach in an area where the piled rocks created a gentle slope. He wasn’t on the shore where the waves crashed. It looked as if he had simply tripped on the rocks.


  I was relieved to know that he hadn’t fallen into the sea or anything of the sort.


  “Touko-senpai! He’s over here!”


  I yelled in a loud voice in the direction of the lighthouse.


  “Are you okay?”


  I asked the boy, as soon as I got near him.


  Once I got a closer look at him, he looked to be around 6 years old. He must be something close to a first year in elementary school, right?


  However, the boy did nothing but cry.


  “It’s dangerous here. Let’s go over to that place thats more level.”


  Nonetheless, the boy shook his head sideways in a way which indicated his denial of the idea. Looking him over again, I saw that his knee, which was exposed from below his shorts, had a notable amount of blood flowing from it. I surmised that he had scraped it when he tripped on the rocks.


  Having no other choice, I carried the boy in my arms and brought him back to the promenade.


  It was precisely then that Touko-senpai came running over towards us.


  “Where did you find him? Is he okay?”


  “I found him over in that rocky area. He was still somewhat distanced from the sea, so I believe that he shouldn’t be in any kind of danger.”


  Touko-senpai’s gaze shifted to the child’s knee.


  “This boy, he’s injured!”


  She swiftly wiped the blood with a tissue and took a band-aid from her own bag which she then placed on the boy’s knee.


  “The wound isn’t deep. You should be fine with this now. Does it still hurt?”


  “It still hurts a little.”


  The little boy answered.


  “Where did your mom and dad go?”


  The boy pointed in the direction of the lighthouse with his finger at the same time that he answered Touko-senpai’s question with a simple ‘That way’.


  “Where is ‘that way’?”


  We tried asking him another question, but the boy didn’t answer anything else aside from ‘That way’.


  “Nothing else to be done. For the time being, we should try going towards the lighthouse or the Museum. If he’s a lost child, then his parents should be going to those places to look for him.”


  Touko-senpai nodded to my words and asked the boy:


  “Are you okay? Can you walk?”


  However, the answer the boy gave us wasn’t favorable.


  “I can’t.”


  Just as I thought.


  “Come, I’ll give you a piggyback ride.”


  I lowered myself and showed my back to the boy after I spoke, and he immediately jumped on.


  Was he really unable to walk? That thought crossed my mind, but I knew better than to say that out loud at the moment.


  I rose to my feet with the boy on my back.


  “Well then, let’s get going.”


  I spoke and lined myself up next to Touko-senpai as we walked.


  Touko-senpai then asked the boy.


  “You, can you tell me your name?”


  “Shouta.”


  “Why were you in that area?”


  “There was a crab there.”


  “A crab?”


  “But I couldn’t catch it.”


  Then, in short, what happened was: This boy was alone on that promenade for some reason I wouldn’t possibly know. He saw a crab while he stood there and followed after it trying to catch it. But in doing so, he ended up going over to that rocky area near the beach, where he happened to trip and started crying.


  Suddenly, the boy on my back started to talk.


  “Onee-chan and onii-chan, are you on a ‘date’?”


  Touko-senpai and I exchanged glances for a moment.


  “Are you on a ‘date’?”


  The boy asked us once again the same question.


  “Hmmm, well… I guess you could say that?”


  Touko-senpai answered and the boy pressed even deeper with his next question.


  “Then, then. Onee-chan and onii-chan, are you two lovers?”


  “Eh!?”


  Touko-senpai and I both raised our voices at the same time.


  He had been so insecure about speaking until just now, so how come it was on this occasion that he spoke so smoothly?


  While I remained flummoxed, Touko-senpai answered the boy’s inquiry.


  “Hmm, what do you think?”


  “I don’t know. But they told me that two people going together on a date are lovers.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “Mii-chan did.”


  Even if he told us by giving us a name, there was no way for us to know who that was.


  Nonetheless, Touko-senpai smiled cheerfully and answered.


  “I see. If ‘Mii-chan’ said that, then it may be that perhaps we are lovers.”


  Following that, she giggled softly.


  Touko-senpai continued to humor the child after that too. For my part, I spent most of that time silent.


  Not to mention that it was a surprise for me. That the normally cool and intellectual Touko-senpai was this fond of children.


  I surreptitiously manipulated my smartphone with one hand and took a sneak shot of Touko-senpai while she played with the kid.


  Whether she noticed I did that or not was hard to tell.


  “Ah, Mama!”


  From my back, the boy pointed with his finger, and looking further down that direction, I saw a mother standing as she held the hand of an even younger girl and carried an infant in her arms. We continued walking until we were in front of that mother, and I lowered the boy from my back.


  Once Touko-senpai explained what had transpired, the mother bowed her head to us many times.


  It would seem that the mother had taken the younger child to the restroom and left the boy alone for a moment.


  Touko-senpai crouched before the boy and gave him some last words.


  “Goodbye, Shouta-kun. Make sure you don’t leave your mother’s side by yourself anymore, okay?”


  She placed her hand gently on his head as she spoke.


  I quickly took a picture of that side of Touko-senpai with my phone’s camera.


  “Touko-senpai, you’re very good with kids, aren’t you?”


  “What’s with that tone of utter surprise?”


  “Eh, oh, no. That’s not what I meant to say.”


  I tried to correct myself in a fluster but saw that Touko-senpai was smiling at the same time she glared at me.


  “I indeed like kids, you know. Also, sometimes I think I would’ve liked to have a younger brother, too.”


  “Touko-senpai, do you have any siblings?”


  “I have a sister, three years younger than me.”


  If she’s the younger sister of Touko-senpai, then I imagine that she must be a beauty too.


  “Though what I really wanted the most was to have an older brother.”


  As we continued to talk, we arrived at the place where we had parked the car.


  “It’s already well past noon, isn’t it? I’d say it’s about time we go somewhere and eat, no?”


  


  We went up north via Japan National Route 410. This time, we took the route which went to the east side of Minamibousou Peninsula.


  Before long, we arrived at a ‘Michi-no-Eki’s Wadaura WA・O!’. There was a huge life-size skeletal model of a blue whale exhibited in the close vicinity of the Wadaura Station. We entered the restaurant that was next to it.
(TL Note: You can google the Michi-no-Eki (Roadside Stations in English) and Wadaura WAO to see it and learn more about them)


  I spoke as I read the menu.


  “Wadaura is one of the few rare places where even nowadays whaling still occurs, if I remember correctly. Speaking of whaling, Wakayama prefecture’s Taiji is famous for it, no?”


  This too was something that I read and was simply repeating from the Internet.


  “Aah, now that you mention it, I had heard somewhere that there was a place in Minamibousou where they produced whale bacon. They said that aside from producing it, they also did things like selling it.”


  “I have always wondered what kind of meat whale was like, so I wanted to eat it at least once.”


  I decided on my order while I was speaking. The Kujira-don Deluxe.
(TL Note: Kujira-don is kujira (whale) + don 丼 (donburi, a dish with the main ingredients served on a bowl filled with rice))


  This dish consisted of whale sashimi, whale tatsutaage, and whale katsu placed atop donburi.
(TL Note: Tatsutaage is a dish of fish or meat flavored with soy sauce, mirin, etc., coated with starch and then deep-fried​. Katsu is a (breaded) cutlet.)


  “I’m thinking that I should be fine with this ‘set meal of local fish of the season’. I wouldn’t be able to eat the whale meat if it had a gamey taste to it, after all.”


  “But we already came all the way out here. Don’t you feel even the slightest interest in at least trying it? If the anti-whaling campaigns and movements continue to advance in the future, we may no longer be able to eat things like whale meat.”


  Even so, Touko-senpai still looked indecisive.


  “Then, how about we share one of these ‘Whale sashimi’? There shouldn’t be any problems if the two of us share it, no?”


  “Ok, let’s do that then.”


  The dishes we ordered were brought over to us. The whale meat looked a considerably darker shade of red than beef. It looked like horse meat.


  When I tried it, it tasted surprisingly close to typical meats. I guess you could say that it was something like the intensely red-looking imported meat?


  It seemed that Touko-senpai had the same opinion about it as me.


  “It does have a bit of a unique flavor to it, but for the most part, it’s normal meat.”


  “I agree. Its color is like that of horse meat, but it tastes similar to imported round steak.”


  “You know that whales evolved from the same Artiodactyla that cows and pigs come from, too, right? Perhaps it’s only natural that their flavor is similar. I heard that nowadays there’s even a classification called ‘Cetartiodactyla’ that includes whales and land mammals like cows, pigs, and deer.”



  “Huh.”


  “By the way, they say that the hippopotamus is the closest land animal related to whales.”


  “Just as you’d expect from the ‘Goddess of the Library’. You’re an erudite scholar.”


  Touko-senpai then glared at me as she glanced upwards.


  “That nickname, I never liked it.”


  “Why is that? I believe that everyone who uses it does so with good intentions.”


  “Just like how I’m not a figurehead, I am sure not a goddess either. I was your run-of-the-mill high school girl back then and am now a normal university student girl.”


  “Well, you’re right about that.”


  “At the very least, I don’t want you, Isshiki-kun, someone who should understand me to a certain degree, to call me that.”


  Touko-senpai spoke with a tinge of loneliness in her voice.


  “Understood. I apologize.”


  I offered her my sincere apologies, and Touko-senpai once again had an impish smile on her face.


  “Then, as an apology, treat me to a soft serve after this. I saw, before we entered, that they were selling it outside.”
(TL Note: Soft serve, also called soft ice, is a kind of frozen dessert very similar to ice cream. Ed. Note: In the US it is usually synonymous with frozen yogurt.)


  For her to have a desire for soft serve… I knew she had a cute girlish side to her.


  “Copy that. Feel free to ask for 2 or even 3 of them!”


  “Oh? You said it now. In that case, I’ll ask for two of them; one soft serve of honey and milk, and another of peanut!”


  By the time we finished our meals, it was already past 3 o’clock.


  In the end, I bought us each one soft serve, each of a different flavor, and we exchanged our soft serves after eating them halfway.


  It was my first indirect kiss with Touko-senpai.


  I also saved that scene of Touko-senpai eating her soft serve in the form of a photograph.


  “You’re even taking a photo of me eatinnng?”


  She seemed a bit displeased, but the way in which she ate was unexpectedly childish, so I thought to myself that this was fine too.


  


  We continued further up north as we headed for ‘Suzume Iwa’, which is located near Taitou Station.
(TL Note: ‘Suzume’ means the ‘Eurasion tree sparrow’ specifically, but is part of the common names of many sparrow species. ‘Iwa’ means ‘boulder’.)


  It’s located a bit southward from the southern edge of Kujuukuri Beach and is also known as ‘Fuufu Iwa’.
(TL Note: ‘Fuufu’ means ‘married couple’)


  The boulder was cut like a cake and protruded into the sea from the small beach it was on.


  “This place is the last touristy spot we’ll be visiting.”


  I got out of the car as I spoke. The hour was already four in the evening.
(TL Note: Though normally 4pm is ‘afternoon’ in many places, the Japanese Meteorological Agency stipulates that ‘evening’ is from 3pm to 6pm. Thus, we leave it as ‘evening’.)


  “We have visited many different places by now, though. We’ve even gone almost halfway around Minamibousou Peninsula.”


  Touko-senpai also spoke as she alighted from the car.


  Search our surroundings as you might, there weren’t any signs of other people besides us.


  A beach in the form of a small bay lay before us.


  On its left side stood the cake-shaped Suzume Iwa. Because we were at ebb tide, it should be simple for us to climb the rock.


  “Want to try climbing it for a bit?”


  “Eh? Isn’t it dangerous?”


  “It should be fine, given that the slope isn’t so steep.”


  I went to the base of the rock and extended my hand at Touko-senpai.


  She took my hand fearfully and I pulled her up to the top of the rock.


  Suzume Iwa’s land was made up of sedimentary rock where now grass, too, had sprouted, making it so that one wouldn’t have much difficulty climbing it.


  The two of us arrived at the top of the rock. The part of Suzume Iwa which faces the ocean falls at a steeply vertical angle.


  I peeked down from the edge and saw seawater a deep blue color, perhaps because the water was deeper than in other areas, washing the rock as it seemed to whirl around it.


  “It’s dangerous if you get too close to the edge.”


  Because Touko-senpai called out to me like that, I took a few steps back from the edge.


  The sky to the east was already beginning to get dark.


  I could see a number of stars near the horizon on the sea. The brightest of them should be Venus.


  When I looked at the opposite side, I saw the sun starting to set behind the many mountain peaks of Bousou.


  Touko-senpai and I sat down next to each other on the summit of Suzume Iwa while we watched the setting sun.


  “I am very thankful that you accepted spending the whole of today together with me.”


  After I said that, Touko-senpai lightly lowered her head as she smiled.


  “You’re welcome. I would like to say thank you, too.”


  She then raised her face with a bright smile on it.


  “Today was sooo fun! I feel like I might have even enjoyed it more than my dates with Tetsuya. It felt like I was able to be myself!”


  I made a wry smile.


  “Say, if we were real lovers, wouldn’t you have lost some points the moment you mentioned your ex-boyfriend’s name?”


  “You may be right.”


  Touko-senpai grabbed her knees with both hands after she spoke.


  “But you know? If I’m being honest here, today, I felt a bit jealous of Karen-san. I couldn’t help thinking how she can have this kind of date with you all the time.”


  For a moment, I was unsure about how I should reply to that.


  However, I didn’t want Touko-senpai to think like that.


  “I don’t come to these types of places with Karen. She only likes places where she can go shopping or those that are the talk of the moment.”


  “Is that so? Well, that may be the normal thing, though.”


  Hearing her speak like that, I found myself curious as to what kind of dates Touko-senpai went on with Kamokura.


  Nonetheless, that was not something I could ask. Hence, I decided to ask something else.


  “Before, you told me that in the third month of going out, couples have a time when they think about breaking up, didn’t you? Did that time never come for you, Touko-senpai?”


  Touko-senpai put her chin on her knees and thought about it for a bit.


  “Hmmm, I did have a few instances where I thought about it from even before the 3 months, but I always thought that it was my being selfish. Tetsuya even told me once that I was being unreasonable for finding any kind of faults with him.”


  Wow… That’s a chipper, handsome man for you. They say some things others never could.


  “Add to it that it was also the exam period, which meant there was a certain distance between us because of it. After that, it would be the summer vacations and our group’s events would take place. I thought that breaking up with him at that moment would make it awkward for us afterwards. Hence I decided to wait for a little longer and see.”


  “So, you waited, and then what happened?”


  Touko-senpai remained silent for a while.


  “I got to see the lonely side of him, the side of him that, despite constantly feeling so alone, always puts on a brave front. When I saw that part of him, I thought, ‘I want to be there for him’…”


  I regretted having asked that.


  “Isshiki-kun, you have Ishida-kun, who is someone to whom you can speak to about anything whenever you’re troubled, and who will help you with it, right? However, Tetsuya doesn’t have someone like that in his life. He can become the central figure at any reunion, but he doesn’t have a single person to whom he can earnestly open up his heart…”


  Touko-senpai’s voice sounded like it would vanish any second.


  “That’s why, maybe he tries to gather and surround himself in many different sorts of things. Just like how he tries to find friends with whom to make merry by acting like a cheery guy, or how he acts all confident in himself to find a girl who’ll keep him company…”


  I kept silent as I watched her profile. It was then that she whispered in a self-deprecating manner.


  “It may well be that I was one of those accessories for him, too. An accessory that looks pretty and that he can boast about to others…”


   She then buried her face in her knees as if hiding it.


  “The truth is, I also had felt, vaguely, that Tetsuya was cheating on me. But the usual Tetsuya I knew always treated me very kindly and always gave me preference. It may be that I unconsciously averted my eyes from it. Even the affair that started all this… Had you not been together with me, I’m sure that I would have pretended not to see it.”


  What should I say to her at this moment?


  “For Tetsuya, perhaps it’s only natural in his mind to have other accessories to wear. I’ll bet that I myself didn’t have any particular charm for him.”


  “That’s not true!”


  I denied it fervently.


  “Touko-senpai, you are more than charming yourself!”


  Even so, Touko-senpai looked at me with sad eyes.


  “That’s only speaking about my outward appearance, right? If we left that aside and spoke of me only as a girl…”


  “Even when seeing you as nothing but a woman, you’re charming. It was for the sake of conveying that to you that I asked you to go out with me today.”


  Immediately after I finished saying that, I took out my smartphone and displayed in it all of the photos of Touko-senpai that I took throughout the day.


  “I spent the whole of today taking pictures of all the parts of you, Touko-senpai, that I believe are charming. Please take a look at them.”


  After I spoke, I drew myself closer to Touko-senpai and together we watched the screen of my phone.


  The photo of Touko-senpai looking impressed as she stared at the stone Buddhas in Mount Nokogiri. The one where Touko-senpai walked fearfully towards the View of Hell. Another showed Touko-senpai at the beach with the sea breeze blowing against her. Touko-senpai watching the fish in the seashore. The scene where we both unexpectedly ended embracing each other after nearly falling in a tide pool. Her visage as she stared at the horizon. Touko-senpai smiling as she humored the boy. The portrait of her eating her soft serve in delight.


  Each of those portrayed her own natural charms.


  “Touko-senpai, your natural appearance, your natural smile, and more than that, the way in which you naturally interact with other people; they are all the cutest I know. That’s why, Touko-senpai, the way that you act like the natural you makes you the cutest girl. And the way you express your unadulterated emotions as they come to you is incredibly charming, Touko-senpai.”


  “… Thanks…”


  The profile of Touko-senpai’s face as she stared fixedly at the photographs shone an orange color in the midst of the setting evening sun.


  She then spoke in a small but clear voice.


  “Out of all the photographs I’ve had taken of me until now, these are the happiest of them all. They make me even happier than those taken by professional cameramen.”


  


  After Touko-senpai and I left Suzume Iwa, we went from the Sotobou Toll Road to the Tougane Road and returned to our hometown of Chiba city. In the same way as when we came here, I drove Touko-senpai all the way to the Kemigawahama Station of the JR Keiyou Line.
(TL Note: JR is the Japan Railways Group)


  “Well then, see you again at school.”


  Touko-senpai got out of the car after saying that.


  “Of course. Once again, thank you very much for today.”


  “No, I should be the one saying that. It was very fun.”


  “I’m happy to hear that.”


  However, though Touko-senpai had gotten out of the car, she stood there in the same position without closing the door.


  … Is there something left she wants to tell me?…


  As the thought ran through my mind, I looked at Touko-senpai.


