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  ♠


  I don’t know how many times I’ve mentally practiced inviting her on a date.


  Dozens, hundreds… maybe even thousands of times.


  Ayako Katsuragi-san.


  My childhood friend’s mother who lives next door.


  After my friend lost her parents in a tragic accident, she took care of her and raised her as her own daughter.


  I’ve been I love with her since I was ten.


  For 10 whole years…


  I was never able to convey my feelings, but during all that time I thought of ways to get closer to her.


  Including how to invite her on a date.


  For 10 years, I practiced how to invite my platonic love on a date.


  Although, rather than practice, they could be called fantasies.


  I fantasized with different situations and excuses to invite her… But in the end, I never put them into practice.


  Even when I thought about and wrote a message to invite her, I was never able to press the ‘send’ button.


  “Haah…”


  Early in the morning, on the way to the station.


  While I was waiting for the lights to change, I sighed deeply with my phone on my hand.


  My phone’s screen was unlocked.


  The person I was chatting with was… Ayako-san.


  The message I had sent was:


  “Good morning, Ayako-san.


  “I’m glad to see you’re cheerful again.


  I’m relieved.”


  Just a normal greeting.


  A lot of things had happened between us lately.


  In short… well, I confessed.


  “I like you.”


  “Please go out with me.”


  I revealed my feelings that I had hidden for 10 years.


  And as a result… Well, things started to get a bit hectic.


  On the outside, she didn’t change much… But I’m sure that I caused a mess on her inside.


  The boy she knew since he was ten… The man who she saw as a son, told her he liked her.


  My confession had clearly left her confused. So confused and disoriented that she herself no longer knew how to act with me.


  Apparently, she had not noticed my feelings at all.


  As if my feelings had never even reached her.


  It was a very complicated feeling, like a happy hollowness.


  However.


  I conveyed the feelings I had sheltered for 10 years.


  And in doing so… our relationship could never return to what it was.


  We couldn’t just keep being simple neighbors.


  My friend, Satoya Ringou, told me that confessing was like a bomb that could destroy relationships. If everything goes well, nothing happens, but if it doesn’t, it will just blow up. And that’s exactly what happened.


  After my confession, our relationship… Changed completely.


  It was like throwing a bomb.


  And I dragged her into this because of my own selfish feelings.


  There was an awkward, embarrassing and peculiar tension between the two of us that gradually started to involve people around us… And I even got rejected… But.


  A lot of things happened, and she asked me for some time.


  She said she needed some time to get her thoughts together.


  In short, she decided to postpone her answer.


  However, I… was happy.


  Extremely happy.


  That she said it was okay to keep loving her…


  And so.


  In May, when I turned twenty, she told me in a movie theater to “keep the status quo for a while.”


  The next day, like always, I went to Ayako-san’s house in the morning and after parting, I sent her the aforementioned message.


  I wanted to express my gratitude and relief to her for being able to remedy our temporary breakup and turning our relationship back to normal.


  However.


  “…Hmm…”


  My fingers stopped, hesitating whether to send her the next message or not.


  “Ayako-san, do you have plans for this weekend?


  If not, would you like to go somewhere together?”


  I had thought about these few words all night.


  After pasting the text I had saved, all that was left to do was to send it… but I couldn’t press the send button.


  W-What do I do…?


  Will I be a bother to her with this?


  Am I not jumping the gun due to the heat of the moment?


  After all… I said it yesterday, didn’t I? I said I wouldn’t be hasty and go slower from now on… Suddenly inviting her like this is a violation of the rules… No!


  On the opposite… Now’s the time to attack!


  After all, besides that, I also declared that I would do everything possible to make her love me, so, wouldn’t it be better to get close to her and press her for an answer? No, but… even then…


  “…Taku-nii, are you texting mom?”


  “Whoa.”


  After crossing the lights, I kept staring at my phone, wondering whether or not I should press the send button, when someone on my side called out to me.


  I immediately hid my phone.


  Miu Katsuragi.


  The daughter of the woman I love.


  Even though they’re not blood related, she’s Ayako-san’s dear daughter.


  And for me, she’s… I guess a childhood friend, for now.


  Ever since Miu entered high school, we’ve been walking to the station together every day since we go toward the same direction.


  “W-What are you doing, Miu? You shouldn’t look at someone else’s phone.”


  “It’s a lot worse to keep your face glued to your phone when you’re walking with someone. I read a ‘somewhere together’ or something along those lines… Could it be that you’re asking my mom out on a date?!”


  It looked like she saw a lot.


  Miu got close to me with a smile on her face.


  “Heh, not bad kid, attacking from the get-go. How bold~.”


  “…Stop teasing me. I haven’t even sent it yet.”


  “Eh? Why? Why haven’t you sent it?”


  “Because… I have a lot of things on my mind.”


  “Eh, the hell is that? You sound like a complete loser.”


  “Don’t call me a loser… Adult relationships aren’t that easy.”


  “I don’t want a university student that still lives with his parents telling me about adult relationships.”


  “Ugh…”


  “In the first place, you don’t even have any love experience. You’re twenty, and you’ve never had a girlfriend.”


  “U-Ugh…”


  I lost an argument against a high school student.


  “There, there, don’t be so down. You don’t have any experience because you’ve always been in love with mom… And no matter how you look at it, she also knows nothing about adult relationships.”


  After leaving me dejected, she tried, in a certain way, to cheer me up.


  “Anyways… If you’re going to ask her out, it would be better to do it now.” Said Miu. “Due to all the nonsense mom told you, your relationship right now is in a weird state of limbo. So you have to be bold, Taku-nii.”


  “W-Well, that’s true… but I also have to take her circumstances into account. It must be stressing for her to reject my invitation. And Ayako-san is kind, so, even if she doesn’t want to on the inside, she’ll force herself to go out with me for my sake… O-Of course, I know I need to be bolder, that’s why I’m carefully thinking about the best time to do it…”


  “…Ah, how annoying!” After yelling with an irritated tone, she jumped toward me and tried to snatch my phone. “Give it to me! If you’re not gonna do it, then I will!”


  “What…? S-Stop it, idiot!”


  “It’s a waste of time to worry about that! You only have to press her a little bit and that’s it! Mom’s a pushover, so you don’t need any sort of complicated plan!”


  “Hey… Don’t call your mother a pushover.”


  “Taku-nii, just have a night date and have some fun in bed with her! That’ll solve everything!”


  “That won’t solve anything! And you’re a high school student, don’t say things like that in public!”


  We kept struggling for the phone for a few seconds, but…


  “…Hm?” Miu’s eyes narrowed and she raised a question. “Taku-nii, the message… wasn’t it sent already?”


  “Eh…? Ehh?!”


  I checked the screen and was left dumbfounded.


  Where the send button was supposed to be… for some reason now said “sent.”


  “N-No way… How did that happen…?”


  “Didn’t you press it by mistake while you hid your phone a bit ago?”


  “R-Really…?”


  “Well, it went well in the end. I’m happy for you.”


  “Don’t give me that… W-What am I supposed to do now…?”


  The message I just sent… had already been read.


  And once it was read, it was already too late.


  That message has already been read by Ayako-san.


  My date invitation.


  “Shit… Damn it!”


  “Geez, why are you so afraid of?” Miu said incredulously while I broke out in a cold sweat. “You were going to ask her out someday anyway, it just happens that you did it right now.”


  “…No, it’s different. For these things, you need to be mentally prepared. In the first place, I haven’t even thought of a date plan…”


  And then.


  While I was talking with Miu, the phone in my hand started to vibrate.


  On my phone’s screen… I received a reply from Ayako-san.


  “Okay.”


  Just that.


  4 letters to form such a simple and overwhelming answer.


  Okay?


  Eh? Okay in what sense?


  I’m sure that… in this country, they say it whenever they agree to something…


  “See? Told you mom’s a pushover.” Said Miu, with a conceited look on her face, while I was so surprised that my thoughts stopped altogether.


  Thanks to the message I accidentally sent… My invitation was accepted so easily that I felt like an idiot for worrying about it.


  Apparently, I have a date this weekend with Ayako-san.


  My first date with the woman I’ve loved for 10 years…
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  Noon. University’s Cafeteria…


  “Your first date, huh? This is something worth celebrating, Takumi”


  When I told him about what had happened in the morning, a smile appeared on the face of the person sitting in front of me, Satoya.


  Satoya Ringou.


  Sex: Male.


  Even though he’s a fashionista, today he was wearing a normal men’s outfit. He only cross-dresses outside of campus, but inside he always dresses like a man. It seems that he’s annoyed when they think he’s some sort of double or fake when they take attendance.


  Although… He doesn’t really like the term “crossdressing.”


  He himself said it wasn’t crossdressing, he simply liked to wear cute clothes that fit him.


  Instead of fussing over gender stereotypes, he simply wears clothes he likes and enjoys makeup and painting his nails. That kind of unisex fashion seems to be his calling.


  He looks like a slender beauty when he dresses up like a girl, but that doesn’t mean he likes men.


  He likes girls and even has a girlfriend.


  “This date marks the turning point on whether or not you can steal the heart of your precious Ayako-san. Maybe this is a crucial point in your life.”


  “…I’m not amused at how much you’re treating this as someone else’s problem.”


  “But it’s not mine, you know? Nothing is more interesting than other people’s romances. If you don’t get involved too much, the show is even more entertaining to watch.” Satoya replied happily and I sighed deeply.


  Since he found out about my feelings for Ayako-san, he’s always been like that.


  Half teasing, half interested.


  He was enjoying my love life as if it were a show.


  With a frivolous and unconcerned attitude… Although, I’m not really complaining. Actually, I’d be more ashamed if he cared more than necessary and supported me seriously.


  Because my love life is my own after all.


  And although he doesn’t ever look like he’s serious, if you ask him for advice, he would answer seriously. Just the other day when I was depressed, he tried inviting me to the movies to cheer me up after being rejected. He’s undoubtably a kind and reliable friend.


  “…I know perfectly well that I have to do my best.” I said, as if trying to convince myself. “I can’t allow myself to waste this rare opportunity that was just presented to me. That’s why I wanted to ask you for some advice.”


  “Advice, huh? Honestly… I’m not confident enough to help you out.” Said Satoya, making a defeated pose. “As you can see, I’m a handsome guy, and of course, have always been very popular… But I’ve only dated women my age. I’ve never experienced or considered going out with a woman over thirty.”


  “…I see.”


  “I can tell you how to have a date with a university girl, but I don’t know how to please an adult woman… Well, if it’s about a date between adults… At least in that area, I can tell you that a car is a must.”


  “…I guess you’re right.”


  I lowered my head, depressed.


  We lived in a local city on the Tohoku region.


  A place where the normal wasn’t one car per family, but rather, one per person.


  Unlike other big cities where you can go anywhere on train or taxi, cars were the common transportation method in this area.


  When you become a member of society, it’s natural to have your own car.


  Even some university students have one.


  And those guys are popular.


  University students with cars are really popular just with that.


  Well… if you mess up, you could end up becoming the convenient luggage carrier and designated driver in your circle of friends.


  “Takumi, do you have a license?”


  “Yeah, I got it last year during summer break. So… I was thinking of renting a car for that day.”


  “Renting a car, huh? I don’t think you need to go that far, but… Hmm… I don’t know. I’ll try to ask some girls about it.”


  “I’m sorry and thanks.”


  “Don’t mind it. You’re always helping me out after all. I don’t know how many credits I would’ve lost last year if it wasn’t for you. Besides.”


  “Besides?”


  “I want you to be happy.” Said Satoya with a smile. “Other people’s romances are the most entertaining shows… so I’d like to see a happy ending too.”


  “Satoya…”


  I was extremely happy after hearing those words.


  I was lucky to have such a great friend.


  “Thanks, I’ll do my best.”


  “Good. Ah… But you know, Takumi… This may sound contradictory… But I don’t think it’s a good idea to get too excited.”


  Satoya really said the complete opposite to what he said before.


  “Having a date with the person you’ve loved for years… I understand that you’re excited and that you’ll feel pressed to make everything go perfectly. But I don’t think you should press yourself too much. Ayako-san will get tired of being with you if you’re always like that, so you should take it a bit easy.”


  “…”


  I know.


  There’s nothing more embarrassing than a desperate and tense man.


  What Satoya said was right, but…


  “I know… but I can’t take it easy.”


  “…”


  “It’s just that… Well… For a long time, I’ve wanted to have a date with Ayako-san… to make her see me as a man.”


  For the last 10 years.


  I’ve fantasized about it over and over keeping my hopes up.


  That someday I’d go on a date with Ayako-san.


  Certainly, I was happy to be loved like a son or a little brother… But at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel some sort of hollowness.


  It was painful and heartrending when she patted my head with a smile on her face without embarrassment nor nervousness.


  We weren’t going out yet, but I think I’ve advanced a bit since the time she only saw me as a son.


  I couldn’t help but be excited.


  I couldn’t help but be anxious.


  “This date… will definitely have to be a success.” I promised that to myself.


  My first date with Ayako-san.


  I couldn’t allow myself to mess it up.


  ♥


  “I’m home~.”


  In the afternoon, after coming back from school, Miu got close to me while I was making dinner in the kitchen.


  And just like I was expecting.


  With cheerful steps.


  And a wide smile on her face.


  “I already found out, mom. You’re going out with Taku-nii this weekend, aren’t you?”


  “…”


  Uuuhhh… A-As I thought, she already knew.


  When I replied this morning, I figured that Takkun was still walking with Miu at the time.


  But I wanted to answer as soon as possible.


  Since it already showed up as read, I thought that it would be wrong to take too long to reply… Besides.


  The longer I took, the harder it would be to reply.


  So instead of thinking too hard about what to do, I decided to answer under the heat of the moment.


  “Going on a date is like a countdown for you two to start being a couple, you know?”


  “W-What are you saying now…? That still… Well, that’s something else entirely.”


  “Eh? Are you seriously saying that at this point, mom?”


  “W-We don’t necessarily… have to be a couple to go on a date. And since he decided to invite me, it would be wrong to reject his invitation… Besides! I have some free time this weekend! Yeah! That! I have nothing else to do! That’s the main reason! Because I’m free!”


  “Haah… Can you stop with the nonsense already?”


  Miu lowered her shoulders, amazed at my prattling.


  “By the way mom… What’s the deal with ‘Okay’? I know you replied with just that.”


  “Eh… H-How do you know that?!”


  “I was looking at Taku-nii’s phone when you replied, so I read it.”


  “No way…”


  “It’s kinda cute, you know? The typical cold answer to hide the fact that you’re actually really excited. On the other hand, you’re trying so hard to show that ‘you’re already used to this kind of thing’ that you just end up exposing your lack of experience more and more.”


  “~~~!”


  S-She saw right through me!


  My daughter completely saw through my actual intentions!


  Ah geez, what with this situation…?! It’s really embarrassing to have my daughter see right through me in these kind of things…!


  “M-Miu, stop making fun of adults.” Suppressing my embarrassment, I switched to mother mode. “And it’s not like that… Yes, you’re completely wrong. You’re misunderstanding everything. Those 4 letters have a deep meaning that a high school student like you can’t understand. Yes, it’s a sophisticated tactic that only an adult woman that has been through the good and the bad can understand—”


  “So a date between mom and Taku-nii, huh…”


  …She didn’t listen to me at all.


  Hey! Listen to me! Your mom is trying really hard to justify herself here, you know?


  Stop ignoring me!


  You’re so cruel Miu… Mom wants to cry…


  “If the date goes well, your relationship will move forward quite a lot. Ah, by the way, you don’t have to come back home. You can just spend the night somewhere ♥.”


  “W-What are you talking about?! I won’t spend the night anywhere! I’ll return home!”


  “Eh…? That means that you’ll come here after the date…?! T-Then… I’ll stay at a friend’s house…”


  “Why are you suddenly so considerate?!”


  “Well… I’m trying to support you two, and I knew that it would happen in this house someday once you were alone… I just didn’t expect it to be so soon.”


  “That’s why I asked you why you’re so considerate! We’re not spending the night outside and we’re not going to return here together! We’re… well… going to have a h-healthy date.”


  “A healthy date…? What are you gonna do exactly?”


  “Well… I don’t know… like having lunch together and talk… then return home before dinner.”


  “What are you, a middle schooler?!”


  “T-That’s fine! That’s enough for the first date!”


  We both started heating up.


  Miu kept staring at me with a look of amazement.


  “In the first place… it won’t be you who’ll choose the date plan, but Taku-nii. Hasn’t he told you anything?”


  “…Not yet. He said he’d contact me once he did.”


  It looks like Takkun was thinking about the date plan right now, so everything I could do was to wait for him to contact me… But… W-What should I do?


  What if he’s planning a night date?!


  And in fact… he already booked a room in a hotel or something like that?!


  A reservation at a hot springs’ inn, where they mistake us for a married couple, and there’s only one room left, and they place the futons right next to each other, and we initially sleep at the ends, but then we get closer while we sleep, like they do in romantic comedies…


  No.


  That’s impossible. No way that would happen.


  Seriously, what am I thinking about?


  Even if it’s a fantasy, it’s too much.


  There’s no way that would happen.


  Because the one who invited me… is none other than Takkun.


  “…But, we’re talking about Takkun here, he would never suggest something strange. He worries a lot about me and you—Ah.”


  “…Heeh.”


  The corners of Miu’s lips got up after hearing me mutter my appreciation for Takkun.


  “It looks like you trust Taku-nii a lot.”


  “I-It’s not that! I didn’t mean it in that way…”


  “You should just go out already.”


  “Aaahhh…! Shut up, shut up!”


  I felt I couldn’t win no matter what I said, so I decided to end the conversation as a way to escape.


  “Hahaha. Well, whatever it is, I’m looking forward to it. I want to see how Taku-nii is gonna capture you in this date.” Said Miu happily.


  ‘Capture.’


  Somehow, it was a weird thing to say.


  That in this date… I would be captured.


  By a boy 10 years younger, that is eccentric enough to fall in love with an old lady like me.


  Takkun.


  Takumi Aterazawa-kun.


  The boy I knew since he was a kid, and hadn’t noticed at all, but to my surprise, it seems that he has been in love with me for 10 years.


  Us 3 have gone out and had fun many times and I’ve even gone shopping alone with Takkun… But obviously, this was the first time we were formally going out together.


  This was our first date.


  “Oh, so you’re going to have a date with the rumored boy this weekend? I’m so envious of you.” The cheerful voice from Oinomori-san came from the other side of the line.


  After I finished eating dinner and Miu went to her room in the second floor…


  I was supposed to call her for some job-related things… but before I realized, the conversation shifted toward my love life.


  Lately, the same thing keeps happening…


  “I said something a little harsh last time, so I was wondering how you had been since then… But I’m happy to know that your relationship is developing well.”


  “…Yes, well…”


  Actually, we just had a lot of problems.


  A big fuss happened.


  But if we look at the end result, our relationship really started to develop.


  “Geez… I seriously envy you Katsuragi-kun. I’d also like to have a date with a twenty year old university student. I’ve been pretty lonely lately due to a lack of good men.”


  “Stop teasing me, please… I’m in a serious pinch here.”


  “Hm? What’s the problem? Just go and have fun on the date.”


  “I know, it’s just that I-I… I’m ashamed to say it, but I’m not really used to these kinds of things.”


  “Ah… now that I think about it, you’re a single mother that has never had a couple. After you started taking care of Miu-chan, you didn’t date anyone and fully dedicated yourself to your work and being a mother.”


  “T-That’s right… Uhm… Oinomori-san… W-What should a woman do when she gets invited to a date?” Hoping that it would help, I asked her, who had a lot of experience in love.


  Well, maybe it’s not the best idea to ask a woman who has divorced 3 times already due to cheating, but even then, she knew more about love than me.


  “Ahaha, you don’t have anything to worry about.” Oinomori-san said laughing, while my tension and anxiety were about to crush me. “If you can somehow get the man you like, then you need to prepare your strategy carefully… Although, this time it’s the opposite.”


  “The opposite…?”


  “The positions are reversed. A boy deeply in love with you is planning a date to conquer you.”


  “He’s… U-uuhh…”


  I felt incredibly embarrassed from her frank statement.


  A boy that was so deeply in love with me planning a date to conquer me… I already knew that, but when she put it into words, I couldn’t help but be embarrassed.


  “Katsuragi-kun, you don’t have anything to worry about. He’s the one thinking really hard about what to do, you just have to wait and let him court you.”


  “…”


  “You always have control in that relationship. It’s a wonderful situation if you think about it. You don’t have to do anything; you can just let him do the heavy lifting. And whether you go out with him or not, depends entirely on you. It’s like playing with the young man’s heart you have on your hands. In a certain way, I think that this is a situation many women wish for.”


  “…I wish I could see it that way.”


  Looking at it from the outside, it could seem like an enviable situation.


  A single mother over her thirties like me was being courted by a young man.


  And it wasn’t a half-assed love just for fun… Those were the serious and sincere feelings of his first love.


  He had proposed a serious relationship, aiming at marriage.