  Touko-senpai, too, stared at me.


  “Isshiki-kun, about today’s date…”


  “Yes?”


  She took a moment and then spoke with determination.


  “Yeah, I’ll give it a ‘yuu’! The same ‘yuu’ as in Isshiki Yuu!”
(TL Note: This is a play on words born from Kanji in Japanese. Isshiki Yuu’s name is written as 一色・優. 優, which is his given name, Yuu, means, among other things, ‘excellence, superiority’. So this ‘yuu’ she gives him, is a play of using his own name and giving him a mark of Excellent)


  She said that and gave me a bright smile.


  “Ok, then, have a good night!”


  Not bothering to wait for my reply, she slammed the door shut.


  … ‘Today’s date’, huh…


  Inside the car which still had Touko-senpai’s lingering scent, I let myself be lost in thought with that one line.


  Chapter 10: Jealousy storm in the university cafeteria


  The cafeteria was very crowded at lunch time.


  I carried a set meal of deep-fried horse mackerel over to the table where Karen was already seated and waiting.


  This university had 2 cafeterias. This cafeteria, which was the biggest of the two, had your typical long, rectangular tables in the center and round tables for 4 next to the windows. Normally, people who came in as couples monopolized these round tables. Karen was quite adamant about securing one of these ‘couple tables’, so we always came a bit earlier in order to ensure that we managed to seize this kind of table. 


  From Karen’s perspective, I sat in the chair 90 degrees to her right. Before, I used to try and sit right next to her, but after knowing of her love affair, I inadvertently ended up with this habit of keeping my distance from her.


  Karen had brought with her a bento that “her mother had made for her”.


  Eating lunch together on Fridays had been a rule of ours since the time we started dating. It used to be when we decided where we would be going to enjoy ourselves together during the weekend. Nowadays, though, this rule had become nothing but a pain.


  Nonetheless, Touko-senpai had already gone and given me a stern warning: “Make absolutely certain that you don’t change the way you spend your dates with Karen! Women can make inferences about the state of mind of the other person from just a small change”. Therefore, here I was, eating lunch together with her, even in this state.


  Although, if you looked at it from another side, given that Karen was having her love affairs on either Mondays or Thursdays, you could also say that Fridays’ lunch was a perfect chance to look into how that was going.


  Not even three minutes had passed since we started eating our lunch when Karen sent a look of dissatisfaction my way.


  I knew the reason for her foul mood.


  However, I pretended not to know and kept bringing the deep-fried horse mackerel to my mouth in silence.


  “For the love of…”


  I had barely heard Karen say that when, in the next moment, she let out a prolonged sigh, almost a bit too intentionally.


  This was a sign for me, telling me that I should start noticing and worrying over her already.


   … Guess I’ve got no choice. I’ll play along with her…


  “What’s wrong, Karen?”


  There was no need for me to ask what or why. The reason why Karen was in such a bad mood was as clear as day to me, but for the time being, I played the boyfriend role and asked her.


  “That. Look at that.”


  Taking care that only I noticed it, Karen jerked with her chin to the people seated five tables in front of us.


  The ones seated there were Touko-senpai and Kamokura.


  Touko-senpai had prepared two portions of bento and was handing out one of those to Kamokura.


  “Kamokura-senpai and Touko-senpai?”


  “Yes!”


  Karen snorted while answering.


  “Touko-senpai, isn’t she an idiot? To be acting all lovey-dovey in this cafeteria. Don’t you think it’s very unbecoming of her?”


  Touko-senpai was laying out her hand-made bento and offering it to Kamokura. Kamokura looked very happy about that.


  That said, they didn’t seem to me to be flirting as blatantly as Karen was saying.


  Normally, I would say that they didn’t look like that to me, and even if they did, they were two people dating each other, so it was understandable. Nonetheless, I imagined that it was better that I agreed with Karen.


  “You’re right.”


  “Yuu-kun thinks so too, right? This is the cafeteria where people come to eat, so just stop flirting with each other like that already!”


  Karen seemed to be extremely displeased.


  “First of all, if people are going to bring a bento, there isn’t any need for them to come to the cafeteria, no!? They should just find themselves an empty classroom and the two of them eat alone there! If they did, the seats in the cafeteria would be open for others to use. Think about the trouble you make for others too, honestly!”


  I managed to suppress my urge to include a jab that she herself had a bento. Instead, I mechanically expressed my agreement, saying that she was right, and they should eat in a classroom.


  To begin with, the university cafeteria allowed you to bring your own food if you wanted.


  There wasn’t any rule that said that you couldn’t bring your own bento or food you bought from somewhere else.


  True to that, aside from Karen and Touko-senpai, there were many students who were taking out food they brought themselves.


  “Lately, those two have been eating their bento together like that just about always, no?”


  “You’re right. I have seen them a lot, indeed.”


  For the time being, I gave perfunctory answers.


  When I turned my attention to the two of them in front of us, they really looked to be eating their bento while having a lot of fun as they talked.


  A hand-made bento by Touko-senpai… That simple thought stirred emotions in my heart.


  Even if I understood that this was all part of ‘Touko-senpai’s plan’, I still…


  


  “Is there something that makes boys happy to receive from a girl?”


  Touko-senpai asked from the other side of the phone. This was about 10 days ago.


  “Did something happen?”


  I asked back.


  “I was thinking I wanted to do something that would delight Tetsuya, in order to get him to fall even harder for me.”


  That was the answer Touko-senpai gave me.


  Touko-senpai and Kamokura were currently, at least on the surface, a couple that was doing well. Meanwhile, Kamokura kept periodically racking up his trysts with Karen. Nonetheless, based on what I could see from the situation, it was clear that Touko-senpai was his favorite.  Karen was in the position of being the convenient woman whom he could call during the times he couldn’t meet with Touko-senpai. But it would seem that Karen wasn’t aware of that truth herself.


  “I see, so that’s how it is. That’s why you’re asking me what could make a man happy?”


  Given the kind of unscrupulousness he had with his lower half, something in that direction would most probably make him happy, but Touko-senpai wouldn’t let him do that over her dead body. Not to mention that it would be better if it was something else which created a stronger mental sense of dependence for him; one which would last even after he got dumped.


  “I guess that would be a gift, after all. And one which leaves an impression in his memory.”


  Despite it being me who said it, I didn’t really have anything in particular come to mind. It felt kind of hackneyed for me.


  “Hmmm, I did think about a present too, but I don’t really know what kind of thing would make Tetsuya happy. And there’s also this thing about spending money on him that annoys me when he is cheating on me.”


  “Then, if we’re going for something that doesn’t involve you spending money, how’s something like a hand-knitted scarf?”


  “Even if I started now, D-day would come to pass before I finished it. And let me say, when I think back on how Tetsuya is acting right now, I can’t get myself to do something so laborious for him.”


  I thought for a moment. What kind of things are hard for me to tolerate now? It was at that time that I remembered my promise to eat lunch with Karen on Friday. That was something extremely mentally trying for my current self. Because all the memories I had of us enjoying lunch together up to now had suddenly transformed into painful ones.


  “Touko-senpai, what do you think of a hand-made bento?”


  “A hand-made bento?”


  “That’s right. There’s no man in this world who wouldn’t be thrilled to have a bento made for him by his girlfriend.”


  “You really think so?”


  “Yes. Additionally, it’s not as if Kamokura-senpai’s life in university would end after you dump him, right, Touko-senpai? Every time Kamokura-senpai ate lunch, he would remember the bento that you made for him. This will serve as an excellent source for mental damage.”


  On the other side of the phone, Touko-senpai remained silent for a while.


  “A bento, huh? … But I’m not good at cooking.”


  I had thought that Touko-senpai was perfect in all housework, but it turned out that she was bad at cooking? That surprised me a bit. Still, I had already thought about that part, too.


  “That’s no problem. Bento nowadays can even be prepared with just frozen foods.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes. Furthermore, you can simply take them out of their packages and put them into a bento box. You don’t even need to heat them in the microwave.”


  At times when I don’t have any money left, I also ask my mother to make bento for me. But on occasions in which my mother too is busy, I make them myself, though all I do is pack cooked rice and frozen food into the bento box and call it done.


  “What’s more, you have an ample repertoire of foods to choose from like hamburgers, omelets, tonkatsu, and side dishes big or small, all of them are part of the options. To top it all off, it doesn’t even take you more than 5 minutes to make one.”


  “I see! In that case, even I can make one of those! Thanks for telling me about something so great!”


  That’s how it came to be that Touko-senpai made bento for Kamokura once or twice a week and the two of them ate together. Because Touko-senpai hadn’t done that even once until now, Kamokura was apparently enjoying it a lot. After all, he was proudly telling all his friends things like:


  “Touko-senpai finally started to become conscious of her role as my wife!”


  


  “Yuu-kun, Karen had thought of Touko-senpai as cool and stylish until recently. However, she is now disillusioned!”


  Karen raised her face upwards as she said that.


  “You’re right. It’s different from the image that Touko-senpai had kept until now.”


  I had said nothing else except ‘you’re right’ for some time now, but personally, I simply didn’t have any more interest in speaking with this girl. I just wanted this conversation to end already.


  “And if she does that kind of thing, it’s impossible for her to not curry boys’ favor! Touko-senpai doesn’t have any kind of pride, huh!”


  These last comments from Karen made me feel very irritated. Could it be that Karen thought that by being the cheating partner of Kamokura, she had already won against Touko-senpai? 


  … For men, their real girlfriends and their mistresses are completely different things, day and night, like heaven and earth… No, like heaven and hell, there’s that much difference…


  “Oh? Isshiki-kun!”


  Hearing my name called out, I turned around and saw Touko-senpai’s best friend, Kanou Kazumi, standing there.


  Together with her were two other girls from our group who were at the girls-only meeting before, the sophomore and freshman of the Department of Economics, Mina-san and Ayaka-san, respectively.


  “Ah, Kazumi-san.”


  I exchanged greetings with her, but it wasn’t as if I had a previous arrangement to meet with her. I was somewhat surprised that she had called out to me.


  “You good with me sitting here? We were looking where to sit but there weren’t any open tables.”


  This table was originally a table for 4, but you could easily sit 5 people without a problem by simply pulling over an extra chair.


  “Ah, go ahead.”


  I slid my chair closer to Karen while I said that. It couldn’t be helped under these circumstances. I looked to my side and saw that Karen seemed to be disinterested in the girls.


  “Sorry to interrupt when the two of you were having your alone time~, Karen”


  That was Mina-san speaking.


  “Karen doesn’t mind. Karen and Yuu-kun were already about to finish eating, anyway.”


  Mina-san made a strained smile hearing how Karen answered so curtly.


  “Anyhow, we found you at the perfect moment, Isshiki-kun. We were looking for you.”


  “Looking for me, you say? Did you need something?”


  “You know, about the ‘programming homework’ we talked about the other day? Well, we were wondering if we could maybe ask you for your help with that now.”


  Next to Mina-san, who had finished speaking, was Kazumi-san nodding fervently.


  “Is that what this was all about? Understood. If you could be so kind as to explain to me the kind of homework you have, I can help you in doing it.”


  “Now that we’re talking about it, do you mind giving us your email address, Isshiki-kun? It’s kind of hard to ask for your help using the group list we have.”


  


  Kazumi-san then joined in too.


  “I could’ve shared Isshiki-kun’s contact information with them and that’d be that. But I thought it would be bad manners on my part if I did it without asking for your permission first, Isshiki-kun.”


  “You’re right, we did forget to exchange our contact info with each other last time. Well, in that case…”


  I exchanged email addresses and SNS ID numbers with Mina-san and Ayaka-san. Karen was watching us as we did from the corner of her eyes.


  Mina-san held her smartphone up in her arms and spoke.


  “Isshiki-kun, do you mind if I share your contact information with Manami and Yuri too? The two of them were in that meetup with us, after all.”


  “Sure, no problem. I did promise all of you that I’d help with your programming assignments.”


  “Then I’ll send them your contact info, okay?”


  Ayaka-san, who was a freshman the same as us, looked in Karen’s direction.


  “I feel kind of awkward about asking for a boy’s contact information right in front of his girlfriend. But it’s still better than doing it behind her back in secret, right?”


  Karen then spoke indifferently.


  “It’s fine. Karen already knows that Yuu-kun only has eyes for her, so she’s not worried in the least about i~t.”


  The three of them exchanged glances.


  “Indeed. A few days ago, Isshiki-kun himself declared to us all that he’s Karen’s boyfriend.”


  “Karen is so lucky too. To think that you have such a kind and devoted boyfriend like Isshiki-kun.”


  I felt someone prodding my thigh below the table. It was Karen. Seeing her, I noticed that she had that look of ‘let’s go already’ in her eyes. Personally, it was more preferable for me to stay with these girls than to go with Karen, but it was out of my hands.


  [image: ch10-1]

  “Ok, then. The two of us have finished eating, so we’ll be taking our leave now.”


  I spoke as I stood up with the now empty tray of food in my hands. Karen stood up from her seat together with me.


  “Ah, Isshiki-kun, you’re leaving already?”


  


  


  


  “Can’t be helped. See you around next time, then.”


  “The homework! Sorry about it, but I’ll be looking forward to your help. I’ll contact you later.”


  I bowed slightly towards the girls, and we left. Karen had gone and walked ahead of me by herself.


  Before leaving my seat, though, I turned to look at the table where Touko-senpai was and, for an instant, my eyes met with hers. That said, there wasn’t any particular signal hidden in them.


  I continued to walk to the tray return point, returned the tableware, and then left the cafeteria. 


  “What was that just now? They suddenly barged in during the time Karen and Yuu-kun were alone together.”


  Karen said that as if throwing out all the displeasure she had had welling up inside her.


  “Oh, it wasn’t like that. I met them by coincidence a few days back in a store that had a dessert buffet. That’s when they told me they had programming classes and asked if I could help with their homework.”


  “What’s with that? Aren’t they being too impudent?”


  Karen was clearly in a bad mood.


  “Now, now, we’re all in the same group. I may need something someday too, so I thought it’d be better if I lent them a hand if it was something I could help with.”


  “And Yuu-kun, make sure you don’t flirt too much with other girls! Yuu-kun ought to know better than that!”


  … You’re the last person I want to hear that from…


  I swallowed those words.


  “Sorry. I simply thought that if my relationship with other girls was bad, it could impact you in a negative way, Karen.”


  Karen then spoke while she looked at the ground.


  “Karen… She hates that kind of meetup among women. It just feels like so much jealousy is there, or maybe I should say, it’s insidious… And despite that, it feels like we’re each licking each other’s wounds while at the same time we’re tripping others.”


  “Is that so?”


  I let Karen’s words go in one ear and out the other as they pleased.


  “That’s why being together with friends who are men goes best with Karen’s nature. It’s so refreshing, and there’s no sensation of insidiousness. After all, Karen has a laid-back personality, too!”


  … What is this girl saying now? I bet that what you really want is to be surrounded by men who fawn all over you!… Then again, I was the biggest idiot for not seeing through that act of yours.


  Karen suddenly went around me and stopped in front of me.


  “What?”


  “Yuu-kun, cheating on Karen or any other infidelity is absolutely unacceptable. Make sure that you only treasure Karen!”


  Karen said that with a strong emphasis. I see now. So that means that ‘I can’t cheat on her’. But it’s completely ok for her to cheat on me. Was that it? I honestly couldn’t keep up with the selfish mindset of this girl anymore.


  At last, there was less than a month to go before D-day. Continue to think that and brag all you want until that day.


  Chapter 11: The 1-day camping farewell party


  The group ‘Wakiaiai’ to which Touko-senpai and I, along with Karen and Kamokura, belong has an event on the first third of December every year, the ‘farewell party for juniors’.


  This was because juniors, being in their third year already, would need to center their efforts in earnest at job hunting as soon as we returned from the New Year’s.


  Because of that, the farewell party was held usually around the middle of December.
(TL Note: Not sure if it was a typo from the author changing from ‘first’ to ‘middle’ third of a month)


  And though our group had by now become a group where any kind of event was accepted, due to it originally having been a group focused on camping and outdoor activities, the farewell party was the only event that followed tradition and was cemented as an outdoor camping event.


  Still, even this camping event had been losing its original impetus in late years, becoming a 1-day camping trip from which we could return before the day was over. In other words, we had a barbeque and then called it a day.


  “This day is the last chance you’ll have to raise your popularity among the girls.”


  Touko-senpai stared fixedly at me while she spoke. I nodded in silence.


  “At present, the opinion of you among the girls from our group is quite high, Isshiki-kun. Especially among the four girls you met at the girls-only meeting from before.”


  “The four I met at the all-you-can-eat cake shop, right?”


  I had once before carried on with a certain plan to infiltrate a girls-only meeting that included mainly girls from our group. To do so, I had pretended to meet them by chance in order for them to let me join them and then proceeded to raise the girls’ opinion of me.


  By the way, the one who came up with the plan and set the board in place for everything to proceed smoothly was none other than Touko-senpai.


  It was during that time that I first started to interact with four of the most influential girls from our group: from the Economics Department, the sophomore, Mina-san, and the freshman, Ayaka-san; from the Department of Literature, Manami-san, a sophomore; and from the Business School, another freshman, Yuri-san.


  “Yes. All of them are almost central figures in our group, and they hold great influence among the girls. Having them like you is already a big advantage for you. That said, I would still like for you to make one last appeal to the other girls too.”


  “It was with that in mind that I volunteered myself to be in charge of cooking in the farewell party camp.”


   I too had been thinking about this ‘appealing to the girls’ that Touko-senpai spoke of.


  And the answer I had arrived at as a result of that was volunteering.


  It had been decided that each of the boys that liked cooking would present 1 dish during the camp. I was one of those boys.


  Boys who liked cooking were a rare sight nowadays, so I wasn’t sure about how much of an appeal to the girls this could be for me. But if you asked me about the things I could do better than others, I had nothing except programming and cooking. I had no other choice.


  In addition to it, because I often went camping with my family when I was a kid, I had all the basic knowledge about camping and barbeques.


  “Oh, right. You’ve always been very good at cooking if I remember correctly. Have you already decided on what you’ll cook at the camp?”


  “Yes. Since a barbeque would be too clichéd, I was thinking that maybe I should make some roasted chicken using a Dutch oven.”


   This was a specialty dish of my dad. This was a splendid meal that involved using one whole chicken in its entirety. By submerging the meat beforehand in brine, which is used for things like smoking, you could bring out an exquisite flavor from it throughout. Finally, if you stuffed the chicken with, say Japanese chestnuts or turnips, along with carrots, potatoes, and broccoli, you could present a particularly sumptuous dish.