  “Hmm. Well, Katsuragi-kun, you’re a very serious woman, and I think you worry way too much because you have control on your side. That is difficult trump card to use for beginners, so I guess it’s too much for you.”


  “…”


  “If you compare it to Mahjong, it’s similar to a beginner trying to gather tiles for a menchin, but is overwhelmed the moment she’s missing a tile to finish her long awaited hand and doesn’t know what to do.” (TLN: I legit know nothing about Mahjong, hopefully what I wrote made sense, although being real, you probably don’t know either.)


  “…Even if you compare it to mahjong…”


  I knew the rules, so I understood what she was trying to say.


  Menchin… short for the winning hand “Menzenchin Isshoku.”


  It’s a high scoring hand that requires all the tiles in your hand to be the same color. But the menchin… was really hard to get. There’s no doubt that a beginner wouldn’t know what to do missing just one tile and end up being overwhelmed.


  Resulting in a double meaning “tenpai.” (TLN: When you’re 1 tile away from winning by either getting the required tile to win or by discarding 1 tile. I think the reference is supposed to be “resulting in the person possibly messing up a winning hand.”)


  For an experienced person, it’s a great opportunity, but for a beginner, just a source of confusion.


  Just like… me right now.


  I had a far too advantageous position… so advantageous in fact that I didn’t know what to do.


  “You could have also rejected the invitation. Wouldn’t have been a bad idea to wait and see how he’d react to know how much control you have on your side.”


  “I-I can’t do that. I just can’t do something like that.”


  “Furthermore,” I continued.


  “I… Don’t want to run away anymore.”


  Ever since Takkun confessed… I’ve been unconsciously running away.


  I tried to pretend that I didn’t listen to his confession, even tried to get him to hate me so that he would lose interest in me.


  I’ve been running away pathetically all this time.


  But.


  I made up my mind. I won’t run away any longer.


  No matter what happens in the future… Whether we start dating or not, I won’t run away.


  I’ll face him properly, acknowledge his feelings and give him an answer.


  That… I think that’s the least I should do for the man that has loved me for 10 years.


  “…The fact that I’m postponing my answer, as if I’m half escaping, I’m conscious of how unfair I’m being. Therefore… I don’t want to play with his feelings anymore. I want to answer his feelings without running away.”


  “…Fufu, hahaha…” After a brief silence, Oinomori-san laughed out loud. “I love how innocent you are. That’s exactly what I like about you, Ayako Katsuragi.”


  “…Was that a compliment?”


  “Of course it was. It’s much more wonderful that you act as yourself than to pretend to be an adult.” She said happily. “But if you don’t want to try anything underhanded, then I can only give you one advice.” Oinomori-san continued. “Have fun.”


  That was… a surprisingly simple advice.


  “It’s a special date. Don’t worry about trivial things and have fun. As if you were in your twenties… No, enjoy your youth as if you were an adolescent once more.”


  “…”


  “I’m sure that he also wants that.”


  “…I guess so.” Nodding, I lightly sighed. “Alright, I won’t think about it too hard and just have fun.”


  “That’s better. Although… That probably went without saying.”


  Her tone was blatantly mocking.


  “From what you’ve been saying, it looked like you were trying to adhere to formalities… But I can tell by your behavior and voice… That you’re actually really excited, Katsuragi-kun.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing to be ashamed of. No matter your age, it’s always nice and thrilling to be invited on a date.”


  “W-Wait, Oinomori-san.”


  “Hahaha, don’t be embarrassed. Well, I wish you luck, goodbye~.” She laughed teasingly and hung up.


  I fell on the sofa with the phone on my hand.


  “…U-Uuhh… Geez… Saying whatever she wants at the end.”


  My face got red and my thoughts stopped.


  And bitter words came out from my mouth.


  “But… I can’t help it. I’m really looking forward to it.”


  The moment I said it… I felt a tremendous feeling of embarrassment.


  I’m looking forward to it.


  Yes, that’s right.


  I think I’m starting to look forward to it.


  My first date with Takkun.


  I was tense and anxious… but at the same time, I also had some expectation.


  Although I said it was my duty, that I didn’t want to run away anymore and all those things… In the end, I guess I was really looking forward to the date.


  I was excited to see what kind of date Takkun would propose and even imagined several situations on my own that made my heart beat faster…


  “~~~~~!”


  Aaaah, stop!


  I’m so disgusting!


  I’m already over thirty.


  I’m an old lady.


  And despite that… a date was enough to make me feel incredibly nervous, confused and… excited.


  I was ashamed of myself.


  That night…


  Right after eating dinner with Miu, I got a message from Takkun.


  Regarding the date this weekend.


  About the place and meeting time.


  I had no objections, so I replied with an alright.


  I was so relieved that it wasn’t a call.


  Had he called me, my voice would’ve shaken due to nervousness and excitement.


  And… I thought that it would be the same for Takkun. It was also his first date, so his nervousness and excitement could be even bigger than mine.


  While both of us were full of expectation, time passed calmly…


  And finally, the day arrived.


  We would have our memorable first date… or that was supposed to be the case.


  But our date got up to an unexpected end.


  No.


  Rather, an unexpected start.


  ♥


  “It was really fun today, Ayako-san.”


  “Yes, it was really fun, Takkun.”


  After visiting a variety of dating spots during the day, we had dinner and we were now walking next to each other along the street in front of the sea with a beautiful night view.


  While I was enjoying the view of the starry night, I cheerfully walked with small steps, thinking about what had happened in today’s date.


  “Hey, Takkun… Was that really alright? That restaurant seemed to be really expensive. I’m sorry, I should’ve paid for my food after all.”


  “It’s alright, don’t worry about that. I live with my parents, so I have nothing to spend my part time job’s salary… Besides, if I can make you happy with it, then it’s a good way to use that money.”


  “Wha-… G-Geez,Takkun.”


  Embarrassed, I lowered my head. Ah, I feel like I’m dreaming… I never thought I’d be able to enjoy a mature date with Takkun like this…


  After that, we walked together in silence for a bit… But the next moment.


  Something touched my fingers.


  There was no need to think about what it was.


  Takkun, who walked by my side, casually intertwined his fingers with mine.


  So naturally and skillfully…


  “Uh, ah…”


  “I’m sorry, I did it without thinking.”


  “W-Without thinking…?”


  “If you dislike it, I’ll let go.”


  “Ehh…? I-It’s not that I dislike it, but… Uuh…”


  That’s unfair. It’s unfair to ask questions like that.


  I couldn’t reply, so he simply kept holding my hand. His masculine and robust hand was much larger than mine. And with just intertwining our fingers, my heart started to beat like crazy.


  Uuh, this isn’t good…


  Not good at all. I’m so nervous that I’m about to go crazy.


  And this atmosphere is really bad.


  I mean… The mood is just too good!


  The date is ending, we’re walking down a beautiful street at night next to the sea and Takkun is being a little assertive… I feel like I’m going to be dragged along by this mood…


  “W-Well… we should get going already…” I said, trying to change the mood and freed my hand. “It’s too late already, and Miu is waiting for me, so…”


  Making things up, I picked up the pace, and then…


  A hug.


  I was hugged from behind.


  He surrounded me with his large arms and enveloped my body entirely.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “E-Eh… Ehhh?!”


  I was in a panic… And he suddenly whispered on my ear.


  With a lightly tense and shaky voice.


  But irresistibly sweet.


  “If I were to say I don’t want to go back yet… What would you do?”


  “~~?!”


  My thoughts overheated and my brain started to melt.


  A starry sky, the night sea.


  And… a man and a woman flirting.


  The romantic background music was about to play.


  “…Y-Y-You can’t, Takkun… My husband… well, I don’t have one. But I have a daughter I love… and well… she supports our relationship… B-But the underwear I’m wearing today… no, well, I actually came with a decent one… B-But, wait! I’m not just an easy woman that goes all the way on her first date—”


  “…What are you doing, mom?”


  My daughter’s voice woke me up.


  Instead of being at a street next to the sea with a beautiful night view, it was morning and I was on my bed.


  Miu looked at me amazed while I wallowed under my sheets.


  “Eh… M-Miu?”


  “Morning, mom.”


  “G-Good morning… Eh? Why are you here…?”


  “You weren’t waking up at all, so I came to do that. God, pull yourself together, please. Today is your long-awaited date with Taku-nii.”


  Yes, that’s right.


  Today… is my date with Takkun.


  That’s why I couldn’t fall asleep last night… And I guess that’s why overslept.


  I checked the time on my phone and it was past 8.


  We were supposed to meet up at 10:30, so I should be able to get to the meeting spot with time to spare, but as a housewife, it was a terrible time to get up.


  “You were moving around while you were saying ‘You can’t, Takkun’ in your dreams… What exactly were you dreaming about, mom?”


  “…?! N-Nothing! N-Nothing at all! It was a completely normal dream!”


  Miu asked me with a suspecting look, and all I could do was make up excuses forcefully.


  Uuh…!


  W-What kind of dreams am I having?!


  Just because I have a date today… I can’t believe I ended up dreaming such a feminine fantasy like that.


  And to top it off.


  How do I say it… It was such an old-fashioned fantasy!


  As if it were taken from an old drama!


  He didn’t raise my chin or did a kabedon, but rather hugged me from the back…!


  I-It’s really showing my age!


  After all, it’s an unthinkable fantasy for a teenager or 20 year old!


  It spelled Showa Era no matter how you looked at it! (TLN: 1926-1989)


  “Well, whatever, good luck today.” Said Miu in a light tone while I was holding my head in agony. “And a reminder that you don’t need to worry about me, you don’t have to come back home at night. Just have fun~.”


  “Wha… L-Like I said before, I’m not going to spend the… Listen to me…”


  Without hearing my rebuttal, Miu went out of the room.


  “…Haah.” I sighed deeply.


  So many things have happened since I got up that I’m already tired. Haah, I’m nervous. Will I be able to handle today’s date like this…?


  Despite almost being crushed by my anxiety, I got up from the bed, and fixed my bed hair with my hands.


  I was about to change my sleepwear when…


  I got a call from my phone which was next to my bed.


  I looked at the screen and was surprised.


  The person calling me wasn’t Takkun… but his mother.


  Tomomi Aterazawa-san.


  “H-Hello?”


  “Hello, Ayako-san?”


  “Yes, good morning, Tomomi-san.”


  “Good morning, sorry about calling you so early.”


  “It’s alright, don’t worry… Did something happen?”


  “Uhm… I don’t know how to say this…” Tomomi-san hesitated. “Ayako-san, today… you were going on a date with our Takumi, right?”


  “U-Uhm… Y-Yes…” I felt like it would be weird to deny it, so I had no choice but to say yes. Uuh… I’m so embarrassed. It’s so embarrassing to tell his mother that I’m going on a date with her son.


  I felt ashamed and Tomomi-san said:


  “About that… Could you cancel it?”


  “…”


  My nervousness disappeared in an instant. It was like they had dropped a bucket of cold water on me. My embarrassment disappeared and the temperature of my heart lowered. With a cool head, several thoughts flowed in an instant.


  Ah…


  I see. Of course, it makes complete sense.


  How could I be so wrong?


  Why was I so excited?


  There’s no way that his parents would accept a relationship with an old lady like me. They certainly said they “acknowledged” me… But there’s nothing strange about changing your mind at the last minute.


  They are within their rights to oppose him going out with me…


  “…I understand. I’m sorry, I should have said no from the start. Sorry for the inconvenience.”


  “Eh? W-What are you talking about, Ayako-san?” Tomomi-san sounded confused when she heard my apology. “I should be the one apologizing, I’m really sorry.”


  “Eh?”


  Eh? Why do I feel like I’m not getting the full picture?


  “Despite taking the trouble to free up your time for him, and despite that, this boy…”


  “Eh… Uhm, did something happen to Takkun?” I asked, and Tomomi-san replied with “This boy caught a fever and is sleeping right now.”


  “…”


  I was so surprised I was left speechless for a while.


  And that was how our date reached an unexpected ending: “Canceled due to health problems.”


  Volume 2 Chapter 2


  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♥


  “Eehhh?! Taku-nii is sick and has to stay in bed?!”


  After ending the call with Tomomi-san, Miu raised her voice when I went down to the living room to tell her why today’s date had been cancelled.


  “No… That’s not true… That’s impossible…” Miu laid down on the sofa and started to complain exaggeratedly looking upwards. “What are you doing, Taku-nii…? Why are you getting sick in such an important moment? Argh… What a pathetic man…”


  “Miu! What are you saying now? Takkun didn’t get sick because he wanted to.”


  “I know that… But that doesn’t make it any less pathetic. Even more when it has to be his mom the one who calls to cancel the date. He’s twenty years old already, he’s not a kid anymore.”


  “That’s… well, nothing could be done about it, right? It seems like he was going to force himself to go regardless, so Tomomi-san had to stop him…”


  According to what I heard from her.


  Takkun wasn’t feeling well last night.


  And this morning, his condition worsened even more.


  He woke up with a high fever and was in a bad state, so bad that he couldn’t even stand up properly. But despite that, he tried his best to get ready for his date with me.


  But, he obviously couldn’t go out like that, so Tomomi-san heavily persuaded him to not go.


  She forced her son to stay in his room and called me in his stead.


  “…I received a message from Takkun after Tomomi-san’s call. I felt bad after seeing him apologize so much…”


  “Well, it’s natural for him to apologize. Aaaaahh damn it… Why did this happen?! This is such a letdown, Taku-nii…”


  “…By the way, Miu, do you have any plans for today?”


  “Hm? Why you ask?”


  “It’s just that Tomomi-san needs to go out in the afternoon to do some things, and she’s worried about Takkun staying alone. So I’d like you to go visit and take care of him.”


  “Eh, I can’t. I’m gonna go out with a few friends.”


  “Really…? That’s a problem, what should we do then…?”


  “Why don’t you go?” Said Miu.


  So casually too.


  “Eh…? M-Me?”


  “You’re free, right? After all, you didn’t have any other plans for the day besides your date.”


  “I’m free, but…”


  Certainly, me going would be the most obvious choice.


  I was planning to spend the entire day on the date, and since it was canceled, I was completely free right now.


  But… wait a moment.


  I have to take care of Takkun?


  When no one is home…?


  “But… t-that’s, you know… ‘That’, right?”


  “What do you mean by ‘that’?”


  “Well, ‘that’ is ‘that’… you know… right?”


  “…Why are you so embarrassed?”


  “I-I’m not embarrassed!” I yelled loudly.


  Miu started to look at me with a puzzled look, but then started to smile.


  “Oh, I see, I see. You’re embarrassed about visiting Taku-nii and staying in his room with just the two of you, aren’t you?”


  “Ugh…”


  When she pointed it out with so much accuracy, I couldn’t help but step back.


  “Seriously… What are you thinking about? You don’t have to worry about any strange event happening, you know? Even Taku-nii won’t turn into a wolf until he recovers from his fever.”


  “Y-You’re wrong! I wasn’t thinking that…” I yelled in denial, but my words stopped.


  Because… Miu was right.


  Obviously, I doubted that any ‘adult’ event would happen when we were alone in his room… But somehow, I was very ashamed…


  No one at home, just the two of us…


  Just imagining such an event heated my face and made me feel anxious.


  “In the first place, you’ve already been in Taku-nii’s room. More than once too. So there’s no need to get embarrassed right now. There were a lot of times when you picked me up at his house and played with us.”


  “…That’s true, but…”


  Certainly.


  I’ve been in Takkun’s room many times before.


  I used to play with them there… And when I was planning a surprise gift for Miu, I also made the plan with Takkun in his room.


  In the past, it was normal.


  When I was alone with Takkun in his room, I wasn’t conscious of anything.


  But… that’s no longer possible.


  I’m conscious of him now.


  After his confession… Ever since I found out about his hidden feelings, his presence in my life had become incredibly big.


  Now I think about him more than necessary.


  Too much even, to the point that I’m ashamed and disgusted with myself because of it… It’s a vicious circle which I can do nothing about…!


  “…Mom, you’re thinking so much about Taku-nii that you’re even making me feel embarrassed.”


  “Ah… Shut up, shut up. Stop making fun of your mother.”


  “Well, I can see why you’re embarrassed… but I still think you should go.” Said Miu and sighed. “Maybe Taku-nii was so excited about the date with you that his temperature increased and he got sick.”


  “E-Ehh? That’s like when a kindergarten kid gets a fever the day before the school trip.”


  “Well, that’s how excited he was, don’t you think?”


  “…”


  “Anyways… Please go and visit him, mom.” Said Miu in a formal tone. “I’m worried about Taku-nii’s health… Besides, he’s probably depressed because the date was ruined because of him. In that sense, you’re the only one who can cheer him up.”


  Her tone wasn’t the usual teasing one, but a completely serious one.


  If she said it so seriously, then I…


  “…A-Alright.”


  I had no choice but to accept.


  The date was cancelled due to unforeseen circumstances… But it seems like I was going to spend the day with Takkun one way or another.


  ♠


  I was dreaming.


  My body felt heavy and my head was blank… I was having a vague dream in a state where I wasn’t sure if I was asleep or awake.


  A dream about Ayako-san.


  I felt happy and embarrassed, it was a complicated feeling. It seemed that, in no metaphorical way, but rather literally, I couldn’t stop thinking about her, be it asleep or awake.


  Ayako-san was standing right in front of me… and I was looking at her from below.


  It was a dream from when I was shorter than her… Back when I addressed myself in a more childish way.


  “T-Takkun…”


  Ayako-san face while she looked at me was a bright red color.


  The reason for that… was her outfit.


  “How do I look…? D-Do I look like Santa?”


  It was a Saint Nick costume.


  Having said that, it wasn’t a red suit with long sleeves and pants that a man with a big constitution would wear.


  To put in bluntly… It was a Santa bikini costume.


  Small pieces of red cloth covered her breasts and ass. And although her waist was firmly slim, some tremendous curves accentuated her glamorous body.


  In the end, her outfit was so revealing that it exposed her figure completely.


  It was too stimulating of a sight for the kid me… No.


  That didn’t really matter, even now it would be too stimulating for me.


  Ayako-san in a Santa bikini had great destructive power.


  “Ahaha… L-Let’s stop with this. It’s a little cold… and besides, it feels a little lewd.”


  Ayako-san twisted her body, covering her emphasized breasts and ass, and smiled as if trying to conceal the embarrassment.


  No.


  Come back to your senses dumbass.


  What the hell am I dreaming about?


  Why… Am I dreaming about “that moment”?


  I mean… There are so many more moments to dream about from the past, right?


  Is it because I’m frustrated? Why am I dreaming with such a lewd event that’s stored on the treasured memories part of my brain?


  “Uhm…”


  The dream me, who was still young, opened his mouth.


  “Y-You look good on it, Ayako mama—”


  “…you look good, Ayako mama.”


  “Eh? R-Really…?”


  In the middle of my sleepiness… I heard a familiar voice.


  Lifting my heavy eyelids, I found myself in my room… but there was someone in front of me that shouldn’t be there.


  Ayako-san.


  The woman that was always on my mind, be it awake or asleep, was looking at me with a lightly worried face.


  Ah, am I still dreaming?


  There was no way that Ayako-san was in my room…


  “Ayako mama…”


  Sleepy, I called her name and extended my hand toward her. I was probably just feeling delirious from the fever, as it felt like I was trying to reach a mirage on an oasis after wandering through the desert looking for water.


  But.


  The mirage… ended up being real.


  She gently took my extended hand.


  “Y-Yes… I-It’s me, Ayako mama.”


  “…Eh? Ehhh?!”


  Hearing an embarrassed voice and feeling a hand touch mine, my consciousness finally woke up.


  I got up instantly and looked at the woman besides my bed.


  “A-Ayako-san?!”


  “Hello, Takkun.”


  Before my great surprise, she gave me a slightly embarrassed smile.


  ♥


  Takkun sat in the bed and his eyes fully opened the moment he saw me.


  “Wha… Eh? W-Why are you in my room, Ayako-san…?”


  “Uhm, Tomomi-san told me that she wouldn’t be home during the afternoon… So I came to take care of you.”


  “I-I see…”


  “How are you feeling, Takkun?”


  “Uh… A-Ah… I feel a bit better. I slept the entire morning after taking some medicine. But I felt really bad throughout the morning.” His voice still sounded sleepy, but his expression kept clouding little by little. “…That’s right. Today, out of all days, I had to catch a cold and stay in bed…”


  After murmuring with a voice full of regret and guilt, he bowed before me.


  “Ayako-san… I’m so sorry.”


  “I-It’s alright. You don’t need to apologize, Takkun. It’s okay, really.”


  “But… We were supposed to have a date today…”


  “You got sick, so it couldn’t be helped. Don’t worry about that.”


  “Yes…”


  He nodded, but it was obvious that he was still depressed.


  “But it’s weird to get sick this time of year.”


  “…To be honest, I couldn’t sleep much these last few days.” He said, looking guilty.


  “You couldn’t sleep? Why?”


  “Well, you see… I-I couldn’t sleep because I was thinking about my date with you.”