  “Sounds good. Also, as a plus, it would be great if you could prepare some kind of dessert. Girls like their sweets a lot, and unfortunately, food at a barbeque always ends up focused on heavy dishes.”


  “In that case, how does a dessert made by mixing yogurt and canned fruit sound to you? It won’t take too much effort to prepare, and it’s light and refreshing to boot.”


  “I believe that should be fine.”


  Touko-senpai seemed satisfied with my answer.


  “Are there any other things that you think I should take into consideration?”


  I honestly couldn’t understand a girl’s feelings. There had been many a time when despite thinking that something was for the best and acting on it, it turned out to have the opposite effect. That was why all I could do here was take Touko-senpai’s opinion into consideration.


  Though I couldn’t deny how pathetic I was, always having to depend on Touko-senpai…


  “First is, you have to speak with various different girls, treating them all equally and speaking a moderate amount with each. Talking too much with a single girl is an absolute no-good. Second, you have to always be relaxed when holding a conversation and keep it going smoothly, never being too obstinate about anything. Focus especially on helping out girls who have any kind of problems or worries. If you do that, you’ll be able to hold a natural conversation with them.”


  I see. It was the same ‘treat all girls equally’ that she had mentioned before too.


  “Aside from that, you should just act like normal, if you ask me. Isshiki-kun, from among the boys, is there anyone that you hate or are bad at dealing with?”


  The first name that came to my head was ‘Kamokura Tetsuya’, but for the time being, I didn’t mention that.


  “Not really, no.”


  “Then you’ll be fine if you do like always and enjoy yourself together with the other boys. Girls like boys that are in groups and get along, after all.”


  In that case, since it was my normal way of being, there shouldn’t be any problems.


  “Also, on this time alone, try not to act too concerned about Karen-san, okay? I want you to focus your efforts as much as possible on getting points with the other girls.”


  “Understood.”


  “Of course, having her getting completely sulky on us would be a problem. A point where you get her a little jealous is just perfect.”


   


  And so came the second Saturday of December. We were participating in the ‘1-day camping farewell party’. 


  The place it was being held was a camping site in the vicinity of Mount Fuji, in the prefecture of Shizuoka. It was an extensive area with a nice view. It seemed that every year, our group would use either this camping site or go camp out in the wild in Izu.


  Being one of the people in charge of cooking, I had brought my family’s minivan over. Incidentally, Ishida had ridden together with me.


  Unfortunately for Touko-senpai, she had to ride with Kamokura in his car. Given that at the moment, Touko-senpai continued to be ‘Kamokura’s girlfriend’ in the eyes of everyone, this couldn’t be helped. Kamokura too had brought his family’s car, especially for today, a BMW Sedan.


  The guys who were coming by train would gather at Shinjuku Station. We would then meet up with them there and divide ourselves into the various cars we had.


  Thanks to our having departed in the early morning, it was only 10:30 am by the time we had arrived at our destination, the camping site.


  “O~kay! Well then, those in charge of cooking, start making your preparations as soon as possible. The first thing you’ll need to do is start a fire for yourselves!”


  I assembled my 3-legged camping fire pit and above it, I placed some charcoal and lighted it up with the help of some firelighter.


   


  Because I have been going out camping with my family since I was a kid, these procedures were already second nature for me.


  Other university girls who were next to me came over.


  “Heeh, Isshiki-kun, you’re quite used to this, aren’t you?”


  “Sort of. I used to go camping a lot with my family.”


  “We’re not sure why, but the fire at our spot just won’t light at all.”


  “Is that so? Want me to take a look at it?”


  “You’d be saving us if you did!”


  I followed that girl and headed over to where the fire pit she and her friends were looking after was.


  I immediately knew what was causing the problem. To start with, the charcoal they had brought was Binchoutan. Binchoutan was high-grade charcoal that, while it could burn continuously for a long time, had the negative side of being hard to set alight. Also, regardless of that, the charcoal itself was too big.


  On the other hand, the firelighter they had was one in the form of a chocolate bar which you could easily buy at a dollar shop. 


  It was no surprise that they were having a hard time getting it to light up.


  “Where did you get this charcoal?”


  “It’s some charcoal that we had in my house. It’s a leftover from the last time my family and I went to a cottage.”


  “This charcoal is Binchoutan, a high-grade charcoal which can continuously burn for a long time, but in exchange for that is difficult to ignite.”


  “Is that so? I didn’t know. I thought that anything would be fine so long as it was charcoal.”


  “I’ll share with you a little of the charcoal I brought. You should be fine if you let the Binchoutan burn on top of that one.”


  I brought over some finely chopped charcoal and firelighter from my own spot. Using that, I first started a small fire.


  Once it had burned to a certain degree, I placed the Binchoutan they brought on top of it in a position that let the air flow nicely. Before long, the Binchoutan too began to burn a bright red.


  “This should be enough. All that’s left is to watch over the state of the fire and either take out or add some charcoal.”


  “Thanks, Isshiki-kun! You saved us!”


  “If you have any other problems, feel free to call me.”


  I left their place after saying that.


  I then saw Touko-senpai and Kazumi-san next to each other and looking at me from a place a slight distance away.


  Kazumi-san gave me a quick thumbs-up. I imagine that meant ‘good job’.


  I gave a small smile as I said thanks with my eyes.


  When I returned to my own fire pit, the charcoal fire was burning a healthy red too.


  I put the onions, carrots, potatoes, and other vegetables at the bottom of the Dutch oven and placed on top of them the whole chicken, which I had already prepared beforehand. I sprinkled coarsely ground pepper and pink Himalayan salt on its surface, bathed it thoroughly in olive oil, and closed the lid of the Dutch oven.


  I hanged the oven on top of the 3-legged camping fire pit by using a chain. I then placed a few pieces of charcoal on top of the lid of the oven too. With this, it should be heated slowly and evenly from both the top and the bottom. All that was left was to look at the state of the fire every now and then.


  Ishida then drew closer to me.


  “You finish already?”


  “Yeah, all that’s left is to wait for it to get cooked now.”


  The girl from before then came over to us with a different girl in tow.


  “Sorry, there’s another thing we would like to ask your help with. Would it be ok?”


  “It’s ok. What is it?”


  “This girl here, she says that she doesn’t know the intensity of the fire needed to cook the meat.”


  The girl that had come together with her then began to speak for herself.


  “I had thought to cook a relatively big piece of meat, but despite the exterior getting all burnt, the interior isn’t getting cooked at all…”


  “Is that so? For starters, I’ll go see what’s happening. Where are you cooking it?”


  “Just over there.”


  I turned over to look and discovered it wasn’t even 10 meters away from my fire pit.


  I went over to her side and saw that, indeed, the meat had parts of its surface burnt black here and there, but once you tried cutting it, the interior was nearly raw. Given that it was beef, it would have been fine to eat it even if it was somewhat rare, but eating it while cold would not be pleasant.


  “Do you have any other meat?”


  Hearing my question, the girl took out another chunk of meat from her cooler. 


  “Ah, when cooking a big piece of meat like that, you need to take it out of the cooler beforehand to let it reach room temperature.”


  I next looked at the barbeque stand. The charcoal gathered in the center was crackling viciously.


  “Add to that that this fire is way too strong. You need it to be possible for you to place your hand about 5 centimeters above the grill and be able to keep it there for around 5 seconds.”


  The girls then showed me a look of utter confusion. 


  “We, we don’t really know how to determine what’s a good level of intensity for the fire…”


  “Since I’m just waiting for mine to finish cooking itself, I’ll help you do it.”


  As soon as I finished speaking, I took the grill off their barbeque stand and distributed the charcoal piled up in the center evenly throughout the pit.


  I took out one slender piece of charcoal, thus leaving only a single place on the barbeque stand’s edge without any charcoal in it.


  I smeared some olive oil on the grill which goes above the barbeque stand, put it on top of the stand, and placed the piece of meat on the corner where there was no charcoal below. 


  “With this, once the meat has warmed up to a certain degree, you can start cooking it in the center. As for the intensity of the flames, it’s like I told you before. If the flames weaken, you can add more charcoal, or you can gather the charcoal at the center and cook the meat above it.”


  At some point during that conversation, without my noticing, the other girls had gathered all around us.


  All of them were listening attentively to my explanation of how to prepare a barbeque.


  “Thanks, that helps a lot!”


  “You really are used to this, honestly.”


  “Could I ask you to come to look at my fire pit too?”


  “I had wanted to ask you about this from the start, you know!”


  “We’re using a hot pot for this… How long should we cook it in our case?”


  “What are you preparing, Isshiki-kun? Eh? You’re making a whole roasted chicken with a Dutch oven? That’s incredible! You’re going all-out for this, aren’t you?”


  “How nice! I want to try your dish, Isshiki-kun!”


  Ooh! I wasn’t sure what was going on but, wasn’t this some awfully great reception on part of the girls!?


  I could tell that the muscles of my face were forming a smile.


  Uh oh. I wasn’t supposed to get all smitten with the girls here, right?


  For now, I told the girl who say she wanted to try my dish that I would call her once it was finished and she could come over, to which all the other girls replied with a ‘Me too!’.


  Karen then appeared and pushed her way through all of the girls that had gathered around until she reached me.


  Without stopping for a moment, she hugged me from the back.


  “Heey, Yuu-kun. Is the food ready yet? Karen is already hungry from waiting!”


  This girl… She was making her stand by telling all the other girls that were around us that she was the one who held the title of ‘my girlfriend’, wasn’t she?


  And all this despite her having been wandering around the places where the other boys were cooking and talking with them until just now.


  What a crafty woman she was, honestly.


  Once the roasted chicken had been properly cooked by the fire, I took the Dutch oven off the fire pit. 


  All while still keeping a few of the charcoals on top of the lid.


  That way, I allowed the juices inside to circulate gradually throughout the oven with the remaining heat.


  In the meantime, I threw a package of ready-made minestrone inside of a new pot and added the cabbage and bacon I had cut beforehand. With this, once I let it boil for a few seconds, it would be completed.


  I cut the baguette into loaves of around 2 centimeters each.


  “Ok, I have finished preparing the roasted chicken and the minestrone!”


  It seemed that, despite having chosen a dish that required a lot of preparation, I was one of the people to finish the earliest.


  Thanks to that publicity (?) I made before, a lot of girls gathered around me.


  To each of them, I gave a cut-up slice of roasted chicken together with some of the vegetables placed atop paper plates and poured over them a sauce I had made by mixing the left-over juices of the chicken with ginger, shoyu sauce, and honey. The minestrone went in a paper cup apart.


  “Feel free to take all the bread you want.”


  I addressed them. A circle of all the girls had formed around me.


  “This is delicious!”


  “Yes! This is even better than what you eat at a restaurant!”


  “The flavor of it has permeated nicely through both the meat and the vegetables.”


  “Are there Japanese chestnuts in it? The soft, flaky sensation is scrumptious!”


  “Today’s cold, so having this minestrone warm us up is the best complement to it!”


  I did it! These were super high marks now, weren’t they?!


  It was then that Kazumi-san and the girls who were with her during the girls-only meeting, Mina-san, Ayaka-san, Manami-san, and Yuri-san, came over. Behind them was Touko-senpai too.


  “Let’s us try it too! We want to eat Isshiki-kun’s dish, too!”


  “I was well aware of that. I already made sure to separate all of your servings from the start, Kazumi-san.”


  I started to distribute their portions one by one to them after speaking.


  When I handed Touko-senpai hers, she gave me a sweet smile and nodded.


  That must’ve meant ‘well done’.


  Kazumi-san moaned as she took a bite from the roasted chicken.


  “How delish! It’s incredibly tasty! I never imagined I’d get to eat this kind of first-class food in this place.”


  Mina-san followed after her.


  “It really is good! Isshiki-kun, do you cook on a regular basis?”


  “No, it’s only every once in a while. It’s just that both of my parents work, so it became kind of inevitable for me to learn how to cook.”


  “But, if you can cook this well, you’re well set already. There’s nothing lacking from you as a husband.”


  Kazumi-san then spoke in a loud voice.


  “For real! Isshiki-kun, won’t you become my bride?”


  “Isn’t that the other way around?”


  Everyone in the vicinity laughed.


  Most probably, Kazumi-san had already come up with that line from a while back and was waiting for the best moment to say it.


  Even if I knew that, I still felt somewhat happy.


  Touko-senpai didn’t say anything, but she had a satisfied look on her face.


  Next to her was Karen, looking like she had something to complain about as she glared at Kazumi-san and me. I imagine she didn’t find it amusing at all.


  All of a sudden, I felt my cellphone vibrate.


  I took it out and was surprised at seeing that it was a message from Touko-senpai.


  Even though she was less than 5 meters away from me…??


  Still harboring the doubt inside, I opened the message.


  > (Touko) Let me ride in your car on the way back!


  > (Yuu) I don’t mind, but would that not seem too unnatural?


  > (Yuu) You came here in Kamokura-senpai’s car, did you not?


  > (Touko) There’s no need to worry about that. Kazumi is certain to get around that problem deftly. 


  > (Touko) Tetsuya’s been too forceful today. That’s why I don’t want to go back in his car!


  … In other words, this means that Kamokura is trying to take Touko-senpai forcefully to some place…


  Instantaneously, I felt an unexplainable burst of ire begin to burn inside of me. I won’t ever allow him to do that!


  > (Yuu) Understood. Please ride with me in my car on the way back. Would you like for me to call out to you, Touko-senpai?


  Should it be necessary, I was prepared to bring Touko-senpai back with me, even if it meant I had to lay bare all the things that we had kept secret!


  > (Touko) There’s no need to do that. I have already asked and arranged with Kazumi to have her be the one to call me out.


  I had my own apprehensions about it but trying to argue with her about it would be in vain.


   Not to mention that, in this place where everyone was gathered, it was possible for someone to find it strange that both Touko-senpai and I were fiddling with our smartphones for a long time. 


  > (Yuu) Understood. Talk to you later then.


  I sent my reply and put my smartphone away. 


  … Dammit! Kamokura, that bastard!…


  However, the fact remained that to the public eye, Kamokura was Touko-senpai’s boyfriend while I was an outsider. 


  I was vexed that we couldn’t take any actions openly at the moment.


  … Nonetheless, should the situation demand it, I’ll protect Touko-senpai no matter the cost…


  I swore that to myself.


  The mix of yogurt and canned fruit that I presented as a dessert after the roasted chicken and minestrone was also favorably received.


  Thanks to that, I was able to have a conversation with every girl without exception.


  Though Karen coming every now and then to make her ‘I’m his girlfriend’ appeal while looking so displeased was annoying.


  After the barbeque, we passed the time playing frisbee and volleyball relaxedly. It was only us men playing with the frisbee, but we were still having a great time. That is until one person came and encumbered us.


  “Karen wants to play too~!”


  How we were originally playing was that one person threw the frisbee in the air, and then six other people ran after it and caught it with one hand. Obviously, for Karen, who was a girl, there was no chance of winning. We then proceeded to give Karen a handicap but given that she couldn’t even catch the frisbee in the first place, it was futile.


  To put it bluntly, Karen joining us took all the fun away from it.


  “What do you say we change the game to volleyball so that the other girls can join too?”


  I was the one to propose that. I called out to the girls who were watching us from close by. Boys and girls mixed together, we played simple things like ‘how many times could we hit the ball without it hitting the floor’ as we enjoyed ourselves congenially.
(TL Note: The word I translated as congenially is actually 和気藹々 [wakiaiai], which makes this a play on the group’s name and the meaning of the word itself)


  Soon after, it was time to go back. Though I was still worried about Touko-senpai, I began to put away the barbeque equipment, and while doing so, Kazumi-san came over accompanied by Touko-senpai.


  “Isshiki-kun, your car is a minivan, right?”


   Kazumi-san asked me that in an excessively loud voice.


  “Yes, that’s right. Why do you ask?”


  “Are the back seats fold-flat seats?”


  “Of course, they are.”


  It was then that Kazumi-san raised her voice even more. Enough so that everyone in the vicinity could hear her as she spoke.


  “Then, would you mind letting me and Touko ride in your car? You see, Touko appears to have injured her back. She says that even being seated is painful.”


  I see, so that was the plan. All three of us, Touko-senpai, Kazumi-san, and I, lived close to each other.


  And when your back hurts, all you can do to ameliorate it is to lie down and rest.


  Riding for long hours in Kamokura’s automobile while seated would’ve been quite an ordeal.


  “Understood. I will make the preparations to leave, so both of you, please get inside the car in the meantime.”


  I too answered in a loud voice.


  Immediately after, Kamokura’s expression changed, and he flew over to our location.


  “Hey! What’re you deciding on your own here? Touko is coming with me on the way back just like she came here with me.”


  I glared at Kamokura. As if I’d let him get away with doing things the way he wanted every single time.


  “Touko-senpai said that her back is hurting. Riding in a normal automobile will only worsen her lower back pain unnecessarily. With respect to that problem, because the backseats of my minivan are fold-flat, she can lie down on top of them while we return. That way we can minimize the burden on her back.”


  “She’ll be fine in my car too if she reclines the passenger seat, you know?”


  “Isn’t it precisely because she believes that that’ll hurt her that Kazumi-san is saying that my car is a better option?”


  “Are you a doctor or something? Stop talking like you know everything about someone else’s girlfriend!”


  “Can’t you see that even she herself is saying that your car is too uncomfortable?”


  Everyone was starting to gather around us, wondering what all the fuss was about. Kazumi-san took a few steps toward us from among that crowd. 


  “Kamokura-san, Touko is saying that her back is really hurting her. She’s saying that she couldn’t possibly withstand the long hours of riding back home in your Sedan. That’s why I asked Isshiki-kun for help.”


  However, Kamokura too refused to give in.


  “There’s no problem. I am Touko’s boyfriend. I’ll take care of those things you mentioned and take her back. On the off chance that her pain is too intense, we can just stop in the middle of the way and rest. Those kinds of things are part of the reason why I should be the one to take Touko back home.”


  This cur! Even though she was saying that her back hurt, he was still thinking of taking her someplace else?!


  “Touko said that her parents aren’t coming home today. And she also seems to have some business to attend to tomorrow. To say that you’ll stop somewhere along the way, you’re just ignoring Touko’s circumstances!”


  “In that case, even if we take a few breaks, it’ll be fine so long as we’re back at her house by tomorrow morning!”


  Kazumi-san’s eyes became sharper and sterner.