  “…Eh?”


  “Besides that… I was practicing a lot.”


  “P-Practicing?”


  “I was going to rent a car today… I haven’t had much practice since I got my license last year, so I wanted to get used to it a bit. That’s why I was borrowing my dad’s car at night and drove a couple times through the date’s route.”


  “Y-You did that?!”


  “Of course, because… If I made a mistake driving, it would look really bad, right…?”


  “I get that, but…”


  How surprising. This is, how do I say it… I knew that Takkun would be excited about the date… but I didn’t think it would be to this degree.


  He even reduced his sleep time to practice the date route.


  “I’m happy that you feel that way… But I think you’re overexerting yourself. You don’t need to try that hard for our date…”


  “…I couldn’t do that.” Takkun objected, looking straight at me. “I’ve been waiting for this date with you for a long time. There’s no way I wouldn’t try my absolute hardest on it. I wanted it to be perfect… and above all, fun. That’s why… I couldn’t help it.”


  “Takkun…”


  “But as a result, I got sick today… There was no better time to mess it up. Seriously, I’m so pathetic… so miserable…”


  He lowered his head, completely depressed, sitting in the bed.


  It seems that Miu’s assumption was correct.


  His enthusiasm for the date was so big that it ended screwing him up. Same as a kindergarten kid that is looking forward to a school trip and ends up getting sick that day.


  It could certainly seem a little pathetic.


  But…


  “…”


  I felt a pain in my heart.


  He was depressed and dejected… but for some reason, I thought he was extremely charming.


  “Thank you, Takkun.”


  When I came to, I had put my hand over his.


  “For doing your best for me.”


  “Ayako-san… But I…”


  “It’s alright. Like I said before, I’m not bothered by it at all. Certainly, things didn’t go as planned… but your feelings were conveyed perfectly. It makes me really happy that you tried that for our date.”


  “…”


  “So don’t be sad and rest well. And when you’re better… Uhm, well… L-Let’s have a proper date!”


  “Eh?”


  Takkun got up instantly.


  Uuh… W-What a big reaction.


  It’s as if light had suddenly returned to his dead eyes.


  A-Are you sure?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Can we have another date?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Really—?”


  “I-I already said we could, geez.”


  Stop asking so many times!


  It’s embarrassing!


  Uuh… This is so weird. Why is this happening? I was supposed to be the one being invited on a date, but now it’s as if I was inviting him!


  No, it’s not like that! It’s only because Takkun was completely depressed and I had no choice…! Yes! I simply had no choice! That’s all there is to it!


  “If you don’t feel well, it can’t be helped. It’s normal to postpone it, no, cancel it. Yes, that’s normal. I think that’s very common.”


  “…I see. Postpone it.” Takkun smiled, relieved.


  Ah, geez… You can clearly notice how happy he is.


  He’s smiling so happily that I’m having a hard time believing he looked so sad just a moment ago… Somehow, I feel dizzy.


  “…Ah, Takkun, are you hungry? I-I made some rice porridge, so I’ll go heat it up!”


  Unable to tolerate that sweet environment any longer, I went out of the room.


  I’ve used the Aterazawa family’s kitchen a few times.


  When they invited Miu and I for dinner, I helped clean and wash the dishes.


  And today, when I said I was going to take care of him, Tomomi-san said I could use the kitchen freely, so I didn’t hesitate to do so.


  After reheating the rice porridge in the pot, I poured it in a bowl and returned to his room.


  “Sorry for the wait, here you go, eat.”


  “I’m sorry and thank you very much.”


  Takkun sat on the bed and extended his hand to grab the porridge bowl.


  “Ah, wait a minute, it’s still very hot.”


  “I grabbed the bowl, filled a spoon with porridge and took it to my mouth.


  And then.


  “Fuu, fuu.”


  I blew a couple times to cool the porridge.


  “Alright, it’s good now. Open big.”


  “Eh…?”


  When I took the spoon to his mouth, Takkun got red and froze in place.


  After seeing his reaction… I realized my misake.


  “Ah, s-s-sorry! I didn’t mean to! I always do it like that with Miu, so I… When that girl gets sick, she becomes a very spoiled girl…!”


  “I-It’s okay! I understand!”


  After we both blushed and raised our voice, Takkun took the tray, blew on the spoon and started to eat the porridge.


  This time, with his own hands.


  “Huff… It’s delicious.”


  “Really? I’m happy to hear that.”


  Takkun ate the porridge hungrily. It was nice to see he still had appetite. His complexion didn’t look bad either, so it was a sign that he was getting better.


  While I saw him eat, I suddenly recalled the past.


  “…Before, it used to be normal for me to feed you.”


  “Eh?”


  “There were a lot of times that I fed you myself, don’t you remember?”


  “That was… when I was little, right? And since it was you, I couldn’t refuse…”


  “Fufu, that’s right. You were always so embarrassed, but you obediently opened your mouth and said ‘aah’, you looked so cute.”


  “…”


  Takkun blushed, not knowing what to say.


  His reaction was so cute that I couldn’t help but keep teasing him


  “By the way, Takkun… A while ago you called me ‘Ayako mama’, didn’t you?”


  “Pfffh… Cough, cough.”


  Although he choked, he somehow managed to swallow the porridge in his mouth. And then he looked at me embarrassed.


  “D-Did you hear that?”


  “Yes, I heard that.”


  “…Really? Well, it was just a misunderstanding. I was dreaming about the past, that’s why…”


  “Fufufu. It’s been a long time since you called me like that. Before I realized it, you started to call me ‘Ayako-san’.”


  “Well, that’s natural… I couldn’t keep calling you Ayako mama forever.”


   “…You’re right.”


  That really… is natural.


  The boy that was only ten when we met, was now twenty.


  He had gone from a kid to a man.


  But some place inside my heart has always treated him like a kid.


  That’s why… I never noticed at all.


  I didn’t notice his feelings.


  That’s why I was so confused and lost right now.


  Of course, Takkun had no blame in it. He just was living his life with dedication and devotion. He simply grew up and became a man.


  The problem… was me.


  It was my way of seeing and perceiving him


  It wasn’t that complicated. After all, everything was just in my heart…


  “Hey, Takkun, what were you dreaming about?” I asked, suddenly feeling curious.


  I was wondering about what times he was dreaming about.


  During the last 10 years we had spent together… I thought about him only as a son or a little brother, but he always saw me as a woman.


  We spent the same time together during a decade seeing each other in a different way.


  So I was wondering what he was remembering during his feverish dream.


  “Uhm… Well…” Takkun hesitated to say it. “About the time… when you wore the Santa bikini…”


  “Adfgdhj.” I started to hyperventilate.


  All my seriousness dissipated, and I yelled at the top of my lungs:


  “E-Ehh?! The Santa bikini…? Y-You dreamt about that?!”


  “Yes… about that…”


  “Noooo! Why did you dream about that?!”


  “Even if you ask me, I simply dreamt about it…”


  Uuuhhh!


  I can’t believe Takkun’s dream was about that day!


  I’ve now vividly recalled that dark page of my life that had been dug so deep inside my memory that I wanted to completely forget about it.


  The most shameful page of my life happened a few Christmases ago.


  I wanted to buy a regular Santa suit, but I accidentally ended up buying one that showed my stomach area.


  I’m so glad that only Takkun saw me. If someone else had seen me, I could’ve died from the shame… That’s what I thought… but if Takkun was conscious of me as a woman since he was ten, then history changes quite a lot.


  Uwaa… Uwaaaahhhh!


  “Uhh… Takkun you dummy… Why did you recall that?”


  “I’m sorry… it was really shocking.”


  “W-Well, I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I looked weird and that it didn’t suit me!”


  “No, I didn’t mean it that way… It was shocking in the good way, Ayako-san, you have a really nice figure, so you looked really well in that suit…”


  “Wha… I-It’s alright, I don’t need that kind of kindness.”


  “I’m not saying it because of that! You’re really beautiful and have a nice body… that’s why I was charmed…”


  “~~! A-Alright… I get it.”


  I couldn’t take any more lethal praises. Ah, I can’t take it anymore, please stop. Seriously, stop. If you keep praising me like that… I don’t know what will happen.


  “Geez… You’re a pervert, Takkun.” I said embarrassed, pouting.


  “E-Even if you call me like that…”


  “On top of that, you said that you were staring at my breasts when we bathed together…”


  “…Well, it’s true that I stared in the bathroom, but the Santa bikini, you showed me that on your own.”


  “S-Stop making excuses! And forget that already!” I yelled loudly.


  Although, no matter how you looked at it, I was the one making up excuses.


  “I-I’m sorry…”


  Ah… I made him apologize. I’m sorry, Takkun. The shame is making me say all these things.


  “But…” Takkun continued while I was filled with guilt. “I can’t help… being like this.”


  “Eh…?”


  “Seeing the woman you like in front of you with such revealing clothes… well, it would make any boy excited.”


  “Eh… Ehhh?”


  “It’s absolutely impossible to forget. It won’t ever leave my memories. It’s something I’ve dreamt about a lot of times.”


  “A-A lot of times…?”


  I was baffled and Takkun looked straight at me.


  He was blushing from embarrassment, but he didn’t look away.


  Staring directly at me.


  With eyes full of passion, he looked as if seeing through me.


  “I… well, I didn’t fall in love with you just for your looks… But your looks… I like them a lot too. Both your face and your figure are very attractive…”


  “Wha, uh, ah… auh…”


  With a passionate look in his eyes, he started to praise me again and I didn’t know what to do.


  My body was burning up.


  And my head in a daze.


  The embarrassment and excitement kept increasing, and my reasoning stopped working…


  “…Really?” When I came to, I had already opened my mouth.


  I put my hand on my chest, as if trying to point at myself.


  “Takkun, do you honestly… this… do you like this body?”


  “Eh? Well… I-It sounds a bit terrible to say it like that, but… yes. I like it…”


  “…I see. Then—” I said, sitting in the bed.


  Right next to Takkun, pretty close to him.


  “—Do you want to touch it right now?”


  ♠


  I didn’t understand what she was saying.


  Touch?


  What thing?


  If we followed the context so far… did she mean her body? No, there’s no way. Ayako-san would never say that. Impossible. Absolutely no way.


  In an instant, a lot of thoughts went through my head, but…


  “Give me your hand.”


  The moment her hand touched me, all my thoughts dissipated.


  With her 2 hands, she grabbed my left hand’s wrist.


  And then… Pulled it towards her.


  “Wha? A-Ayako-san…?! What are you doing?!”


  “Please, just stay silent, and extend your hand.”


  “But, w-wait a minute—”


  “I-I’m also embarrassed! But I want you… to touch and feel me.”


  “You want me to touch you…?”


  Eh? Eh? What’s this? What’s going on here?


  Ignoring my extreme confusion, Ayako-san pulled my hand. My hand gradually got closer to her, and my vision was also attracted to her.


  And what inevitably came to my line of sight… was her huge breasts.


  It was impossible to look away from those huge lumps that violently pushed her blouse where they stood. And when she barely moved a little, those lumps fluttered a lot, just like my reasoning.


  They’re huge.


  They really… are too huge.


  Those huge forbidden fruits were just a few centimeters away from my hand.


  “Maybe you don’t want to… touch an old lady like me.”


  “Eh… No, it’s not that I don’t want to, but…”


  Of course I wanted to touch her.


  To be honest… I don’t know how many times I’ve fantasized about it.


  It’s not that I fell in love with Ayako-san just for her body… But I’m also a man. Not all of my thoughts were pure.


  Of course I want to touch… the breasts of the woman I love.


  But.


  It’s exactly because of that… That I dislike this weird development!


  “P-Please wait, Ayako-san! W-What’s with you all of a sudden…?”


  “It’s alright! J-Just succumb to your impulses!”


  “Impulses…?”


  “Come on now, stop resisting!”


  Speaking violently with an embarrassed face, she kept pulling my hand.


  If I had been serious, I could have easily shaken her hands off of mine.


  But… I couldn’t.


  No matter how much my head refused, the overwhelming earthly desires surpassed my reasoning.


  As a result, I couldn’t move at all and I was at her mercy.


  Ayako-san strongly pulled my hand and took it towards her torso.


  And then, she put it under her blouse…


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “What…?”


  Directly?!


  Wait a moment! You want me to touch them directly?!


  Even when it’s more than enough to touch from on top of your clothes, you want me to do it directly?!


  “A-Ayako-san…!”


  “…It’s alright, Takkun.” She whispered with a sensual voice, trying to desperately hold back the embarrassment.


  My hand slid from under her clothes. Lower and lower down her blouse. And when the tips of my fingers touched her soft skin, she shuddered.


  “Ahn. Funh…” She let out a soft voice.


  “I-I’m sorry…”


  “…It’s alright. I was just surprised because your hand was cold.”


  After adjusting her breathing, she looked straight at me.


  “Go on… Takkun. Don’t hold back and touch as much as you want.”


  And then, my hand was pulled strongly.


  Pressing.


  I felt something soft on the palm of my hand.


  To be honest… It was a lot more modest than I expected.


  I was imagining something more… well… a volume so big that it would never fit in one hand, but I didn’t feel that much mass.


  But the soft, warm and damp skin felt pleasant.


  It was a delightful sensation that made me want to touch her forever…


  “So, what do you think, Takkun?”


  “…What do I think?”


  “This is my body… My… m-meat.”


  Meat.


  Well yes, it was certainly meat.


  A woman’s bust… her breasts, to put it bluntly, were just lumps of fat that the majority of men can’t stop loving. Just some lumps of meat that a lot of men crave, long for and praise, and sometimes, even mess up their lives for.


  What I was touching right now was definitely meat.


  However.


  I wasn’t touching her breasts…


  …But rather, her stomach.


  “Uhm… Ayako-san. I have a serious question.”


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “…Why do you want me to touch your stomach?”


  A deep confusion and disappointment invaded my thoughts.


  The hand she dragged under her clothes and thought was going to go toward her chest… somehow, didn’t go up.


  Instead, she made me touch her stomach.


  …Why?


  Why… her stomach?


  “W-Why you ask…? I told you before, didn’t I? I want you to feel me.” Said Ayako-san, trying to suppress the embarrassment while pressing my hand against her stomach. “You praised me a lot before… but, well, that’s because you only know the body I had during my twenties, right? That’s why I wanted to erase that illusion from the past by making you feel the me right now—Eh?! E-Ehhh?!”


  In the middle of her explanation, Ayako-san yelled loudly.


  She let go of my wrist and distanced herself in an instant.


  “N-Nooo… Takkun, T-That…!”


  “Eh…?”


  “Uhm, well, that… I-It’s become so…!” She screamed, covering her face with her hands, blushing all the way to her ears.


  When I followed the perplexed face that was looking in between her fingers… It led me to my crotch.


  The lower body ‘me’ was violently asserting its presence.


  Unlike jeans or pants, the bulge couldn’t hide through the thin cloth of a pajama.


  The cloth was fiercely pushed upwards.


  “U-Uwaa!”


  I grabbed a blanket and hid my crotch as soon as I could.


  Although… It was too late already.


  “I-I’m so sorry! I…”


  “Takkun… Eh? W-Why…?”


  I couldn’t help but feel embarrassed and guilty, and Ayako-san asked with a look of deep confusion:


  “D-Did it become like that because you touched my stomach…?!”


  “…”


  It seemed that she had misunderstood something.


  “Eh… Ehh? Do men get excited when touching stomachs? Or is that just a fetish of yours—?”


  “It’s not like that! I didn’t get excited from touching your stomach!”


  “B-But you…”


  “That’s… well, because I thought… you were going to let me touch your b-breasts.”


  “Eh………….. Ehhhhhh?!”


  Right when her complexion had started to get its color back, her face started to get red again.


  “W-What are you thinking about, Takkun?! I wasn’t going to let you touch my breasts!”


  “I know… But just maybe…”


  “How could you think I took your hand so that you could touch my breasts…! I-I wouldn’t do something that lewd! I just wanted you to touch my stomach!”


  “…”


  No, well.


  That’s also perverted, isn’t it?


  “L-Letting you touch my breasts… Geez… Since you’re always thinking about lewd things, you misunderstood everything…”


  “…I-I’m sorry.”


  For the time being, I apologized to Ayako-san, who was mad at me, but I wasn’t completely sorry.


  Yes… This wasn’t my fault.


  No matter how you looked at it, it’s Ayako-san’s fault for doing something so misleading.


  If you do something like that, 10 out of 10 men would misunderstand.


  “But, Ayako-san… Why your stomach…?”


  “Well… B-Because I wanted you to know who I am now.” Said Ayako-san, stumbling on her words. “…You saw me naked and in a bikini, but that was a long time ago, right? That’s why… When you praised my body before, it was the me back then… Now you… Are pasting the image of the me from a decade ago onto the thirty year old me, so I thought that it was worth showing you the reality…” Her voice kept gradually lowering and continued in a whisper. “…And well, you know. The older you get… the more the excess shows up. I haven’t been taking care of myself lately, and neglected my stomach area…”


  “Were you worried about something like that?”


  “W-What do you mean something like that…? This is really important for a woman in her thirties!”


  “You don’t have to worry about that, Ayako-san. You aren’t fat at all.”


  “Y-You’re lying! You don’t have to be considerate about my feelings! You touched my stomach and made sure, didn’t you?”


  “Well… I certainly felt some meat. It felt quite soft.”


  “See? I knew it…”


  Lifting my gaze towards Ayako-san, who was about to tear up, I continued.


  “But you have a perfectly normal figure. Besides, I think that woman that have some meat are more attractive. And also… I think you look very cute with a soft belly.”


  “…”


  “No, I don’t mean that your soft belly is cute, but that you look cute worrying about your soft belly. What I meant to say is that a soft belly has its own charm—”


  “H-How many times are you going to say ‘soft’?!” Ayako-san yelled in embarrassment. “Uuh… Geez… stop making fun of adults.”


  “I wasn’t trying to make fun of them…”


  “…You’re nothing more than a pervert that gets hard from touching a stomach.”


  “Like I said before, that was a misunderstanding!”


  I immediately excused myself to Ayako-san, who murmured in disgust.


  The atmosphere was awkward for a while, but…


  “…Fufu.” Ayako-san started laughing. “I was supposed to come and take care of you, but, what are we even doing?” After whispering to herself, Ayako-san looked at me once again. “I’m sorry for, well… doing something so misleading.”


  “No, I’m the one that’s sorry for showing you something so embarrassing.”


  We bowed to each other.


  “Anyways… You seem to be more vigorous now, so I feel relieved.” She said and immediately started blushing. “W-With ‘vigorous’ I meant your health! I-I didn’t mean anything weird by it!”


  “It’s alright! I understood perfectly!”


  For some reason, she tried to clear up something unnecessary.


  After clearing her throat, she stood up and picked up the tray with the empty bowl.


  “Well, I think I should get going.”


  “Uhm… Thanks a lot. I was really happy that you came to take care of me.”


  “No problem. Rest up and get well soon.”


  “Okay. And when I get better… let me invite you to a date once again.” I said.


  I hid my embarrassment and said it.


  Ayako-san froze for a moment and then…


  “…Yes, I’ll be waiting for it.” She replied after a brief moment.


  After she left, I laid down on my bed and took a good rest.


  I still had some fever, but I felt surprisingly well.


  ♥


  Night.


  “Ahahaha… I wasn’t expecting the date to be canceled due to a cold. I never saw that coming. This is just hilarious.”


  “…This isn’t funny at all.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re right, it’s not okay to laugh at other people’s misfortune. However… I don’t think this can be called misfortune.”


  “…? What do you mean?”


  “Instead of a date, Aterazawa-kun enjoyed your lovely care and company. I guess that every cloud has a ray of light.”


  “Lovely care…?”


  “From what I heard, this event seems to have deepened your bonds… Fufu. I thought he was an unlucky guy for getting sick at the last minute, but it’s the opposite, it could even be said he was lucky. It seems that Aterazawa-kun is raising your capture flag at a nice rhythm.”


  “…You’ve played too many games, Oinomori-san.”


  “Hahaha, perhaps. Lately, I’ve been very busy with many videogame projects. My head is full of them.”


  “Geez…”


  “Takumi Aterazawa-kun, huh… Fufufu.” She said.


  With a happy tone.


  “I’d like to meet and talk to him.”


  Volume 2 Chapter 3


  
    
      

      
    

  

  ♠


  Normally, this is the part where we should immediately proceed with the story


  As was said in the last chapter, the next one we should see Ayako-san’s boss, Yumemi Oinomori-san.


  However.


  There was another story that I wanted to tell before the “Oinomori-san’s intrusion” episode.


  Even if I don’t follow the chronological order of the story, there was a memory I wanted to tell.


  The Ayako-san’s Santa bikini memory.


  Last chapter, I mentioned her ‘cosplay’ outfit… but I don’t believe it was talked about enough and/or the information was all over the place.


  And as things were left, you could think that she was just a pervert that dressed up with a pretty perverted outfit.


  But no. It’s not like that.


  There was a reason for Ayako-san to dress up with that shameful clothing.