  “You, you really are a self-centered man, aren’t you? Then what’ll you do if Touko wants to go to the restroom in the middle of the way? Touko’s saying that even walking is painful for her right now! You mean to say that you, a man, will lend her your shoulder and walk with her inside the women’s bathroom? Aside from being able to have Touko return while lying down, I also need to ride together with her!”


  Kamokura seemed to want to answer back to her, but it would seem he couldn’t find any arguments with which to do so. 


  Perhaps sensing that trouble was brewing, the president of our group, Nakazaki-san, came over. Nakazaki-san is a friend of Kamokura who’s been with him since their days in the soccer club of our high school, and as such, he’s the only person who could talk some sense into Kamokura at times like these.


  “Hey, Kamokura. Touko-san is saying that her back hurts, right? Don’t you think that Isshiki-kun’s car, where she can lie down and take it easy on the way back, is the best option?”


  “But still…”


  “I know that you may be worried about her as her boyfriend, but Kazumi-san is saying that she’ll go together with her. There’s no problem then, right?”


  Even so, Kamokura glared at us for a while. Ultimately, Nakazaki-san said this to him.


  “If you’re so worried about her, Kamokura, you could just as well follow after Isshiki’s car with your own, no? If something came up, you could also call his phone.”


  “I got it, Nakazaki. It’s not like I’m that much worried about it either.”


  As his parting gift, Kamokura glared at me one last time before leaving that place.


   


  “I see. So that’s what was going on…”


  The one to say that while we were all inside the car and on our way back was Ishida.


  In the end, it was decided that Ishida and I, together with Touko-senpai and Kazumi-san, would be riding back home in my car.


  “I swear… I never knew that Kamokura-san was that stubborn a person.”


  Kazumi-san said in an exasperated yet mocking tone.


  “Tetsuya is the kind of person who very rarely goes back on something once he has decided and said that he’ll do it. He’ll try to force his own opinion on others until the end.”


  “I too didn’t have any intention to fall back on this occasion.”


  I spoke unable to hide the anger inside of me.


  “It’s because I knew that that I intervened. Since, in what’s a rare display of yours, you were showing your unadulterated intention to fight, Isshiki-kun.”


  Kazumi-san explained while laughing.


  I hadn’t intended to show my emotions so clearly, but is that how it looked like for those watching us back then? Be that as it may, that could be a hindrance to our future plans.


  Lastly, Touko-senpai lowered her head slightly.


  “Still, you really saved me. Tetsuya was unusually forceful today. It honestly scared me. It’s thanks to you, Kazumi and Isshiki-kun, that I managed to escape that plight.”


  Kazumi-san lightly patted Touko-senpai’s head as she comforted her.


  “Tis’ no problem! Leave it all to me! I won’t ever let you become the victim to some unfaithful man, Touko!”


  After that, Touko-senpai drew her face closer to me, who was seated in the driver’s seat and holding the steering wheel.


  “Isshiki-kun, thank you, honestly. I was very happy when you stood up for me.”


  She whispered those words to my ear.


  Was that subtle sultriness I felt in her words just now simply my imagination?


  Chapter 12: The night before the decisive battle


  “How is it, Isshiki-kun?”


  A slightly nervous-looking Touko-senpai stood by my side as she asked me.


  “Mhm, it’s good. Very good!”


  Those words were no mere flattery; they were honest praise. If this was the dish she’d present, I had no qualms with it.


  “Yay!”


  Touko-senpai made a small, cute, girlish fist pump with a smile on her face.


  Unlike her normal attire, she currently had her hair tied up with a single scrunchie and was wearing an apron. The way in which she clenched her fist in front of her chest while she bent her body made for an incredibly cute image of Touko-senpai.


  “To think that you have only done this 3 times by now and you’ve already progressed this much! I expected no less of you, Touko-senpai!”


  “Ehehe. It must be thanks to you. I’m sure of it.”


  Touko-senpai answered with a more-than-satisfied smile.


  It had been around 2 weeks since Touko-senpai had said that she wanted to be able to cook decently in preparation for D-day. On D-day, in other words, on Christmas Eve, all members of our group who had the availability and disposition got together and threw a party.


  Touko-senpai had come over saying that she wanted to practice the dish she’d be presenting on the ‘girl’s handmade cooking’ that took place during that party.


  “I’ll be practicing cooking over at my house, and I want you to taste it, Isshiki-kun.”


  Having been told that, I headed over to Touko-senpai’s house while on cloud nine.


  “There’s no one else here, so come inside.”


  Without intending to, I found myself having these weird expectations after Touko-senpai came to greet me and told me that.


  “This is a splendid house.”


  I spoke my mind candidly having been invited into her living room.


  The house itself was already large and magnificent from the outside, but a single glance inside made it clear that the interior itself was quite opulent, too.


  “Well, I suppose that’s on par for the course? After all, both of my parents are working full-time jobs.”


  “May I ask what your parents work in?”


  “Both of them are doctors. My father is starting his own psychiatric hospital over in Tokyo, while my mother works in a hospital focused on cosmetic surgery.”


  … Ha ha, so that’s why…


  I found myself accepting this oddly fast.


  “My parents apparently wanted me to follow after them and study medicine too, but I didn’t have any interest in being a doctor.”


  “Given that both of your parents are working full-time jobs, how do you all tend to the housekeeping?”


  “We have a housekeeper who comes 3 times a week. Also, my mother’s family’s house is very close by, so grandma comes over almost every day and takes care of the cooking and laundry.”


  So that was the reason why Touko-senpai didn’t know how to cook, huh?


  By the way, since I was an only child and both of my parents worked, I knew how to take care of just about everything from cooking to housecleaning.


  I then remembered one certain thing.


  “If I remember correctly, you have a sister 3 years younger than you, right? Is she not here today?”


  “That girl doesn’t care about others and just does as she pleases. It’s impossible for us to know what she’s doing at any moment. I imagine that she’s out playing somewhere today, too.”


  Wearing a smile which betrayed her worry at that, Touko-senpai came before me and presented me her dish.


  “Well, take a bite and taste it. I want to hear your sincere opinion about it.”


  That said, I had already predicted the results of the food that was before me with but a glance.


  Honestly speaking, there was no need for me to eat it. The exceedingly black-looking karaage, a cake twisted into a deformed shape, and back ribs which had parts of them carbonized here and there. I guess the only barely passable looking thing was the nikujaga?
(TL Note: Karaage is deep-fried food [mainly chicken], and nikujaga is a meat and potato stew)


  “Did you go for a blending of Western and Japanese foods?”


  I off-handedly asked her, to which she replied with obvious lack of confidence:


  “Yes, I wanted to try seeing which one was easier for me to prepare and thought to make both…”


  I started by taking a bite of the nikujaga. That single bit was enough for my tongue to immediately tell me this was no good.


  However you put it, this was too salty.


  “How is it?”


  Touko-senpai asked nervously.


  “Uh, yeah, right. It sort of feels like it lacks in sweetness, sort of feels like there’s too much soy sauce…”


  I answered in a vague, unclear manner.


  Rather, more than a nikujaga, this was more like ‘meat and potatoes boiled with soy sauce’.


  “Speak clearly!”


  Touko-senpai pressed me to do so.


  “Hmmm, you’re right. It’s likely that you didn’t use enough sugar or mirin. On the other hand, you instead went too heavy on the soy sauce.”


  “… I see…”


  Touko-senpai looked a bit dejected.


  Next, I took the blackish karaage to my mouth. For how black it looked, I couldn’t get much flavor from it.


  This blackness must have come from being overcooked in high-temperature oil. Perhaps it was because of that that the meat had been burnt to a crisp.


  “I think this has probably been frazzled. Also, it would be better if you added more seasoning to the chicken…”


  “Is that so…?”


  Her voice had a clearly depressed tone, as I suspected.


  Last was the back ribs which appeared to have been charred on the surface. That said, this was the worst of them all.


  The moment I tried to cut it in order to eat it, a red fluid flowed from the inside.


  Once I looked inside the cut I made, I saw that the part that was closest to the bone was raw.


  Because these were pork back ribs we were talking about, eating them raw was unpalatable.


  I spoke fearfully while looking at Touko-senpai’s reaction.


  “Erm, Touko-senpai? These ribs, did you happen to take them out of the fridge and put them directly on top of the fire? Their surface has portions of it charred black, but the interior of them is still raw.”


  Touko-senpai looked at it too and let out a small gasp.


  “You’re right! I saw that their outside was already well-cooked, so I thought that they were ready by that moment.”


  “I’m sorry to say this, but if you simply take out the meat from the refrigerator and don’t allow for it to get to room temperature before cooking it, there’s a high chance that something like this happens. Add to it that I believe that you probably didn’t preheat the oven enough time.”


  “… I’m sorry…”


  Touko-senpai was completely shrunk in dejection by now.


  She was despondent to a degree that you couldn’t possibly imagine from her normal attitude.


  “There’s no need to get so discouraged about this. Everyone starts out like this the first time. Cooking is something in which you get better by making mistakes.”


  I said those things to the depressed Touko-senpai to cheer her up.


  However, it seemed like Touko-senpai was way down in the dumps this time.


  I had never seen her like this before now.


  “Do you still have some of the flour that you used for the chicken and the karaage?”


  “Ah, yes.”


  Hearing that, I got up on my feet.


  “Would you like to cook some together? I believe that at the very least you should be able to learn how to fry food.”


  I went to the kitchen together with Touko-senpai.


  “Cut the chicken into bite-sized pieces, season them, and then, I would say you should let them rest for around an hour. Although, lately, the karaage flour available on markets is well prepared too, so even if you fried them immediately after dipping them in the flour, it would still end up tasting good.”


  Touko-senpai was attentively watching my hands the whole time.


  “Something in between 170C and 180C is best for heating the oil. Once you have set it at that temperature, you wait around 4 minutes.”


  I placed a few of the pieces of chicken that had been dredged in the karaage flour in the heated oil.


  “If you place too many pieces at once, the temperature of the oil will decrease. Hence, you should place them 2 or 3 at a time and gauge the state of things…”


  I then took out from the frying pan the karaage pieces which had taken a color like that of aburaage and lined them up in a tray aside, atop the oil draining rack.
(TL Note: Aburaage is deep-fried tofu)


  “Strictly speaking, instead of taking them off the frying pan and putting them on a tray aside, it would be best to put a rack on top of the pan and let them drain the excess oil as they slowly cool down.”


  “You’re taking them out of the oil with just this color? Isn’t karaage usually a darker shade of color?”


  “That’s because we’re doing them with a seasoning based on salt and pepper. If it were a seasoning based on soy sauce, they would be taking a deeper color. Not to mention that the residual heat will cook them deep inside too.”


  After leaving the karaage cool for around five minutes, we proceeded to sample them.


  “It’s delicious! You were right! Despite them having been thoroughly cooked on the inside, the karaage are still very juicy!”


  “You’ll end up over-cooking your karaage no matter what you try if you keep imagining the color of the karaage you see on the market. And once you do that, it’s extremely easy for the juices to dry up.”


  Touko-senpai looked at me with sparkling eyes.


  “Thank you, Isshiki-kun. I’ll try doing them the same way as you taught me.”


  


  The menu for the second time I was called over was karaage, potato salad, and chiffon cake.


   Compared to the last batch, the karaage had improved to a remarkable degree. The potato salad too had been superbly prepared.


  The adhesive bandages that she had on her fingers of both hands spoke to the hard battles that she underwent to prepare them.


  However, the chiffon cake was a complete failure.


  “Is it a no-go like I imagined?”


  Touko-senpai asked looking sad, apparently inferring my thoughts from my expression the moment I took a bite from the cake.


  The cake hadn’t risen at all, leaving it hard, with a texture like that of an over-used sponge all over.


  In addition, parts here and there had lumps of flour in them.


  “There is no fluffy sponge-like feeling to it, as you can see. And there are also some lumps of flour in various places of it.”


  I told her frankly about it. And Touko-senpai yet again found herself in low spirits.


  “… What can I, do about that?”


  “That’s not something I know… I have never made a cake myself.”


  


  In this manner, I was finally able to delectably enjoy the sampling test of Touko-senpai’s home-cooking by the third time around.


  The previous two times had a feeling to them closer to human experimentation than food sampling.


  The dishes that Touko-senpai prepared for this round were pork back ribs, fried chicken-style karaage, potato salad, and a shortcake, all of which were quite pleasant. They were on a level such that you could sell them in a store without having to worry.


  I could feel myself smiling naturally as I ate them too. Seeing that, Touko-senpai made a satisfied smile to herself.


  Once I finished eating, I asked.


  “You said you were going to present these for the cooking of D-day, right?”


  All of a sudden, Touko-senpai’s expression grew serious.


  “That’s right. However, before I do that, there’s one thing that I have to take care of.”


  “And what would that be?”


  “I have to talk and explain the situation to our president, Nakazaki-san, beforehand.”


  “To Nakazaki-san?”


  I was confounded by that.


  Nakazaki Junpei-san, who is our group’s president, is a dependable person on whom you can always rely, and a friend of Kamokura Tetsuya from their high school days, when they played in the same soccer club. In short, you could say that he’s someone who supports Kamokura. True to this description, Nakazaki-san was together with Kamokura at the store famous for its Indian curry from before.


  “Is there any real need to tell Nakazaki-san about it? I mean, Nakazaki-san is someone that has been together with Kamokura-senpai since their days in the soccer club in high school, no? Don’t you think there’s a risk that he’ll instead tell of our plan to Kamokura-senpai?”


  Touko-senpai too had a complicated expression.


  “That may be true… But, if something were to happen during our plan, Nakazaki-san is about the only person who can control Tetsuya, no? Not only that, but he’s also someone who looks at things from an impartial perspective and who hates deviousness. He’s someone we can reason with. That’s why I believe that, if we properly explain everything to him, he’ll understand and support us.”


  I pondered it for a moment.


  “I accept. However, I have one condition: I’m going together with you. Or more properly, please let me be the first of the two to start the conversation and explain things to him. I would like for you, Touko-senpai, to join us after I call you over.”


  These kinds of things must be difficult for a woman like Touko-senpai to speak of to others. 


  “Okay.”


  Touko-senpai nodded and extended her hand towards the green tea on top of the table.


  “With this, we will at long last complete our revenge against those two. It’s been approximately two months since that happened, huh. It’s felt so long, yet so short at the same time.”


  I stretched my upper body, arching my back as I spoke. Finally, we’ve come to the grand finale.


  However, all Touko-senpai had to say was a soft, ‘That’s how it is’.  Behind those words of hers, I got this feeling of there being some uncertainty to it as if she regretted some part of it.


  … Could it be that Touko-senpai is having second thoughts about this?…


  I found myself unable to let go of those worries while I looked at her drinking her tea in silence.


  


  Two days passed since Touko’s homemade cooking sampling session. We were finally less than one week away from Christmas Eve.


  I had called our group’s president, Nakazaki-san, to a family restaurant a short distance away from our university.


  Nakazaki-san made his appearance about 15 minutes later than the time we agreed on.


  “Sorry I came late, my bad.”


  “It’s okay, I don’t mind. More importantly, did you do as I asked you to and didn’t tell anyone that you were coming here?”


  “Yeah. You did say in your message that you wanted to discuss some personal matter and that you didn’t want other people to listen in on it.”


  As he spoke, Nakazaki-san sat in the seat directly in front of me and ordered a hot coffee. 


  “And, what’s this talk about?”


  Nakazaki-san started by asking me that.


  “You are aware that I’m going out with Mitsumoto Karen, right?”


  “Well, it’s hard not to. Karen’s a girl that stands out a lot.”


  “Then, how about the person who is dating Kamokura-senpai?”


  Nakazaki-san had a surprised look to him.


  “Why is Kamokura coming up here?”


  “I apologize. I’ll explain it all in a few minutes, but for now, may I ask that you answer my question first?”


  “Of course, it’s Sakurajima Touko. She’s the ‘secret Miss Jouto University’ and the goddess of our group.”


  I nodded silently.


  “Well then, did you know that Kamokura-senpai and Karen are meeting regularly, alone the two of them?”


  Nakazaki-san had a startled expression on his face.


  “Hey. What do you mean by ‘the two of them meeting alone’?”


  “Precisely what it sounds like. I mean that they’re in a man-and-woman relationship that goes beyond the boundaries of simple friendship.”


  “Isshiki. Just what are you sayi…”


  His coffee was brought over at that moment. For an instant, Nakazaki-san looked at the waitress with an awkward expression. Once the waitress had left, Nakazaki-san continued the conversation where he left off.


  “Even if this is Kamokura we’re talking about, there’s no way that he’d lay his hands on the girlfriend of someone from our same circle, much less someone like you, who has been his kouhai since high school!”


  “Do you not believe me?”


  “I imagine you have some sort of proof.”


  I took out my smartphone and displayed on the screen the very first screenshot of the message exchanges between Karen and Kamokura that I had found. I then held it out at Nakazaki-san.


  Nakazaki-san looked at my phone and opened his eyes wide.


  He slowly slid his finger over the phone, looking at each one of the screenshots, one by one.


  “And that’s not all. I also have a photograph of the two of them entering Kamokura-senpai’s apartment together.”


  Nakazaki-san stared at the phone without speaking a word for a while, before finally muttering.


  “Kamokura, you idiot… If you already had that Touko-san… Why would you go and do that…?”


  “Do you believe me now?”


  Nakazaki-san returned my smartphone. 


  “So, what do you want to do now? You want me to tell Kamokura to stop cheating with Karen?”


  “No, that’s not what I want.”


  “Then, what is it?”


  “I want to disclose this truth to everyone during the Christmas Eve party.”


  Hearing that, Nakazaki-san went into a panic.


  “Hey, wait a moment, Isshiki! Think it over again! It’ll be a big fuss if you do that!”


  “I can imagine it will.”


  “In the first place, what’ll Touko-san think if you make that kind of announcement in public? Have you even considered her feelings on the matter?”


  “If you’re worried about Touko-senpai, she’s of the same opinion as me.”


  I then raised my hand to call on a young woman who was seated in one of the innermost seats. It was a sunglasses-wearing woman. The woman stood up from her seat, came over to where we were and sat next to me. 


  She then took off her sunglasses. This was Touko-senpai.


  “Nakazaki-san. I’m of the same mind as Isshiki-kun. I have no intention of letting this go unpunished. As such, on the day of Christmas Eve, I am going to stand before everyone, disclose these events and end my relationship with Tetsuya in public.”


  “The same goes for me. I don’t have any intentions either to forgive Karen after she continued to deceive me all this time. I plan to expose the relationship those two have in front of everyone and then break off my relationship with Karen for good.”


  “Even Touko-san too…”


  Nakazaki-san appeared to be completely taken aback as he looked at my and Touko-senpai’s eyes in turn.


  Before long, he let out a long sigh.


  “It would seem that both of you have already firmly decided your course of action. I highly doubt that it’s my place to say anything to you.”


  Touko-senpai and I nodded simultaneously.


  “Moving on, why is it that the two of you decided to talk to me about this situation? I imagine you have some role you’d like me to play, no?”


  Touko-senpai nodded once more.


  “Yes, we would like you, Nakazaki-san, to hold Tetsuya back in case he starts making a scene. I honestly have no idea of what Tetsuya could be capable of doing after we have exposed his love affair with Karen and I officially declare I’m dumping him in public.”


  Nakazaki-san simply nodded as if tired from this.


  “I got it. Also, could you guys tell me if there’s anyone else who knows about this?”


  “Yes. My best friend, Kanou Kazumi, and Isshiki-kun’s best friend, Ishida Youta, also know about this. We did discuss many things with them, after all.”


  I cut into their conversation at that point.


  “Nakazaki-san, please, we ask that you don’t speak a word about this to any other person. Otherwise, we run the risk of giving the two of them a chance to come up with some excuse.”


  Nakazaki-san, however, fell into a deep silence with a complicated expression.


  Seeing him like that, Touko-senpai bent her body forward.


  “Please, we beg of you. We came here to talk with you because we trust you, Nakazaki-san. We thought that we had to explain everything to, at the very least, you, our president who has always remained impartial during the many events that the group organizes.”


  Not giving him a chance to cut in, Touko-senpai continued.


  “The truth is that Isshiki-kun was against us telling anyone about this, even you, Nakazaki-san. But I was the one who convinced him to do so by telling him that if it was you, Nakazaki-san, we could trust in you, that you were someone who we could reason with.”


  Now that Touko-senpai had gone and told him all that, I could imagine that it was hard for Nakazaki-san too to say ‘No’. Even so, he could not give an immediate, definitive answer.


  “I promise not to disclose anything of what you’ve told me. But, I also ask you to give me time to think about the matter concerning you declaring this in public at the party.”


  He had a stern look on his face as he said that.


  The deafening silence continued unperturbed for a while. All three of us were looking down at the floor with complicated expressions.


  I felt that we might not be able to gain Nakazaki-san’s cooperation if things went on like this.


  I sensed that one more extra push was necessary.


  “Give me a moment. I gotta go to the restroom.”


  Nakazaki-san got off his seat afterward. This was my opportunity to speak alone with him, just the two of us.


  “Me too. I must have drunk too much coffee.”


  Leaving those words behind, I followed after Nakazaki-san.


  The two of us stood in adjacent stalls as we took care of our physiological needs.


  “And, do you have something that you want to speak about with me?”


  Nakazaki-san asked me as he closed the fly of his pants.


  It would seem that he has surmised my intentions.


  “Yes, I do. It’s something I didn’t want Touko-senpai to hear.”


  “I imagined as much. Ok, out with it.”


  “It seems like Karen is not the only girl on whom Kamokura-senpai is laying his hands. I saw him going to the love hotel district in Shibuya with another woman from our group.”


  Nakazaki-san let out another sigh.


  “Did you see who this other girl was?”


  “Yes, though she’s someone who doesn’t show her face in the group often. It was a woman named Hirota Rumi, from the Faculty of Human Sciences.”


  The instant I said that, Nakazaki-san turned to face me in one swift motion as if he had been shocked. He had his eyes wide open.


  That almost exaggerated reaction of his startled me instead.


  “Is that true…? Are you sure?”


  Nakazaki-san spoke with a hoarser voice than before.


  “Yes, I’m sure. Ishida saw it together with me, too.”


  Overwhelmed by his current attitude, that was all I could answer to Nakazaki-san.


   


  A short while after we returned from the restroom, we all left the store.


  Nakazaki-san had a grim expression on his face the whole time.


  Touko-senpai too was worried about if something had happened, but the atmosphere wasn’t one where she could ask about it.


  Once it was time to part, Nakazaki-san left us with some last words.


  “Concerning what we discussed today, I’ll contact you at a later date.”


  After which he turned his back to us and left the place.


  That same day’s night. It was midnight, precisely 12 am, when a call came to my cellphone. I looked at the caller ID and saw it was from Nakazaki-san.


  “That thing that you told me about today, it was true after all. I heard it all from Hirota Rumi just now.”


  The first words that came from the other side of the phone were those.


  “Eh? Did you ask Hirota-san herself about it?”


  I was startled by it. Was Hirota-san someone who got along so well with the other members of our group?


  That said, Nakazaki-san’s next words took care of that question for me.


  “Truth is, Hirota Rumi and I are going out. Rumi is not very enthused about actively participating in our group, and with us having gotten to know each other in another place, it’s not surprising that most of the members of the group don’t know about us, though.”


  Hirota Rumi was Nakazaki-san’s girlfriend? However, what had flabbergasted me was not that.


  “Then, does that mean that Kamokura-senpai has laid his hands even on your girlfriend, Nakazaki-san?”


  Kamokura and Nakazaki-san had been friends since their high school days when they belonged to the same soccer club. He was the only person who you could say was a friend to Kamokura; the only one with whom he could speak his mind out.


  To think that he would dare to lay his hands on the girlfriend of that important friend of his!


  “That’s what it means, yeah. Though, unlike you, I can’t blame Kamokura for doing that. That’s because I had kept my relationship with Rumi a secret. I’m quite certain that like you, Kamokura didn’t know that Rumi was my girlfriend.”


  Nakazaki-san’s voice sounded haggard. I was painfully familiar with the emotions he had at the moment.


  “Be that as it may, I can’t allow Kamokura’s actions to go on any further than this. If I’m frank with you, this is not the first time that Kamokura’s gotten sexually involved with girls from groups he belongs to or his part-time jobs. It’s become a problem more than once before.”


  So he’s done it before, huh? Not that I could be surprised by his philanthropy anymore, though.


  “I have warned him over and over again, but Kamokura is not the type of person who listens to others. And now, it looks like having managed to end all those other times in a peaceful manner has backfired at us.”


  Nakazaki-san made a small pause at this point before continuing. 


  “That’s why…I’m on board with the plan that you guys have come up with. Please go ahead and deal with this as you see fit.”


  Those words betrayed the resolution that he had. He said them as if forcefully getting them out of his body.


  “… Thank you very much.”


  That was all I could say once I considered what Nakazaki-san must have been feeling.


  Nakazaki-san reluctantly spoke once again.


  “Well, I can’t exactly cooperate with you guys as openly and proactively as I’d like. But I do promise that if Kamokura makes a scene, I’ll stop him. There’s just one thing I’d like to say before. Please don’t resort to violence. Even if Kamokura does resort to violence himself first, you two must absolutely not respond to it with violence. That’s what I wanted to warn you about.”


  “Understood.”


  That was my reply.


  However… I wasn’t confident enough to say that I could keep that promise. I don’t really mind if I’m the one who he decides to punch. But if he dares to try and attack Touko-senpai, I promise to stop him even if it means risking my life!


  Chapter 13: Christmas ablaze!


  December 24th. The fateful day: Christmas Eve.


  Karen and I were heading together towards a small fusion cuisine restaurant located in between the Hamamatsuchou and Takeshiba Stations. 


  It was in this store that the Christmas party of our group would take place today. The store had been reserved exclusively for us, and what’s more, there’s a ‘Hotel Bay Tokyo International’ a short walking distance away.
(TL Note: ‘Hotel Bay Tokyo International’ is a reference to Intercontinental Tokyo Bay hotel, which is indeed right next to Takeshiba Station)


  “Karen heard that the prize for the couple that’s declared ‘best couple’ this time is very luxurious.”


  Karen was speaking merrily.


  “Is that so?”


  I tried my best to answer, but I wasn’t sure I had managed to put enough emotion behind it.


  As for why, it was because I already knew what the prize which would be given at the end of the party was.


  “Karen’s so looking forward to it~. Let’s make sure Karen and Yuu-kun are the ones to win it!”



  “You’re right. I want us to get it too.”


  The whole time I was letting my mouth move by itself, my mind was thinking about something else.


  … According to our plan, it’s at this party that Touko-senpai and I will expose Kamokura and Karen’s cheating. After that, we’ll both declare then end our relationships with them…


  That was Touko-senpai’s and my plan… Anyhow, these were Kamokura, who likes to act cool before everyone, and Karen, who wants everyone to think of her as being the cutest girl around. 


  We were about to crush to pieces the image that both of them had in front of everyone from our group and make them suffer the biggest humiliation of their lives.


  There was already not even the slightest remainder of feelings on my part towards Karen.


  That was why there was no hesitation or anything of the sort in me about executing our plan.


  However, there was one single thing that worried me. That was Touko-senpai.


  It goes back one week ago to the day that Touko-senpai invited me over to her house for the food sampling session. 


  She looked as if she was wavering about something back then.


  Even the next day when I contacted her to tell her that Nakazaki-san would cooperate with us, all that she said was a simple, ‘I see’.


  From that point on, even now that we were at this part of the plan, Touko-senpai hadn’t contacted me again in any way.


  … What’s going through your mind, Touko-senpai?…


  That was the thing that had me worried. It couldn’t be that she was thinking of going back to her previous relationship with Kamokura, right?


  A while back, she had told me that, if Karen had reflected on what she’d done, it may have been better for us to continue our relationship. We both denied it back then, but could it have been that those were Touko-senpai’s actual feelings expressed in words?


  “Yuu-kun, Yuu-kun!”


  Karen was pulling at my arm.


  “Eh? Ah! What is it?”


  “What’s wrong? Yuu-kun was in a daze.”


  “I was in a daze?”


  “Yes, Yuu-kun was. Despite Karen calling Yuu-kun many many times, all he did was give these lukewarm replies.”


  “I was? I’m sorry. So, what did you want to tell me?”


  “Karen was telling Yuu-kun about how the restriction of informing the organizers with anticipation about any secrets to be revealed was taken off for this year. Now people can go any time they like and tell the host, and if they get the OK, they can stand in front of everyone and expose the secrets they want.”


  “I see, that’s new.”


  I may have answered like that, but I already knew that, too. Better said, that too formed part of our plan.


  Up to last year, there had been an allotted time for ‘secret exposing’. The format was as follows: during that time, all those who wished to participate would line up one after another and disclose their secrets one after another. However, because the timing of our ‘cheating and end of our relationships revelation’ plan wasn’t something we could fit into a specific time in between, that format had been changed to one where you could reveal your secrets at any moment you liked.


  “Well, there are many couples in the group Karen and Yuu-kun belong to. Karen doesn’t think there’s much that those without a lover can do even if they come to the party. Those loners should just go and have their own party in some other place.”


  Karen continued to speak with some hubris in her tone. I simply stared at her from the corner of my eyes.


  According to what I had heard from the group of girls, aside from being too clingy with many other boys, Karen also appeared to act too haughty with the girls that didn’t have a boyfriend, always showing off how she did have one. That had led to her being shunned by the other girls.


  “Every year, many people end up becoming lovers thanks to this ‘secret revelation’ event at the party, right? Being that the case, isn’t it fine for them to join us?”


  I didn’t want to continue that conversation with Karen, hence why I rebuked her about it.


  Karen then went around me and stood in front of me suddenly. I reflexively stopped walking.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Yuu-kun, wouldn’t you say that lately, Yuu-kun’s been talking to the girls more and getting a little carried away?”


  Karen glanced up at me with slightly sharp eyes.


  “That’s never been my intention.”


  “Can’t Yuu-kun see? Even during the camping farewell party from a few days ago, Yuu-kun left Karen all alone and was having fun speaking with all the other girls, right?”


  “Not really, I was only having a normal conversation with them.”


  “No, no, no! Yuu-kun was having a lot of fun! And what’s worse, he was flirting all love-struck the whole time! He even ignored Karen after she asked him for attention!”


  … You… You call my not instantaneously answering all of your demands ‘ignoring you’? All you did was demand things from me like, ‘Give Karen her portion of the dish first’, ‘Bring Karen her drink!’, ‘Karen’s tired, bring her a chair!’…


  The whole time before I discovered Karen’s cheating, I had thought of this selfish side of hers as something cute, but now, all it did was make this feeling of abhorrence within me grow.


  I did my best to suppress my anger as I spoke.


  “That’s not true, Karen. But if you did feel that way, I apologize.”


  “It also seems like Yuu-kun’s been going behind Karen’s back and helping other girls with their programming homework.”


  “I’m not hiding it from you. I explained it all to you, didn’t I?”


  Karen narrowed her eyes even more and continued glaring at me.


  “And what’s more, did something happen between Yuu-kun and Touko-senpai?”


  I was shocked. I only barely managed to prevent it from showing on my face.


  I didn’t have much interaction with Touko-senpai while we were on campus, and I have never spoken Touko-senpai’s name in front of Karen.


  … This girl, does she suspect of something?…


  “What are you talking about? This is Touko-senpai, right? There’s no way there could be anything between her and someone like me.”


  I pretended to be calm.


  “That so? Still, Karen has to say, lately, Touko-senpai has been looking at Yuu-kun a lot. That had never happened before.”


  … Touko-senpai was looking at me?…


  I had never noticed her doing that, though.


  Although, was something as vague as ‘someone else looking at you’ really deserving of so much attention in the first place?


  “There’s no way that could be true. It must be your imagination, Karen. This is the Touko-senpai that we’re talking about. There’s simply no way she could be interested in me.”


  Karen then turned around in one swift motion and started walking once again.


  “Karen hopes that’s all there is to it. However, she still has one thing to say. Karen really, truly haaates Touko-senpai. Yuu-kun has to make sure he doesn’t speak with her more than absolutely necessary!”


  


  We entered the restaurant that acted as the venue.


  The scheduled starting time of the party was 6 pm, but we were entering the venue 1 hour earlier to help out with the preparations.


  The food for this party would be offered in the form of a standing buffet.


  The homemade dishes and desserts that a number of the female members of our group had been asked to bring over were being lined up next to each other at the buffet table.


  Of course, we couldn’t go and ask the restaurant for even more tableware for the food we were bringing ourselves, so we were lining them in the tray and plates that they were brought in. We asked for the restaurant to place an extra table next to where the one where the restaurant’s food was and placed a portable stove and lined the hand-made dishes next to it.


  When I happened to turn to look, I saw that Kazumi-san had come over.


  I surveyed our surroundings swiftly.


  Karen was in a distant place speaking with the other boys.


  She had been so engrossed in talking with them for a while now and hadn’t helped in almost anything.


  “The time for it will be at the very end. You know what that means, right?”


  Kazumi-san whispered to me.


  “We’re aiming for the timing of the ‘best couple’, correct?”


  Kazumi-san nodded as soon as she heard my answer.


  “The moment that Touko calls for you, come to the front. That’s when…”


  “Understood.”


  I gave her a short reply.


  


  “Everyone! Thank you for coming here today! It’s our last event of the year, so let’s all of us, those who have a significant one and those who are still single alike, celebrate in big together! We might even happen to witness some shocking surprise at the end!”


  Kazumi-san yelled with the microphone in her hand. It signaled the start of the Christmas Party!


  Everyone was bursting out in laughter, though there were a few jeering here and there too.


  The moderator of this Christmas Party was Kazumi-san. 


  Regardless of her having only joined the group in the middle of the fall of her sophomore year, thanks to her cheerful nature, assertiveness, and her personality which didn’t shy away from meeting new people, Kazumi-san was already a central figure in our group.


  Next to her, supervising her activities as moderator, was our group’s president, Nakazaki-san. However, he had a grave expression on his face that concealed the wariness he must’ve been feeling.


  Although, if you took into consideration what was about to happen from now on, it was only natural for him as the president to be worried.


  From its foundation, there have always been many couples belonging to our group. By the way, even if your lover didn’t belong to the group, they could come and join us at this party. Even if you weren’t officially lovers at the moment and were only a couple testing the waters, it was OK to come, too.


  To sum it up in a few words, it was similar to the ‘proms’ that took place at American high schools.


  And even among the many couples, the one that stood out the most was, as you’d expect, Kamokura and Touko-senpai.


  Kamokura was wearing a leather jacket and some slim-fit jeans together with a white, long-sleeved T-shirt, giving him an overall rough appearance, which naturally looked very nice on him.


  Meanwhile, Touko-senpai was wearing a white, light mohair sweater with an obi belt running around her waist, tied up at her back in a big ribbon. Below her waist, she was wearing a navy-blue pleated skirt, which extended to right below her knees. On top of it all, she donned a beige bolero jacket. 



  Her slim tightly tied waist, the bountifulness of her bust which was further accentuated by the light sweater, and those long, slender legs of hers which extended from below the pleated skirt. 


  It was an outfit that splendidly accentuated the great figure that Touko-senpai had.


  To top it all off, we had a whole lot of male students making conversation with her.


  Touko-senpai was interacting with each and everyone one of them with a smile. While she was doing so, Kamokura put his arm around her shoulders, almost embracing her, as he spoke with her. It was almost as if he was emphasizing that she was his woman.


  … Just you wait! Enjoy that you can show off like that while you can…


  “What is Yuu-kun looking at?”


  Karen, who had come over next to me at some point, asked me.


  “Ah, nowhere in particular. I wasn’t looking anywhere in specific.”


  “Yuu-kun was looking at Touko-senpai, right?”


  I didn’t say anything.


  “Touko-senpai, she’s always coquetting with men like that.”


  “She does?”


  I made my internal jab that it was actually her who was always flirting with other men.


  “That’s right. Not that men could possibly know. How she puts on that face that says she’s not interested in men at all, how she nonchalantly wears clothes that accentuate her breasts; it’s all to get the eyes of men concentrated on herself. That way in which she puts on airs and acts like an ojou-sama too, it’s all part of her plan to be liked by men! It’s all too clear for Karen to see! Honestly, Karen gets so angry just by seeing her!”
(TL: Is this the first time ojou-sama comes up? Nice. Ojou-sama is basically a term for rich young ladies or girls)


  Karen was showing her animosity towards Touko-senpai excessively today.


  And I had a guess as to why.


  It was the ‘voting for the best couple’ which was going to take place at the end of the party.


  That together with the luxurious prize that would be given to the couple that was chosen as ‘best couple of the party’. There was no doubt that it would be Touko-senpai and Kamokura who would be chosen as the best couple.


  I could bet that this girl was not pleased in the least about that.