  And a very her-like reason too.


  That’s why, I’d like to talk about that. To clarify, I don’t mind being misinterpreted, but I can’t bear Ayako-san being misinterpreted.


  So, please forgive me for abruptly going back to the past.


  And if you don’t mind… Stay with me for this short tale.


  It happened 10 years ago.


  When I was still a kid.


  In the middle of December…


  When I got home from school, I found Ayako-san in the parking of the house next door.


  She also noticed me, smiled and greeted me kindly.


  “Welcome, Takkun.”


  “I’m back, Ayako mama.”


  I couldn’t help sounding excited. What a wonderful day to casually meet up like this!


  I… liked Ayako mama.


  It was difficult for me as an elementary schooler to explain it well… but I liked her as a woman.


  I fell in love with her the first time I met her… And when we took a bath together, I found out about her weakness and selflessness, and fell in love even more.


  Specifically, I started to think that I wanted to date and marry her.


  Of course, I wasn’t planning to date her right now.


  If a kid like me said that to an adult woman, they would likely not be taken seriously, and I was afraid that would only cause unnecessary problems.


  But some day…


  “Ayako mama, are you going to pick up Miu-chan?”


  “No, I was thinking about going shopping before picking her up…” And then, after thinking a bit, she asked. “Hey, Takkun, do you have plans for today?”


  “Nope, nothing…”


  “I see. In that case, would you like to go shopping with me?


  There were no reasons to reject her offer, so I accepted.


  After getting my mother’s permission, I got in Ayako mama’s car.


  “I was thinking about buying a Christmas gift for Miu today.” Said Ayako mama in the driver’s seat while driving through the road


  “Whoa, it’s almost Christmas already!”


  “It’s still a bit soon, but if I don’t buy it now, the toy she wants may run out of stock. And after buying it, I have to pretend to be Santa— Ah. B-By the way, Takkun.” Worried, she asked. “Takkun… Do you believe in Santa?”


  “Eh…? I-I don’t think he’s real.”


  The Aterazawa family never bothered with that, so I’ve never believed in Santa.


  My parents usually just bought me whatever I wanted for Christmas, so I never experienced what waking up in the morning to find gifts next to the bed was.


  “I see… Thank goodness. If you had believed in Santa, I could have almost destroyed your dreams.” Ayako-san sighed in relief.


  “I don’t believe in him, but Miu-chan might. She’s only 5 after all.”


  “That’s right! Lately, she seems to be practicing Christmas songs in kindergarten and she’s also practicing them at home… She’s so cute! She’s expecting a gift from Santa, so I thought that I should do my best as a mother.”


  “You’re kind, Ayako mama.”


  “There’s nothing to praise me for, this is something normal… Ah, Takkun, please don’t tell Miu about today, got it?”


  “Yes, got it.”


  “Thanks. This will be our little secret.”


  When the car stopped at a red light, Ayako mama stretched her hand toward me.


  And raised her pinky.


  “Okay, then it’s a promise.”


  “…”


  Hmm… Ayako mama keeps trying me like a kindergarten kid, even though I’m already 10.


  With mixed feelings, I raised my own and did the pinky promise. Ayako mama’s hand felt cold, but also so soft that it made my heart beat faster.


  When the light changed to green, the car started once more.


  “Hey, Ayako mama, have you thought about what you’re going to buy?”


  “Of course!” She nodded vigorously in response to my question. “For Christmas… I’ll buy Miu a Transformation Item from Love Kaiser!”


  Her eyes shone brightly.


  At the biggest toy store in the city.


  “I’m happy you came with me here, Takkun. I’m still not used to being in these places by myself.” Ayako mama smiled awkwardly when we got out of the car in the parking lot.


  Apparently, that was the reason she had invited me.


  It seemed like it was pretty difficult for her, who had just become Miu’s mother this year, to buy toys at a store full of families by herself.


  “Wow… There’s so many people here.”


  “It’s because of the season.”


  The shop was surrounded by a festive air, and even though it was a weekday afternoon, there were a lot of families here.


  And while I was looking at the store full of people…


  “Takkun, come here.” Ayako mama extended her hand toward me.


  “Eh…?”


  “Let’s hold hands. I don’t want you getting lost.”


  “…I-It’s alright… There’s no need to.”


  “Don’t be shy. It will be a problem if you get lost. Come, let’s go.”


  I was embarrassed and wanted to say no, but my opinion was ignored, and Ayako mama took my hand forcibly.


  Uwaaaaahh!!


  We’re… holding hands…


  “Come on, Takkun, let’s get going.”


  “Y-Yes.”


  Unlike me, whose heart was racing, Ayako mama was completely at ease.


  She didn’t seem to mind holding hands with me at all.


  I felt hollow and frustrated… A complicated feeling…


  But it was understandable… For Ayako mama, I was just the neighbor’s kid, someone akin to a son.


  “…By the way, Takkun.” She asked, holding my hand while we walked toward the toy’s area. “Do you… watch Love Kaiser?”


  There was anxiety and hesitation in her voice.


  “I don’t watch it… I’m a boy.”


  I actually didn’t watch it, and besides, I would be embarrassed if people thought I watched anime for girls even though I was a boy, that’s why I said that.


  However, Ayako mama replied with:


  “I-I see…”


  With a clearly dejected face.


  E-Eh?


  Did I do something wrong?


  Anxious, I tried to fix the mood.


  “U-Uhm… But Love Kaiser seems to be really popular right now.”


  “That’s right! It’s really popular right now!” Ayako mama’s eyes lit up. “The season on TV right now, ‘Love Kaiser Joker,’ is really amazing! The revolutionary and defiant style in which the 52 Love Kaisers have to fight in until just one of them remains is receiving a lot of attention from people around the industry! There’s a lot of complaints about the content of the anime… But it isn’t just about a cruel story, there’s a deep human drama—”


  “…”


  When I felt overwhelmed by her passionate babble, Ayako mama looked at me as if she had suddenly come to.


  “Uhm… T-That’s what the people watching the anime say. It’s not what I think, but the people in general…”


  “…Ayako mama, do you like Love Kaiser?”


  “Ehh?! W-What are you saying now, Takkun?! I’m an adult! Why would I want to sit down and watch anime for girls?! I watch it only because of Miu! Yes! Just for Miu! Haah, I really want to sleep until late at night on Sundays, but Miu always wakes me up. It’s not easy being a mother.”


  “I-I see…”


  I felt that somehow, I shouldn’t dig deeper into this, so I just kept nodding while reading the mood.


  We kept walking together and got to the girls’ toys section.


  “Wow, there’s so many Love Kaiser toys.”


  There were many colorful transformation toys lined up in the shelves.


  “Ayako mama, did you already think about which one you wanted to buy?”


  “…After thinking about it for a while, I narrowed it down to two choices.” She said, with a pained look. Judging by her expression, I could notice how difficult it was to choose.


  “One is Love Kaiser Speed’s transformation item, the transformation wand ‘Trepid Wand.’ ‘Speed,’ which is the transformation of Chie Itatori, is one of the main Kaisers and Miu’s favorite character. She has been saying how much she wants this toy.”


  “H-Huh.”


  “The other one is Love Kaiser Solitaire’s transformation item, the transformation revolver ‘Trepid Magnum.’ ‘Solitaire,’ which is the transformation of Hiyumi Kuinajima, is a secondary Kaiser… But she’s such a lovely character! Her beauty can’t be expressed with words! You have to watch it by yourself! That’s all I can say.”


  “Y-Yes…”


  What do I do?


  I don’t understand a single word she’s saying.


  Even if she tells me their names…


  “Hey, Takkun, which one do you think is better?”


  “Uhm… I guess the one that Miu-chan likes the most.”


  “…Well, I guess. It is logical. But I think that we have to think about the long term with toys. Certainly, ‘speed’ is a natural airhead, lively and cute, and I can understand why Miu likes her so much… But I feel like ‘Solitaire’ will survive until the show’s end. In that case, don’t you think it’s better to think about it in the long term?”


  “Uh… But it’s the gift Miu-chan wants, it’s better to give her the one she wants…”


  “…Well, yes. You’re right. You’re not wrong. I wonder if it’s alright for a mother to simply give their kids what they ‘want.’ Is that really parental love? If you really care about your kids, shouldn’t you give them something that is useful to them in the future?”


  “…”


  “Miu is still young and doesn’t get Hiyumin’s dark appeal! Ah, Hiyumin is Hiyumi Kuinajima’s nickname on the internet. Hiyumin is very popular among adults, but not kids… And lately… She hasn’t showed up a lot. I can’t go into detail because it would be a spoiler… but due to a great trauma, she had to leave the battlefield… But I’m completely sure she’ll be back! After some time, she’ll return to the battlefield with some incredible new powers, then Miu will surely fall in love with Hiyumin! That’s why, wouldn’t it be better to buy Hiyumin’s transformation item expecting that to happen? You also think so, don’t you?”


  “…Ah… Yes…?” I said.


  I didn’t even get half of what she was saying, but since she asked for my consent, all I could reply with was that.


  “If that’s what you think it’s best, Ayako mama, then do that.”


  “Aaaahh, Takkun, don’t look at me with that considerate smile! Stop, I’m begging you… Don’t look at me as if I were some sort of annoying creature… Don’t put that ‘Don’t ask others about what they think when you already made up your mind’ face…!


  I seriously doubted I had such a specific looking face.


  Although, I guess she did look a bit mad.


  I see. Until now, I knew that ‘considerate smiles’ existed, but I didn’t know what they were exactly… So that smile I was making right now was what adults called a ‘considerate smile.’


  “U-Uuh… I know, I get it. It’s just as you say, Takkun. This is Miu’s Christmas gift… so it’s better to get her what she wants…” She said, as if trying to convince herself, and took the Love Kaiser Speed’s Transformation Toy from the shelf with a shaky hand.


  But on the way to the checkout, she turned around over and over, looking at the Love Kaiser Solitaire’s Transformation Toy seeming to be in pain.


  After paying at the checkout, we went to get the toy wrapped as a gift.


  And just when we were about to exit the store…


  “H-Hey, Takkun.” Said Ayako mama. “Don’t you need to go to the bathroom?”


  “No, I’m good.”


  “You don’t? But, well… Maybe you should go… just in case.”


  “Eh… But…”


  “Just in case. You never know, sometimes you don’t need to go, but when you go, you may unexpectedly need to.”


  “…T-Then I’ll go.”


  For some reason, Ayako mama insisted on me going to the bathroom.


  I nodded and headed to the bathroom… But stopped halfway through.


  Ayako mama… I wonder what all of this is about. She insisted a lot on me going to the bathroom, but was she thinking about doing something on her own?