  Karen grabbed my left arm tightly.


  “Karen doesn’t want to lose to those people, not ever!”


  I could almost literally see flames from hell being reflected in Karen’s eyes.


  


  All throughout the venue you could see men and women together in various groups and having fun as they spoke with each other.


  Loud laughter and cheers resounded throughout the restaurant. Everyone seemed to be having a very nice time here.


  In the middle of all that revelry, every now and then a buzzer was heard. It was the secret revelation time!


  The confessant, who we called the ‘tattletale’ during the event, went to the front of the room and then took the microphone that the moderator, Kazumi-san, offered them.


  Most of their ‘secret revelations’ were something closer to one-liners meant to further liven up the party.


  “The last time I wet the bed was when I was back in elementary school when I was a 3rd grader!”


  “One time, when I pretended to be a girl online, there was this man who was very persistent in dating me and it was a real paaain!”


  “During summer vacations, I was hit on by some high school boys at the beach, so I lied about my age and ended up dating one of them!”


  Well, that sort of thing.


  While we’re on this topic, there were two love confessions in total this year. One was successful and the other was a failure.


  However, the fact that the greatest, biggest, and most shocking ‘secret revelation’ would come last was something that no one, those two included, was aware of.


  


  The food available in the venue had been greatly reduced by now.


  By the way, the pork baby back ribs, the fried chicken-style karaage with garlic, the potato salad, and the shortcake which were brought over by Touko-senpai were all extremely well-received.


  I, who had served as the food taster for her practice cooking, found myself happy in a way too.


  When I went over to take the last back rib left, I found Ishida standing there.


  “It’s finally time, huh.”


  Ishida spoke to me in a whisper.


  “Yeah, it won’t be long before the voting for the best couple starts, after all.”


  “Everything up to now has been going according to plan… But the real problem is what comes next.”


  “Yeah.”


  Ishida left a small moment of silence before bringing his mouth closer to my ear.


  “That aside, how has that matter from before been going?”


  “That matter?”


  In the beginning, I didn’t understand what Ishida was alluding to.


  “Come on! The one we spoke of before! Remember, the whole thing about how if Touko-senpai were to have an affair, it would be after she had exposed to everyone the proof of Kamokura-senpai’s cheating and declared the end of their relationship?”


  “Nah, didn’t I tell you that was nothing more than my imagination? It’s not as if Touko-senpai had any intentions to do that kind of a thing in the first…”


  “But, wasn’t that something that Touko-senpai herself said in the first place?”


  “That may have been so… But she immediately took back her words after that. At least the part of her having an affair.”


  “However, doing that would be the most shocking way to dump Kamokura-senpai, wasn’t it?”


  I remained silent. What he had said was indeed true. Nonetheless…


  Ishida continued further on.


  “Truth is there’s been something nagging at me. It’s about those hotel gift cards that are the prize. Aren’t those precisely for that?”


  “Eh?”


  Without thinking, I stared fixedly at Ishida.


  The prize for the best couple was a hotel gift card for the Hotel Bay Tokyo International.


  Kamokura too had been informed about this fact via Kazumi-san.


  Thanks to that information, Kamokura was obviously more than expectant about being able to spend the night in a hotel together with Touko-senpai.


  Nonetheless, at the very end of the party, Touko-senpai would declare the termination of their relationship to Kamokura, dashing his hopes to pieces in the process.


  The plan was that Touko-senpai and Kazumi-san would use the hotel gift cards and spend a fun and friendly sleepover, the two alone. In the meantime, we would have our schedule full with beholding the sight of Kamokura’s stupid face as he stood there in shock.


  “I don’t think that’s the case but, you don’t think that Touko-senpai is actually thinking of going with another man, right?”


  “There’s no damn way! I mean, we already discussed that she’d stay together with Kazumi-san, remember?!”


  “She did say that in front of us. However, if she wanted to deal Kamokura a good one, spending the night with another man would by far be the most efficient method, no?”


  I turned my face away from Ishida, but he only further lowered his voice and spoke.


  “Any other guesses as to who it could be?”


  ‘Guesses’… Did he mean someone else besides me who could spend the night with Touko-senpai?


  To tell the truth…that was not something that I hadn’t thought about any number of times before.


  That partner who’d spend the night with her after she dumped Kamokura… There was no real need for me to be it.


  If Touko-senpai already had someone she was interested in from long before…


  If I was to say more, there had been many men who approached Touko-senpai to woo her today. There were many from our own group, and there was even a rumor that our president, Nakazaki-san, had confessed himself to her once before, and she turned him down. There were even some from among our ex-members and graduates who had their sights on Touko-senpai; moreover, there should be more than a few male students from her same major and school year with whom she was on relatively good terms.


  However, I had been told that she had no personal investment in any single one of them.


  Apparently, the only person to have ever successfully invited Touko-senpai on a date and been accepted was Kamokura.


  That would make me the second one to have ever achieved it, then.


  “Not that I know of, but that still doesn’t mean that there’s absolutely no other candidate, right?”


  Ishida then spoke to me looking disappointed.


  “Yeah, you’re right. It’s not as if all the men who approached Touko-senpai trying to court her were only those present here, after all. Her male friends from the university, her acquaintances from middle school and high school, her fellow co-workers form her part-time job. This is Touko-senpai we’re talking about; she’s bound to have had more people fall in love with her than you can count.”


  All of a sudden, I found myself seized by uneasiness.


  If that actually ended up happening… I wouldn’t be able to trust any other woman in this whole world anymore.


  


  We were now entering the final stage of the party.


  For this last stage, each of the couples here would have a few minutes to make an appeal for themselves so that other people voted for them.


  Each of the 12 couples participating proceeded to give their own short speech. 


  To my surprise, Ishida and Kazumi-san had entered themselves as a couple participating in this event.


  And what was more, Kazumi-san’s speech was incredibly bold.


  “Truth is, my being here as a couple with Ishida-kun is only a temporary thing. In reality, I’m single, ok? That’s why, all you lovely boys, I’m waiting for you to make your moves! See you soon!”


  With that, she received a standing ovation as the venue erupted to life again.


  Well, it wasn’t as if the couples in this party were restricted to only those that were officially lovers, so I guess no one was bothered by it.


  Eventually, it was our turn to speak. Since we were only allowed a few words, I left it all to Karen.


  “Hello~! Merry Christmas! Everyone’s so happy right no~w! Those with a lover are all happy, and those that don’t have one have their friends with them, so they’re happy too! And then, since it’s Christmas and all, everyone wants something slightly different from usual, some little element of surprise, no? That’s why, today, everyone should cheer on the funny couples! And if some of them decided to vote for cute little Karen and Yuu-kun, Karen will be very happy! With that said, Karen hopes everyone continues to enjoy themselves~!”


  Karen’s speech was well-received by a portion of the boys present, but the majority of the girls were looking at her with apathy. I knew because, all the while, I was observing the reactions of the whole audience from behind Karen.


  … Based on what I’ve seen, leaving aside the boys, I’m guessing that most of the girls won’t sympathize with Karen…


  As her ‘ex-boyfriend’, I had some mixed feelings about it, but this too was her getting her just desserts.


  Last came the favorite couple to win, the couple made up of Kamokura and Touko-senpai.


  Kamokura standing before the microphone was enough to have several girls scream ‘Kamokura-senpa~i!’ in high-pitched, excited voices. I did have to admit that the tall and slim Kamokura standing under the lights with the microphone in front of him was almost like an idol or a superstar.


  “Merry Christmas! It was fun having almost all our group’s members gather here today! This is the last event of the night. What everybody needs to do is to not say anything and write ‘Kamokura Tetsuya and Sakurajima Touko’ on those ballot papers! If I’m to say one last thing before leaving, know that there are only two kinds of couples: My couple and all the other couples!”


  Here he was spouting some line that I feel like I had heard somewhere else before.
(TL Note: Not fully certain, but it could be a reference to a Japanese host, ROLAND)


  Had this not been a restaurant, I would’ve spit in disgust at this moment.


  Aside from me, however, the venue was engulfed in cheers and excitement. This was a reminder that Kamokura was indeed a popular guy here.


  On my side, though, Karen was pouting in discontent as she looked straight ahead at him.


  And if you were to ask about Touko-senpai…


  She had her gaze cast downwards, hardly raising it from the floor, as she clenched her hands together in front of her.


  Was she mulling something over? No, it looked like she was uncertain about something…


  … Touko-senpai, don’t tell me that…


  The anxiety within me welled up with even greater strength than before.


  


  Everyone had already cast their vote for the best couple.


  Each person had been given one ballot paper at the time they entered the venue, in which they were to write down who they thought was the best couple, ordered from first place to third place.


  “Well then, we have finished tallying the votes!”


  Kazumi-san was speaking through the microphone once again.


  “Now then, I’ll start by announcing fourth and fifth place! Those who hear their names called out, please come to the front.”


  “They’re starting from fifth place?”


  There were many people voicing their doubts.


  I too found it curious. However, Kazumi-san went on unimpeded by any of it.


  “First of, fifth place: the couple of Isshiki-kun and Mitsumoto Karen-san!”


  Karen and I were fifth place?


  Considering the aforementioned unpopularity of Karen with the girls, I was amazed that we even managed to get fifth place.


  Although, if you considered that there were only 12 couples in total, perhaps our placing near the middle wasn’t that much of a surprise.


  “Isshiki-kun’s been quite popular among the girls as of late, after all~. That seemed to have played a role in earning them some votes. Their prize is a teddy bear!”


  Kazumi-san handed us the stuffed toy after she finished speaking.


  Karen was the one to take it. Nonetheless, she had an unhappy expression on her face.


  Once we had taken our prize, we were asked to line up slightly up front, to the right.


  In fourth place was a couple of two sophomores. Their prize was a pair of couple mugs. In case anyone was wondering, they were apparently of some famous brand.


  Kazumi continued with the announcements.


  “Moving on, third place! Ooh! Hoho, now this is an unexpected result! Even I who am seeing it can hardly believe it!”


  Kazumi-san held up high the paper she received from one of the people in charge of counting the votes.


  “It’s me and Ishida!”


  There was furor in the audience.


  “Okay then, Ishida-kun, come to the front. The prize is a library card for 3000 yen!”


  Ishida came to the front as he laughed bashfully.


  Kazumi-san spoke as she passed the prize to him.


  “Hey! Half of this is mine, so don’t hog it all for yourself!”


  Everyone in the venue laughed once again hearing that.


  Second place was a couple of juniors that was known within the group as being the staple of quiet and calm. Even if those two had been chosen as the best couple, I felt that no one would have complained about it.


  


  “And now, the couple that everyone’s waiting for, first place goes to…”


  Kazumi-san was putting on a show as she made a pause to make the revealing more suspenseful.


  “The couple of Kamokura Tetsuya-san and Sakurajima Touko!”


  She pointed at them with her hand as she announced them.


  From all around us were voices saying, ‘I knew it’, ‘No surprise there’. It was hard to tell whether they were voices of resignation or praise.


  “Both of the winners, please come to the front.”


  Having been called out like that, Kamokura came to the front, followed by Touko-senpai, who continued to keep her gaze down.


  “The prize for first place is hotel gift cards for today of the best place to enjoy an unbroken view of the nightscape of Tokyo Bay, the Hotel Bay Tokyo International!”


  Kazumi-san held the envelope with the hotel gift cards high up above her head, which led the interior of the venue to become a pandemonium.


  “Eh!? Then!”


  “This means the two of them are going straight to the hotel after this!?”


  “Ugh, how obscene!”


  “A night of passion?”


  “Aah! Touko-senpai is…!”


  “Dammit! Just die, you bastard!”


  “I’m so jealous!”


  “Oooh! How nice~!”


  “I want to go to a hotel on Christmas Eve with a hunk too!”


  “Spending Christmas Eve the two alone while looking at the night view… That’s the stuff of dreams!”


  Everyone was voicing their opinions.


  Kamokura, who had taken a step forward, extended his hand to take the hotel gift cards that Kazumi-san had, all while having a smile of victory on his face.


  Notwithstanding, Kazumi-san only continued to flap the envelope in her hand, not showing any intention of passing it over.


  “By the way, Kamokura-san. If you don’t mind me asking, how’re you going to use these hotel gift cards?”


  Kamokura was taken aback for a bit, but he then answered with a wry smile.


  “Well, I’m taking Touko with me and spending the night there.”


  Kazumi-san closed her eyes, raised her index finger, and then shook it left and right.


  “Tch, tch, tch! That’s no good, Kamokura-san. That’s completely unlike this group’s most handsome guy. Wouldn’t you say something like dragging your girlfriend over to a hotel on Christmas Eve is something that fits some second-rate guy better? And this right in front of all your kouhai, too. Don’t you think it’s utterly uncool?”


  “What’re you suggesting, then?”


  “Let Touko have both of these hotel gift cards. This day’s night is something that both of you should forever remember and treasure. Isn’t it fine to let your girlfriend take the initiative at the very least on days like these?”


  Kamokura stared fixedly at Kazumi-san for a while.


  “Oh, whatever. The end result won’t change, after all. Fine, I’ll let Touko have them.”


  With those words, he took one step back.


  Touko-senpai then took a step forward and stood before Kazumi-san in his stead.


  “Now that’s the Kamokura-san we know. What a man!”


  Kazumi-san grinned.


  “And with that, we will now be giving these two hotel gift cards to Touko. Everyone, please give her the biggest round of applause you can!”


  With that, she handed over the hotel gift cards to Touko-senpai.


  For whatever reason each had, everyone was applauding half-heartedly.


  “By the way, Touko, if I remember correctly, you had something you wanted to say in front of everyone, right?”


  With those preluding words, Kazumi-san handed the microphone to Touko-senpai.


  Touko-senpai accepted the microphone in silence.


  Seeing this turn of events, everyone stared at her with curiosity in their eyes, wondering if something was about to happen.


  Touko-senpai continued to stare downwards for a while before finally raising her face.


  “I have something that I want everyone to listen to.”


  She then looked in my direction.


  “Isshiki-kun, come over here.”


  It felt as if time had stopped for an instant for everyone present.


  I took a quick glance at Karen and saw that she had an expression of perplexity.


  “Wh, why Yuu-kun…?”


  I ignored the shocked Karen and walked towards Touko-senpai.


  I stopped right beside her and turned to look at everyone.


  Touko-senpai resumed her speech.


  “I, Sakurajima Touko, hereby declare that, as of this day and hour, I end my relationship with Kamokura Tetsuya.”


  For a moment, the venue fell into absolute silence.


  Looking around from the corner of my eyes, I noticed that even Kamokura had his eyes wide open as he stood stupefied.


  In that small window, Touko-senpai passed the microphone over to me.


  Having taken the microphone, I too spoke in a clear, loud voice.


  “I, Isshiki Yuu, hereby declare to everyone that, as of this day and hour, I am breaking up with Mitsumoto Karen and cutting any and all relationships with her!”


  The venue, which had fallen into a complete silence until then, started to buzz again with my words.


  “W-wait a moment! What’re they saying?”


  “What’s wrong with those two?”


  “Did something happen?”


  “Why are they doing it here and now?”


  Everyone was murmuring the same kind of questions from all over the place, at the same time.


  That was when Kamokura made the first move.


  “Hey, Touko! Just what do you think you’re saying!?”


  As he spoke, he started drawing closer to Touko-senpai. And as he did,


  “Stay away from me!”


  Those harsh words from Touko-senpai stopped him right in his tracks.


  “Tetsuya, tell me, are you even aware of what you’ve done?”


  Though flustered, Kamokura answered back.


  “Wh, what do you mean? You’re saying I did something?”


  “Do you really intend to make Touko-senpai say that, Kamokura-senpai?”


  I responded in place of Touko-senpai.


  “What?”


  “I asked you: Do you really intend to have Touko-senpai, a woman, say everything explicitly?”


  “Wh, what’re you talking about?”


  “Then, I’ll be the one to say it in her place. Kamokura-san, you cheated together with my ex-girlfriend, Mitsumoto Karen!”


  There was a big fuss in the venue.


  Better said, everyone gasped in shock in unison.


  Kamokura’s facial expression and movements immediately froze.


  In the middle of it all, there was a single piercing, hysterical shriek coming from a different direction.


  “That’s a lie! A lie, a lie, a lie! Karen wouldn’t do that!”


  I turned to look in the direction from which that voice came.


  There, I caught sight of Karen as she desperately tried to refute my asseveration.


  “Karen, she’s never cheated! It’s the truth! Please believe her!”


  If you were someone who didn’t know anything about the incident, you would end up believing her from how she made her voice tremble as she pleaded her innocence before everyone.


  “The one lying here is you, Karen! I have undeniable proof of it here with me!”


  “Proof of what?”


  This girl! Did she intend to feign ignorance to the end?


  “Later third of October, Saturday. It was Karen’s birthday. You were together with me until sunset, right? However, where, and with who were you that night?”


  For an instant, I could see Karen’s eyes waver.


  “That… Karen doesn’t know. She doesn’t remember!”


  “Then I’ll be kind enough to remind you. That night, you were at Kamokura-senpai’s apartment. The whole night. Both Touko-senpai and I know that for a fact.”


  There was a voice of amazement coming from the audience.


  More than a few girls were now looking at Karen with reproach.


  “That’s not true! That never happened!”


  Karen then glared at Touko-senpai with hatred clear in her eyes.


  “Yuu-kun, he’s being tricked by that woman! Karen knows it! That woman has been eyeing Yuu-kun for a long time now!”


  Hearing her diss Touko-senpai like that made my blood boil with unprecedented anger.


  “Karen, the one who has continued to deceive me this whole time is you! Touko-senpai and I saw you enter alone with Kamokura-senpai into his room that night! We even have photos of it!”


  Even then, Karen refused to fall back.


  “That time, Karen only went to drink tea at senpai’s house!”


  “You’re saying you two drank tea for hours on end? For so long that even the last train of the day was gone!?”


  Karen, who had up till then performed such a perfect and realistic act, showed for the first time some wavering.


  “Karen, she didn’t intend for that to happen… She was secretly given alcohol. Because of that, by the time she came to her senses… It had already happened… Yeah, she was forced to do it! It wasn’t Karen’s fault! Karen is not the bad one here!”


  This bitch! Just what was she saying now?!


  No sooner had that thought come up than Kamokura started yelling.


  “You! What’re you saying!”


  However, I ignored Kamokura and continued speaking to Karen.


  “Stop it with this unsightly display! I have more evidence than those photos! I have screenshots of the message exchanges you had with Kamokura!”


  I displayed those images of Karen and Kamokura’s conversations on my smartphone and thrust it right before Karen’s eyes.


  The moment she saw them, Karen’s face turned pale.
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  At the same time, all of the girls who were looking at the images started to berate Karen one after another.


  “That…”


  “There’s no mistake there.”


  “She really was cheating with Kamokura-san…”


  “That’s horrible! She was tricking Isshiki-kun this whole time?”


  “And she still dares to have that attitude now?”


  “I can’t believe her!”


  “That’s unacceptable as human beings!”


  Was she hearing those comments from everyone around her? Or was she choosing not to?


  Right before my eyes, Karen’s countenance did an about-face.


  Even her tone and manner of speech changed together with it as she yelled.


  “Who do you think you are to be looking at other people’s phones without their permission?! Ugh, you’re the worst! I can’t put up with you anymore! This thing you’re doing is actually the lowest of the low, you know! You stalker! How disgusting! So gross! I can’t stand you! Just die, will you?!”


  Karen threw away her masks of ‘cute and innocent, helpless girl’ and ‘tragic victim’, and she was now yelling with the look of a yaksha on her face, finally showing her true colors.


  “You speak big time, but aren’t you the same? I’ll bet you cheated with Touko yourself! I can see right through you! That’s why all I did was take revenge on you and cheat myself! You’re the one who’s at fault here!”


  All that Karen was spouting at this point was nothing more than nonsense.


  “You’re wrong there.”


  The one who interrupted Karen was none other than Kazumi-san.


  “Touko had been meeting with Isshiki-kun with no other goal aside from obtaining proof of you two guys cheating. I can vouch for it!”


  “She’s right. Yuu consulted with me from the very start when he discovered that Karen-chan was cheating on him. After that occasion, Yuu met with Touko-senpai only for the sake of discussing with her what had transpired. There was no contact whatsoever between the two of them before that. I am absolutely certain that there was never any kind of romantic involvement between Yuu and Touko-senpai!”


  Ishida made a follow-up for Kazumi and declared that.


  “Karen! You! Just give it up, will you?!”


  The one who shouted in anger was Mina-san.


  “Right, right! It’s clear as day that you betrayed Isshiki-kun! And despite that, not only are you not apologizing, but you’re even lashing out at him?!”


  The next one to yell was Ayaka-san.


  One by one, all of the other girls started to voice their reproach at Karen.


  In response, though, Karen glared at all of them before bellowing like a wild animal.


  “Don’t fuck with me, you bitches! You’re all gross! Gross, I tell you! And don’t tell me that you all weren’t leering at other men all this time! Gross, gross, gross! To hell if I can remain here! Idiots! You should all just die!”


  Karen picked up all her belongings while she disparaged, after which she gruffly left the store and disappeared from view.


  … There was no repenting nor apology from her up to the very end… She truly was the worst woman of all…


  … And to think that I thought of a woman like her as ‘my girlfriend’… There is no denying that I was a fool…


  Touko-senpai, who had been observing the course of events in silence this whole time, then spoke out.


  “With this, I imagine that you now understand everything, right, Tetsuya?”


  She spoke so calmly and coldly, almost admonishing him.


  “I’m breaking up with you. I’ve already put an end to our relationship as lovers. I want us to go back to being two people who have never seen each other.”


  


  Those words of Touko-senpai sent the venue into a complete silence once again.


  No one dared to speak a word. The place was engulfed in a silence so deafening that even breathing proved to be an ordeal.


  Before long, a dry, scornful laugh resounded throughout the place. It was Kamokura.


  “Fufu, hahaha! What’re you saying, Touko? That you’re breaking up with me? There’s a limit to how far you can take a joke. Is this some sort of elaborated show you decided to put on?”


  Kamokura took on a dramatic pose as he ran his right hand across his bangs, brushing them upwards.


  However, Touko-senpai shook her head sideways, seemingly saddened.


  “It’s not an elaborate joke. I’m serious here. I am well and truly breaking up with you.”


  “Hey, hey. Wait a moment, Touko. Calm down for a bit, will you? Aside from me, there’s no other man in the world who could be a good match for you, right? You’ll regret it if you break up with me.”


  Nonetheless, Touko-senpai only stared at Kamokura with cold, distant eyes.


  The smile on Kamokura’s face froze in place.


  “Did the thing with Karen bother you that much? If so, I apologize. But you know, a man cheating is no big deal, right?”


  A flash of emotion ran through Touko-senpai’s up-to-then distant eyes.


  Whether that was anger or sadness, I could not tell.


  “No big deal? I see, Tetsuya. So for you, it’s simply a ‘no big deal’, correct? Do you even know how much Isshiki-kun and I suffered? How much it hurt us? How much it saddened us? Not only that, but you’re telling me that, in your opinion, all of that can be taken care of by simply calling it ‘no big deal’?”


  Kamokura’s eyes wavered. The next moment, however, he smiled bitterly.


  “That’s why I’m telling you to wait, Touko. Don’t let yourself get carried away by some transitory emotion. That thing with Karen was nothing more than me having a good time…”


  “Don’t think that you can deceive me with those words! Do you have any idea of how much of an insult those words of yours are to others?”


  Touko-senpai wasn’t mincing her words in the least.


  “Tetsuya, you don’t understand other people’s feelings. No, that’s not it. You don’t even bother to try and think of them. That’s why you can say those kinds of things so easily. I can’t possibly think of that kind of a person as my boyfriend.”


  The smile on Kamokura’s face disappeared. He took one step towards Touko-senpai.


  “Touko, you’re the only one I’m serious about. You know that, right? That’s why there shouldn’t be any reason for you to be so obstinate about…”


  “I’m not being stubborn here. Could it be that this is incomprehensible to you, Tetsuya? I can no longer think of doing something like dating you.”


  Kamokura’s face contorted. At long last, his bravado came to an end.


  “I won’t accept it! You are mine! I won’t allow you to do something like breaking up with me on your own! Never!”


  Kamokura tried to get closer to Touko-senpai.


  However, before he could do so, I swiftly stood before him and blocked his way.


  “Move it! Isshiki!”


  “I won’t move! You’re the one who should get away from Touko-senpai!”


  “I see now, Isshiki. You’re the one who did this to my Touko!!”


  Kamokura landed a direct hit on my left cheek with his right fist.


  For an instant, I felt my body reel back from the impact, but I refused to falter and instead pinned Kamokura in place. It had now turned into a struggle between Kamokura and me.


  Immediately after, Nakazaki-san placed himself behind Kamokura and held him in a Nelson hold.


  “Kamokura! Stop this!”


  “Nakazaki! You too?! You’re going to side with these guys?!”


  Kamokura tried to break free from Nakazaki-san and me as he spoke.


  However, being in a situation where I had him pinned from the front while Nakazaki-san held him from the back, it was all but impossible for him to do so.


  Kamokura yelled at Touko-senpai as he ground his teeth.


  “Touko! This guy, Isshiki is tricking you!”


  Unfortunately for him, Touko’s response to it was to once again shake her head left and right sadly.


  “That’s the same line that Karen-san said just now, isn’t it? Tetsuya, please don’t make me feel so disappointed in you in our last moments…”


  “You planning to dump me and then start dating this guy?! Isshiki doesn’t have any worth to him! He’s the same as some mob character no one cares about!”


  At that moment, when I managed to look at Touko-senpai, I got the impression that there was a sharp, glaring shine in her eyes.


  Kamokura meanwhile continued shouting.


  “I am the only one who can be a match for you! You’re not the kind of woman who would look fine being together with any of those lesser men! There’s no way some trash like Isshiki could suit you!”


  This time, it was clear that her eyes had grown in severity.


  “Even Karen herself said it! That ‘Isshiki is boring, he doesn’t have any sort of manly charm. In more ways than one, he has too little experience with women’! A man like that coul…”


  “Shut up already, Tetsuya!”


  Touko-senpai’s voice was loud enough to be called a yell.


  It was the first time I heard her speak in such a loud voice.


  Most probably, it was the first time seeing Kamokura too saw Touko-senpai like that. He was dumbfounded for a moment.


  Time within the venue seemed to have come to a stop. In the midst of it, Touko-senpai walked with firm steps as she drew closer to me.


  In that same manner, she grabbed my arm and pulled it strongly, almost as if trying to pull me away from Kamokura.


  Touko-senpai held my arm firmly against her chest and spoke with a shaky yet clear voice.


  “I’m going to spend this night, with this person here, with Isshiki-kun…”


  


  ‘Spend this night with Isshiki-kun’.


  Those words made the whole venue fall into silence. 


  That statement… It was something that no one, not even I, who should have been expecting it, could believe.


  I too had frozen in place as I stared at her fixedly.


  Kamokura, who seemed unable to parse the words which Touko-senpai had said, at last, if only barely, moved his mouth to speak.


  “That… That’s a lie, right?”


  However, Touko-senpai continued as if making a declaration.


  “I’m serious. I’ve already resolved myself to doing it.”


  “You’re breaking up with me… And going with this guy…? Someone like Isshiki?”


  “Isshiki-kun is honest. At the very least, he hasn’t lied to me.”


  She said it calmly and matter-of-factly.


  Kamokura looked at me with eyes filled with hatred before yelling.


  “You! Some trash like you couldn’t possibly be a fit for Touko!”


  I replied to him unwaveringly.


  “I’m well aware of that! However, while you were having your love affair with Karen, I continued to fight together with Touko-senpai our way here the whole time. We’re fellow people who carry the same painful feelings and who have supported each other until now! You are the one who isn’t suitable for Touko-senpai!”


  “Stop fucking me! In the first place, those hotel gift cards were given to Touko and me. There’s no way they’ll allow another man to go with her!”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Kamokura-san!”


  The one to so cleanly deny him was Kazumi-san.


  “You agreed but a few moments ago to hand over these two hotel gift cards to Touko. How she’ll use them is now up to Touko alone!”


  “I won’t accept it! I absolutely won’t! Touko’s mine! Only I can have her!”


  And as he spoke, Kamokura once again struggled, trying to break himself free from Nakazaki-san.


  However, Nakazaki-san didn’t loosen his grip on him.


  “Stop it, Kamokura! Touko-san’s feelings for you have already disappeared! Give it up!”


  At the same time, everyone in the audience started booing him together.


  “That’s right! Leave Touko-san alone!”


  “You’re the one at fault here, Kamokura-san!”


  “You’re the worst! To think you’d go as far as cheating with the girlfriend of your kouhai!”


  “You reap what you sow, you bastard!”


  “You! I’ll bet you were even laying your dirty hands on other women too!”


  “You’re a disgrace, Kamokura!”


  “Why would you even do it with someone like Karen?!”


  “He even said that he liked me and invited me to date him! Can you believe him?!”


  “He hit on me too! Does that mean he sees me the same as he did Karen?”


  “I’m disappointed in him!”


  “You lascivious bastard!”
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  Kamokura was showered in unrelenting, harsh criticisms from both men and women in equal measure.


  Hearing everyone reproach him like that, as if finally accepting his fate, Kamokura let all strength leave his body. 


  “… Touko…”


  He whispered that word without any strength behind it.


  Touko-senpai then spoke to me, almost as if she had wanted to avert her gaze from Kamokura.


  “Let’s go, Isshiki-kun.”


  She pulled on my arm after speaking. In that manner, both of us headed for the exit.


  As we walked, everyone in the venue stepped aside and created a path for us to our destination.


  “Touko!”


  Kamokura yelled.


  Despite that, Touko-senpai didn’t even try to turn around and look at him anymore.


  Once we were close to the exit, she picked up her belongings. I followed her example and took mine into my hands too.


  Grabbing onto my arm once again, Touko-senpai spoke when we were in front of the exit, never turning around to her back.


  “Tetsuya, I think that it would be good for you to be more honest with yourself, too. It may have been that that was where we went wrong.”


  Leaving those words behind, Touko-senpai left the restaurant together with me.


  Chapter 14: Final Stage


  Still holding my arm as she pulled on it, Touko-senpai and I left the restaurant and continued to walk briskly through the night street. 


  She looked as if she was angry at everything around her.


  “Erm, ahh, Touko-senpai…?”


  Even if I tried to call out to her, she would neither reply nor turn to look at me.


  She simply continued to pull my arm and walk forward. 


  I was overwhelmed by that unlike-her behavior of Touko-senpai and was unable to say anything else.


  … Touko-senpai, what’s wrong with her? Is she really going to spend a night together with me like this?…


  I could feel something closer to uneasiness than anticipation well up inside of me.


  It was true that Touko-senpai had said that if she was to have a love affair, it would be after she had confronted her partner with proof of their cheating.


  And tonight, before every member of our group, she had made that declaration, terminating her relationship with Kamokura. 


  That was the reason why there was no problem with where and with whom she spent her night.


  Not to mention that deep inside, I had also been wishing to be that person that Touko-senpai would choose when the time came.


  But I wondered, just what was this strange feeling?


  Was this really the ‘night with Touko-senpai’ that I had been waiting for?


  We were doing this on the basis of it being part of our revenge for their cheating, so of course, it was never going to be a very romantic development, but I still felt like there was something way off here.


  Despite that, Touko-senpai only continued to pull my arm and walk towards the hotel in a manner seemingly unaffected by any of those doubts I had.


  Or rather, perhaps I should say that she seemed to be trying to get rid of her hesitation?


  Before long, the Hotel Bay Tokyo International came into view.


  With the same gait as she had up to now, Touko-senpai entered the hotel’s brightly lighted lobby.


  She walked to the reception, and when she was before it, for the first time since we left the restaurant, let go of my arm and went ahead to make the reservation by herself. 


  During that time, all I could do was stand uselessly in place, not doing anything.


  Though, considering that it was Touko-senpai who had the hotel gift cards, there wasn’t much I could have done, anyways…


  Once she had received the key from the reception, Touko-senpai again grabbed my hand without speaking a word, and we entered the elevator.


  You know, was it me, or did this look completely as if I was the one being led into some place?


  I wonder what the people around us thought when they saw us pass.


  We alighted from the elevator on the 12th floor. We walked across the luxurious hallway until we were before our assigned room. As soon as we were in front of it, Touko-senpai used the key card and opened the door of the room.


  My heart was pounding fast and loud.


  … Touko-senpai, are you really spending this night, with me?…


   I had been dubious about it until now that we had come here.


  Now that she had come this far, it meant that Touko-senpai was serious about it too.


  If that was the case, then what sort of a person would I be if I faltered at this point?


  Despite my thinking like that, I could feel my legs tremble as I entered the room.


  It was understandable. I was entering a hotel room together with Touko-senpai, the person to whom I had looked up and yearned for since my high school days.


  Even now that we were in this situation, I could hardly believe it myself.


  The room was a twin room. You could also enjoy the night scenery of Bay Bridge and Odaiba from outside the window.
(TL Note: “Bay Bridge” is a reference to the Rainbow Bridge)


  I’ll bet this was the best room for couples to stay in during Christmas.


  Touko-senpai threw the purse she had been carrying in her hand along with her coat on top of the bed and then she sat on the bed, too.


  Timidly, I sat on top of the other bed.


  This I did in a way such that Touko-senpai and I were facing each other.


  Touko-senpai, who had until then had this expression of half-fear, half-nervousness, looked at my face and frowned.


  “You’re bleeding…”


  Hearing that, I hurriedly brushed my fist against my lips. I saw a small amount of blood smeared on my right hand.


  I imagine it was from back when I got hit by Kamokura.


  I was too excited at the time to notice it, but it would seem that it had managed to cut my lip slightly.


  “Stay put for a bit.”


  Touko-senpai opened her purse and took out some absorbent cotton.


  She then pressed it slightly against the left side of my lip and wiped off the blood. 


  “Honestly speaking, though, I would’ve preferred to disinfect it first…”


  As was to be expected, she then took out an adhesive bandage and put it on me.


  “I’m fine, really. It wasn’t such a big injury, to begin with.”


  The moment she heard me say that Touko-senpai looked at me with worry in her eyes.


  “I’m very sorry. To think that you ended up having to take a hit like that for me…”


  “Oh, no. Please don’t apologize for that. It’s not something for which you should apologize, Touko-senpai.”


  I stared back right at Touko-senpai.


  She stared at me with those two eyes of hers which shone a deep indigo blue.


  Her long eyelashes; her, though slightly on the small side, delicate and straight nose; her small yet voluptuous vermilion lips.


  Realizing once again the beauty that Touko-senpai possessed, I felt myself close to fainting.


  Touko-senpai and I found ourselves in the middle of a silence none of us could break as time continued to flow.


  Just as that silence began to feel suffocating, unable to withstand it any longer, I opened my mouth and spoke.


  “Ah, erm, Touko-senpai…”


  “… Yes?”


  “… Are you really fine with this?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I mean, about the thing with Kamokura-senpai, and about you coming here together with me…”


  If you asked me, I had no intention of ignoring Touko-senpai’s feelings and forcing her to spend the night together with me.


  From the very beginning, her deciding, of her own volition, that she wanted to do it was the single most important condition. 


  Should Touko-senpai have even the slightest bit of doubt about this, I was prepared to go back to my house without saying another word.


  “The matter with Tetsuya couldn’t be helped. I too had long since made up my mind in that I would break up with him.”


  Touko-senpai answered calmly.


  After that, I took a deep breath and asked my final question.


  “Then that means…that you coming here, with me… Erm, you’re spending the night, together with me…?”


  Touko-senpai instantly broke eye contact with me.


  Next, with her gaze still directed at the floor, she turned her torso to the right and tightly grasped both her hands atop her brought together knees.


  Seeing her profile, I saw that her transparent-like white skin was tinged a soft pink.


  “… First, go and take a shower…”


  Seemingly bashful, Touko-senpai spoke in a barely audible voice.


  “Ah… Yes…”


  Following her instructions to the letter, I clumsily rose to my feet and headed toward the bathroom.


   


  The bathroom was constructed in an equally lavish manner as the rest of the room. You could even enjoy the bay area’s nightscape from here, too.


  Still standing under the shower with the water running, I stood still for a while, thinking.


  … Am I really going to do it with Touko-senpai after this?…


  … With her, who is also called the ‘Secret Miss Jouto University’ and the ‘True Queen of Campus’? She who is the one that every boy from Jouto University admires?…


  … The very person who I have looked up to and had a one-sided crush on since my time at high school?…


  The sheer nervousness made it hard for me to breathe. This sort of stuff hadn’t even happened during my time with Karen, who was also my first time.


  Nonetheless… Now that we’d come this far, all that was left was going forward.


  I too had been wishing for this. I should have been wishing for it.


  After all, ever since the beginning, it was I who first asked her to cheat with me.


  I had succeeded in everything according to my initial goal: getting my payback on that scumbag of a senpai who had stolen my girlfriend by stealing his own girlfriend myself. There should have been nothing over which to hesitate anymore.


  … Are you sure that you want to get together with Touko-senpai in this manner?…


  In my head, I heard someone’s voice asking me that question.


   


  After I finished wiping off the vapor from the shower thoroughly, I left the bathroom feeling refreshed.


  I was properly dressed from head to toes. 


  Touko-senpai was seated on the bed in exactly the same position as she was before I entered the bathroom.


  Perhaps sensing that I had exited the bathroom, she suddenly lowered her head.


  “I’m very sorry! I, I’ll go back to my house after all!”


  Not even bothering to look at me, she spoke in a voice as loud as a yell.


  “I was too enraged at the party and…ended up saying that without thinking. And then I came all the way here while still angry and not thinking clearly… But, as I thought, I can’t do this. I am NOT doing that sort of things until after I marry!”


  “Eh?”


  I let out a voice of surprise unintentionally.


  ‘I am not doing that sort of things until after I marry’? Then that meant…


  “Erm, I don’t have any problem with you going back to your home for the night, Touko-senpai… But what did you mean by ‘I am not doing that sort of things’?”


  Touko-senpai, her face beet red, nodded.


  “Then… You haven’t done anything like that with Kamokura-senpai, not even once. Is that it?”


  She nodded once again.


  “But if I remember correctly, Touko-senpai, you said that Kamokura-senpai was your first.”


  With her face still flushed, she looked up at me with her two eyes.


  “I meant that he was my first boyfriend. I never said anything like him being the first person with whom I had had sexual relationships! Up to now, I have never done anything of the sort! Not once!”


  She answered with a slightly pouting tone while looking embarrassed.


  Heeehh…


  I felt like, not only my mind, but even the whole world went blank at this moment.


  “I had been telling Tetsuya all this time that I would give him my first time during Christmas Eve. Because of that, Tetsuya had been really looking forward to it, and with that as leverage, I had been making him listen to all my unreasonable demands…”


  Still dumbfounded, I simply stood there, listening to Touko-senpai as she explained.


  And…at the same time, I was unbelievably relieved.


  The thing which I had resolved myself to while I was in the bathroom. That was that I wouldn’t do anything with Touko-senpai tonight.


  My relationship with Touko-senpai wasn’t something that frivolous. Not to mention that getting to be together with her like this was not what I really wanted.


  Touko-senpai had become a far more important and valuable existence for me.


  That’s why her saying that there wasn’t anything of the sort between her and Kamokura was a most pleasing surprise.


  “I’m sorry, Isshiki-kun. I ended up doing something akin to playing around with your feelings… But this is something I won’t conced…”


  “It’s fine, Touko-senpai.”


  Calmly, gently, I spoke to her.


  “You’re the one who saved me when I had fallen to the deepest of the low in despair. You’re the one who, when I was in the middle of that helpless suffering, gave me a purpose for which to aim in the form of the plan of ‘getting revenge on the two of them’. Touko-senpai, the reason for which I was able to come this far without giving in to despair was you. I am well and truly grateful to you.”


  Touko-senpai looked up at me. Those eyes of hers were full of tears about to overflow.


  “Me too… You being there with me saved me more than I can say, Isshiki-kun. You were the one who supported my heart, which was on the verge of breaking. I should be the one to give you my thanks.”


  Touko-senpai kept her gaze fixed on me.


  Like her, I too stared at her fixedly. I could feel myself being absorbed into those two beautiful eyes of hers.


  Never looking away from each other, our faces were drawing closer to each other… At that moment, a cellphone rang.


  Both of us were startled by it and pulled our bodies away from each other.


  Touko-senpai grabbed her purse from atop the bed in a fluster. She took out her phone from inside it.


  Touko-senpai stared at her smartphone for a while, and before long, lifted her gaze from it.


  “I’m sorry. It seems my father came to pick me up. I have to go already.”


  “It’s okay, really. Don’t worry about it.”


  I answered her with a smile. Truthfully speaking, though, I did feel a bit disappointed. 


  Touko-senpai got off the bed and quickly took her coat and purse in her hand.


  “Well, then. I’ll be leaving. Feel free to take your time, Isshiki-kun. The checkout for the room is tomorrow at 10 am, after all.”


  If I’m being honest, spending the night in this room by myself felt a bit lonely… Though I guess it couldn’t be helped.


  “Ah! One last thing before you leave!”


  I called out in a hurry to Touko-senpai as she was about to leave the room. She turned around to look at me.


  “Oh, well… Now that the plan has come to an end, I believe it right to say that I no longer have any reasons to meet with you, Touko-senpai… Even so, we’ve gone through so much and I finally managed to get on such good terms with you. Do you think that even after this I could perhaps meet and talk with you every now and then?”


  Touko-senpai looked at me bewildered, but after she heard me, she smiled sweetly at me.


  “Sure. We’re both fellow lonely people who don’t have a partner, after all. Please call me later, Isshiki-kun.”


  After one last bashful ‘see you again’, she opened the door and left the room.


   


  Now that I was alone, I stretched my arms and legs as I lay down on the bed.


  I was feeling oddly refreshed.


  ‘I am not doing that sort of things until after I marry’.


  The words that Touko-senpai had spoken not too long ago came back to my mind.


  It may have been a rarely heard principle in these modern times, but I found it quite like Touko-senpai.


  I was certain that that part of her too was one of her many wonderful charms.


  … In other words, this meant two things. One, that Touko-senpai is still a virgin; two, that even that Kamokura hadn’t been able to do any kind of sexual thing with her…


  And now, I was finally able to join the dots and make sense of everything.


   


  Why had Kamokura so readily canceled his cheating trip with Karen without even asking for her opinion?


  Why was Touko-senpai able to manipulate Kamokura all this time?


  What was the trump card that Touko-senpai held against Kamokura?


  The answer to all of these questions was ‘Touko-senpai’s first time’ and how much Kamokura was hoping to have it!


   


  The instant I thought that far, I burst into laughter. My laugh echoed all around the room.


  … Kamokura had been aiming for Touko-senpai since his high school days.


  … This year, at long last, he had been able to date her.


  … However, he hadn’t been allowed to have sex with her even once.


  … And then came tonight, when it turned out that I would spend the night together with that very same Touko-senpai.


  Wasn’t that like the greatest ‘stolen from right under one’s nose’ ever?


  Did this mean that, because he had been too busy having fun with someone like Karen, Kamokura had gotten the very best maiden of all stolen from him by me?


  This had to be, as a man, the most frustrating thing that could happen to someone, right?


  Also, forget about paying him back with interests, this had just become the greatest, impossible-to-beat payback ever.


  … This is the best. It really is the best, Touko-senpai! Just how in the world did you even manage to create this situation…


  I found myself rolling around in laughter. I could bet that if someone else saw me like this, they’d think that I’d gone soft in the head.


  … Alright! How about I make this happen for real? I’ll show you. I’ll become the real boyfriend of Touko-senpai. And then, I’ll be the one to take all of Sakurajima Touko!…


  I had decided on my new goal.


  It would be only until I had done that much that the ‘Cheating back plan’ would truly be completed.


   


  My, Isshiki Yuu’s fight, had only just gotten started!


  Epilogue: [Side Touko]


  “Was the Christmas party fun, Touko?”


  So asked my father as I rode inside the car on our way back from the Hotel Bay Tokyo International.


  “Eh? What made you think that, papa?”


  “I can tell just by looking at you. I mean, for you to be smiling so happily by yourself is something which we seldom see, Touko.”


  Was I so upbeat when I came out? It made me feel somewhat embarrassed.


  “Yes. Many things happened, but in the end, there was something very gladdening…”


  Remembering the look of Isshiki-kun from back when we were in the hotel room, there was once again a soft giggle in my speech.


  “I’m glad for you. These last few months, it had seemed as if you were constantly thinking about something, Touko. But now, it feels as if you finally managed to move past it.”


  “Is that so…?”


  I looked straight ahead.


  I watched as each of the orange streetlights of the Bayshore Route passed from being in front of us to being behind us.


  That sight reminded me of the revolving lanterns. 


  All of the events which had transpired during these last 2 months came back to life in the back of my mind.


  The moment when I saw Isshiki-kun’s very first call on my phone.


  The moment when I knew beyond any doubt that Tetsuya was cheating on me.


  The moment when the two of us swore to get our revenge on our lovers who cheated on us.


  The days that we spent together the two of us after that as we cooperated.


  The date that I had with him when we went to Minamibousou.


  And lastly, all of tonight.


  


  He had told me that I was the reason why he had been able to come this far.


  However, the same could be said for me.


  It was precisely because I had Isshiki-kun with me that I had been able to face the reality of who Tetsuya was and why I had been able to accept my own feelings. 


  If he hadn’t been there with me… I might’ve forced myself to swallow my emotions and pretend that everything was fine as I continued my relationship with him.


  Even if I knew that I would end up regretting it in the future.


  I looked at the smartphone which I held in my hand.


  I opened the folder which had the photographs of when we went to Minamibousou.


  … Touko-senpai, the way that you act like the natural you makes you the cutest girl. And the way you express your unadulterated emotions as they come to you is incredibly charming, Touko-senpai…


  You have no idea just how happy those words made me. Just how much strength they gave me.


  Seeing these photographs made my memories from that time come back to life and filled me with a warm feeling.


  …


  Isshiki-kun, thank you. And also, I’m sorry.


  I could clearly tell inside of my heart just how much of an important person you’ve been becoming to me.


  You have something in you that other men don’t have, and you gave me something that all other men would never give me.


  I believe that at some point unbeknownst to me, I ended up attracted to you too.


  However, I felt that if I gave my everything to you tonight, it would have meant lying to everything that I have done until now and betraying the me with whom you had fallen in love.


  I don’t want this as the reason behind our first night together.


  If someday we are able to face each other naturally, then at that time…


  …


  


  “… You may be right.”


  I whispered as I stared at the passing streetlamps in a daydream.


  That’s right. And now, starting from this moment on, we will be writing a new page in the story of us.


  [image: c15]

  Afterword


  


  Pleased to meet you. I am Shinden Mihiro and this work is also my debut novel.


  Allow me to thank you for taking this volume of ‘My Girlfriend Cheated on Me with my Senior, so I’m Cheating Back on Her with His Girlfriend’ in your hands. And also allow me to extend my gratitude to you for taking this volume to the register despite it having the embarrassing word ‘cheating’ in its title. 


  This work received the Special prize for the Love Comedy Category and the Comic Walker Manga prize in the 6th Kakuyomu Web Novel Contest. Nonetheless, it still underwent some (major?) improvements and corrections made to it.


  By the way, dear readers, have any of you ever been betrayed by your girlfriend or loved one?


  It is tough, is it not? Painful too, no? You fall into despair and feel like cursing everything in the world, do you not?


  Just how much of a blessing would it be if a woman who would get closer to you during that time and fight together with you existed?


  If in addition to that, she was the very woman that you have yearned for many long years…  It was from that line of thought that this work came into existence. 


  By the way, to all of you readers who read the word ‘cheating’ in the title and were expecting a more stimulating development to happen, I apologize. I did not consider the word ‘cheating’ to have such a strong meaning to it. (Not to mention this is a light novel)


  Also, for those of you that are angrily thinking, ‘This is not like a love comedy at all!’, please look forward to the relationship that Yuu and Touko will have from this point onward. Should this work have the support of all you readers, I am certain that there will be a love comedy-like development which will satisfy everyone…


  Last, allow me to write a few words of gratitude to all of the people who have been looking after me all this time.


  First, to Nakada-sama, who has been in charge of revising my manuscript with me and who very kindly taught me many things about it from the outset.


  Next, to Kagawa Ichigo-sensei, who with his illustrations brought to life and materialized, beyond what I had imagined, the characters in the story.


  Also, to Takarano Airando-sensei, who is making the novel into a manga and in doing so, gives the characters freedom of movement.


  To every one of the proofreaders who discovered and corrected my many, embarrassingly many, mistakes.


  To all of you who followed and supported my work and allowed my ‘writing’ to take physical form into a ‘book which you can take in your hand’. My deepest thanks.


  And last, to all of you who have so kindly taken this book in your hands, to those who read this work from the time it was a WEB novel, to all who have assisted in making this work happen, to all of you dear readers, I express to you my most warming and zealous gratitude. (A dogeza of gratitude!)


  It is thanks to everyone that my long-cherished dream of ‘having my own work printed as a book’ has come true.


  I pray in earnest for this book to sell well so that we may meet again in the second volume.


  


  P.S.:


  The comic version of this work is being serialized in the ‘Monthly Comic Dengeki Daioh’.


  I would be most grateful if all of you dear readers could support that work too.


  


  Extra: Touko and Kazumi at the Coffee Shop


  After we met with Isshiki-kun and Ishida-kun for our first meeting with all four of us, Kazumi and I entered a coffee shop, the two of us alone. Once I had bought a grande size sweet coffee, I arrived at my seat and immediately noticed that Kazumi, who had already seated herself before me, was looking at me with mischievous eyes as she rested her chin in her hands.


  “What?”


  I asked her first, to which Kazumi grinned even more.


  “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking that it was very odd of you, Touko~.”


  “What was?”


  “I’m talking about the meeting from just now. Isshiki-kun, was it? It was my first time seeing you talk so frankly and without worry with a man, Touko.”


  “You think? I thought I was talking like I normally do.”


  I answered her shortly before bringing the cup of coffee to my lips.


  “Are you interested in him? That boy?”


  Mmgh!! The coffee I had in my mouth threatened to go down the wrong pipe for an instant.


  However, never showing any sign that that had happened, I answered her.


  “This has nothing to do with my being interested or anything… Isn’t he my kouhai in university? I have no special interest or anything like that for him.”


  “That so? But the normal Touko I know wouldn’t speak like that with any normal kouhai.”


  “That’s because Isshiki-kun is in the same position as me; we both share that we were betrayed by our lovers. We’re partners who’ve decided to get our revenge together in the future.”


  “But, y’know, the Touko I know would deal with things on her own even in that situation. Rather, wouldn’t it be enough just to corner Kamokura with questions until you make him confess about his cheating?”


  “We’re talking about them cheating on us. There’s no way it’ll all be over with a simple ‘sorry’ from them.”


  “If that’s not enough for you, you could always just slap them in the face and break up with them. If you don’t want to break up with them, you could always make them buy you some expensive purse or shoes as compensation or something. Not to mention that the Touko of always would think something like, ‘even if it was my partner who cheated, the reason for it may lie in me’, and then she’d simply remain silent, no?”


  I pondered it for a moment. Surely enough, what Kazumi had said may have had some truth to it.


  “This is only my guess, but… I might feel something like guilt with Isshiki-kun. After all, he ended up being hurt because Tetsuya cheated with Karen…”


  “Hmmm.”


  Kazumi looked at me with half-open eyes, almost as if she wanted to say that she was seeing right through me.


  “Is that really all there is to it?”


  “What do you mean? What else could there be?”


  “You sure it isn’t that you simply want to meet with Isshiki-kun, Touko?”


  Pff! This time the coffee did enter my trachea. I had a coughing fit as a result.


  “No matter how much I hit the mark there, you shouldn’t get so flustered by it!”


  Kazumi spoke as she laughed and offered me a tissue.


  I took the tissue while I glared at her.


  “It’s not as if I choked because you hit the mark. It’s because you say some very weird things, Kazumi.”


  “I got it, I got it. Then, the important thing is that you don’t have even the slightest bit of interest in Isshiki-kun, right, Touko?”


  Having wiped my mouth with the tissue, I replied to her.


  “Of course, isn’t it obvious? Do you really think I would do something like look for the next boy on whom to lay my sights so soon just because Tetsuya cheated on me…?”


  “Ok, then. In that case, right now, what kind of position does Isshiki-kun hold for you, Touko?”


  … Isshiki-kun’s position?…


  I was naturally remembered of that Saturday night when Tetsuya and Karen’s love affair was clarified before me.


  “Please let yourself be spoiled by me today at least.”


  At that time, I ended up crying in his chest.


  Regardless of how shocking a thing happened, I don’t think I would be able to do something like that with another man.


  Certainly, I may have felt some special sort of comfort from him which allowed me to feel safe.


  “You did tell me before that Isshiki-kun was a fellow comrade-in-arms who fought together with you but…”


  Kazumi stared at me with great interest.


  “I suppose I feel like he is…a little brother?”


  “Haahh…”


  Kazumi threw her body on the back of the chair in boredom.


  “A little brother, huh… You escaped that one pretty well, Touko.”


  “What? I wasn’t really escaping from any…”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  Kazumi straightened herself again while she waved her right hand.


  “Oh well. If you yourself haven’t noticed it, Touko, then that’s fine in its own way. Let’s leave it at a little brother for now.”


  “What do you mean by ‘haven’t noticed’!? It’s almost as if you were saying that I!”


  “Touko, let me tell you that whenever you’re with Kamokura, it always feels like you’re on guard.”


  Kazumi began to talk without even hearing a word that I said.


  “The same goes for when you talk with other men. It feels like you’re always drawing a line somewhere or as if you were lowering a transparent curtain between you and them.”


  Silently, I took a sip from my coffee. I paid close attention not to choke on it this time. 


  “However, I don’t get that feeling coming from you when you’re with Isshiki-kun. It seemed that you were facing him as candidly and openly as you can be, Touko. In all the time I’ve known you, this is the first time that has happened.”


  “You… You may be right about that.”


  I had to give her that point. Just as she had said, I got the feeling that I was able to be myself whenever I was with Isshiki-kun. 


  “A love in which you’re constantly having to keep your act up is fine and all, but the kind of love that lasts for long is the one in which you act naturally without having to worry about anything. Touko, you have the bad habit of carrying too much by yourself in everything you do.”


  “It’s not as if I was looking to have that kind of a relationship with Isshiki-k…”


  However, Kazumi stared at me with a serious expression.


  “Leaving aside what your opinion is, Touko, the truth is that Isshiki-kun is in love with you. And this too from the bottom of his heart, even more than he himself realizes. That’s why it may be possible that when this matter has been settled, you may need to find some answer of your own with respect to Isshiki-kun. Touko, it may be for the best that you’re prepared for this.”


  … Some answer of my own, with respect to Isshiki-kun…


  I turned my line of sight down at the coffee cup in an attempt to escape from Kazumi’s eyes. 
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