  I went back and hid behind a shelf and observed the situation…


  “…”


  What I saw left me speechless.


  Ayako mama was standing in front of the checkout.


  And in her hands… was the toy she had decided not to buy after hesitating for a while, Love Kaiser Solitaire’s Transformation Revolver.


  I… immediately understood what was happening.


  Ayako mama really wanted to buy it.


  Probably… not as a gift for Miu-chan, but rather one for herself.


  I see.


  Even adults like anime transformation toys.


  If she wanted it so much, she could have been honest and bought it, but I wonder if it was difficult to buy it in front of me.


  I guess it’s not easy being an adult.


  “Funfu~n… Ah… Takkun…”


  “Sorry for the wait.”


  While Ayako mama happily walked after finishing her purchase, I walked toward her pretending to return from the bathroom.


  “Ah… T-This is…”


  I took a look at the new toy for a moment and then…


  “You see, uhm… I-I won it.” Said Ayako mama.


  With a very awkward smile.


  “Y-You won it?”


  “Yes! I won it! It seems that we were the client number 10,000 of this store! So they said they were going to give me a toy of my choosing… And since I didn’t really have anything I wanted, I asked for whatever came to mind. I really didn’t care about which toy it was!”


  “…”


  W-What a lie…!


  The truth is, you bought it yourself, but you’re trying to cover it up with such a bold-faced lie. Don’t you have a better excuse for a kid?


  I wanted to say a lot of things, but…


  “I see, that’s great, Ayako mama.”


  I didn’t deny what she said and pretended to believe her.


  “Y-Yes… I was really lucky.”


  Ayako mama gave a relieved smile.


  Yes, this is fine. It’s better this way.


  As long as Ayako mama is happy, that’s enough for me.


  On the way back…


  “Ayako mama, are you going to leave that Love Kaiser toy next to Miu-chan’s bed on Christmas Eve?”


  “I’m going to do that exactly. And, I also have one more surprise in mind.”


  “A surprise?”


  “I’ve heard that the strategy to put a gift under the bed often fails. Sometimes kids wake up right as you leave the gifts there. That’s why… I’m taking a safe option.”


  “A safe option?”


  “When I put the gift there, I’ll be dressed as Santa. That way, even if Miu wakes up, she’ll think I’m Santa and I won’t destroy her dreams.”


  “…I see. That’s a good idea.”


  “Fufu, I know, right? In fact, I already bought the Santa outfit online. Oh, I know. I’ll try it out when we get back, so, could you tell me if I look like Santa?”


  And so, after that exchange…


  We came back and I entered her house.


  I was sitting in the living room’s sofa, waiting for her to finish changing.


  “T-Tak~kun…”


  An embarrassed voice could be heard, and the living room’s door opened.


  When I looked toward the voice, I was left dumbstruck.


  What I saw there was… Ayako mama in a bikini with a Santa hat.


  She was wearing the festive red and white colors. But for the most part, only skin could be seen. The outfit was too revealing. Her big breasts seemed like they wanted to go out for air and leave behind the red cloth at any moment.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “U-Uuuh… This is terrible…”


  I was left speechless and Ayako mama timidly hid her face with her hands.


  “Eh? Wha… Ahhhh?”


  Why?


  Why is she wearing a bikini in the middle of winter?


  When did this place suddenly become the southern hemisphere?


  “I was very careless. I looked up ‘Santa Outfit for Women’ online and bought it without checking it properly… and this is what was inside the package… What do I do now…? Ayako mama muttered, examining her own appearance with tearful eyes.


  Every time she moved her body, her breasts and ass were accentuated, leaving me breathless. I knew I shouldn’t stare at her too much, but my eyes simply were glued to her.


  Wow.


  Incredible. Too incredible.


  Ayako mama… has a beautiful figure.


  And above all, very big breasts.


  Really big.


  And despite that, she has a very thin waist with no fat at all.


  I had already seen her naked when we took a bath before… but in a certain way, her glamorous body enveloped in a red bikini felt more erotic than no clothes.


  “I tried it just in case… but as I thought, I can’t use this. It feels cold, even at home… and also… it feels a bit indecent.”


  “Y-You look good on it, Ayako mama.”


  “…Ahaha… Thank you, Takkun.” Ayako mama laughed weakly. “Haah… For now, I’ll just store this bikini and buy another outfit. If I buy it online, I may end up buying another bikini, so I’ll have to personally go to a store to buy it…”


  “I-I don’t think it’s necessary to do that much. You don’t even know if Miu-chan will wake up at night.”


  “Hm~… No, I have to do it.” She nodded strongly after thinking about it a little.


  And then, like a stubborn kid, she continued:


  “I’ve already made up my mind to do everything possible to enjoy these kinds of events as much as possible.” Said Ayako mama.


  With a strong will in her eyes and some fragility.


  “I definitely won’t let Miu feel alone… Besides, I want to make everything my sister and brother in law wanted to do since it’s impossible for them to do now. That’s why it’s alright to exaggerate a little bit.”


  “Ayako mama…”


  Ah…


  Ayako mama is truly incredible after all.


  Even if she’s awkward at times, she’s kinder than anyone and loves Miu-chan more than anyone.


  “…Yes, that’s true, it’s fun to exaggerate.”


  I smiled naturally. I felt that I could reaffirm why I liked her so much and my heart was full of warmth.


  “I’ll also help you out as much as possible, so ask me whatever you need.”


  “Thanks, Takkun. Then… This is my first request.” And then, she put her index finger to her mouth. “Don’t tell anyone about this outfit, alright?”


  Her tone and gestures seemed to be joking, but her eyes were terribly serious.


  “Y-Yes, understood.” I nodded strongly.


  —End of the memories.


  Here’s where my childhood story ends.


  By the way… After this, Ayako-san bought a regular Santa outfit and managed to put the gift under Miu’s bed in the middle of the night. Miu was very happy with the toy… Although… Love Kaiser Speed suddenly died in the episode the week after Christmas… But overall, the Christmas that year was a great success.


  But, there is a sort of post ending to this story.


  Satisfied with the good result, Ayako-san liked it and continued doing cosplay every year after that… But after a certain year, she stopped doing it.


  I think it was the Christmas when Miu was in her second year of middle school.


  That year, they invited me and the three of us had a nice Christmas dinner together, but…


  “By the way.”


  Just after we finished eating a Christmas cake, Miu suddenly opened her mouth.


  Her tone was extremely casual.


  “Mom, could you stop dressing up as Santa and putting gifts next to my bed from this year onwards?”


  “…Eh?” Ayako-san froze on the spot and was left with an astonished expression.


  Of course, she was planning to do it this year too and had already told me about her plans beforehand… But Miu’s words fell on her like a bucket of cold water.


  “…W-What are you saying, Miu? Me dressing up as Santa…? W-What are you talking about? Santa brings you gifts because you’re a good girl—”


  “Argh, that’s enough. Drop the act, will ya?”


  Stunned, Ayako-san desperately tried to explain herself with a smile on her face, but Miu simply shook her hand at her.


  “I’m happy about your feelings, but I’m already in middle school. That’s enough, I’m tired of pretending I don’t know.”


  “P-Pretending?! Eh… T-Then, Miu… Did you already know?”


  “Of course I knew. Since I was five actually.”


  “Since you were five…?!”


  “It left a bad taste in my mouth because you were trying so hard for me, so I pretended to not have noticed until last year… But it didn’t seem like you were going to stop at all. I didn’t think you’d continue doing it even after I got to middle school.”


  “…”


  “It’s embarrassing for me to have a mother that dresses up like Santa every year. I could bear with it if you were in your twenties, but you’re almost in your thirties.”


  “…”


  “So, from this year onwards, don’t do it anymore. It will be easier for both of us. Yes, let’s do that. Aaahh, I finally said it. I finally said what I wanted to say since I was five.”


  Miu looked totally refreshed after saying that… But Ayako-san on the other hand… was shaking with an indescribable expression of shame and desperation.


  After that, she sulked and locked herself in her own room and it became a terrible Christmas. Although, it was now a good memory for me.


  That’s the post ending to the Santa bikini story.


  …I wonder why. I wanted to talk about how amazing Ayako-san was, but in the end, all I ended up doing was giving you more episodes of her clumsiness… Well, that’s alright.


  This is the ending of my memory not related to the main story.


  Thank you very much for reading.


  And now, please keep enjoying the main story.
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  It was as if a sun ray had come out of nowhere.


  It came uninvited in the middle of the day in a weekday.


  “Yo~, it’s been a while, Katsuragi-kun.”


  “Oinomori-san…”


  When I opened the door, I couldn’t help but stay frozen in place.


  A slender body like a model’s that matched very well with the brand jacket suit she was wearing.


  She had an awkward curly hair in contrast to her slim fit formal suit. However, that wild look mixed strangely well with the suit, creating an unbalanced charm.


  Even though she was over 40, her face was young and her skin soft.


  But above all… her eyes…


  Her ferocious eyes, which reminded me of a wolf’s, had not changed at all since we met.


  Yumemi Oinomori.


  CEO of the company ‘LightShip,’ which I work for.


  “I got a meeting with Sora-sensei at night, so I thought about coming to visit you in the meantime.” Sitting in the sofa, Oinomori-san stated the motive of her visit.


  Sora-sensei is an experienced illustrator that lives nearby. We’ve worked together several times and we get along pretty well.


  “I don’t mind you coming… But I would like you to tell me beforehand if you were going to come.” I said, pouring her a cup of coffee prepared with a Dolce Gusto. “People generally don’t come uninvited in the middle of the day on a weekday.”


  “I’m sorry, but I really wanted to see your surprised face, Katsuragi-kun.”


  She apologized, although there was no regret on her face.


  Haah… This person hasn’t changed at all.


  She always does things at her own pace.


  I don’t know how many times she has dragged me along everywhere with her ideas.


  “Seriously though, we haven’t seen each other in a long time, Katsuragi-kun.” Said Oinomori-san, drinking the coffee while being deeply emotional. “It’s been half a year already, hasn’t it?”


  “…That’s right. Although, since we call each other on the phone almost every day, it doesn’t feel as if a lot of time had passed.”


  “Hahaha, true.”


  ‘LightShip.’


  This is the company funded by Yumemi Oinomori, a charismatic editor that used to work for an important editorial. The range of jobs that the company does is so diverse that it’s difficult to explain… but it’s involved in several entertainment markets such as games, anime and light novels.


  I joined the company ten years ago and I’m still working there.


  Although for the most part, I work at home.


  Sometimes I need to go somewhere else, but I mainly work in front of my computer at home and do most of my interactions through phone calls or emails.


  That’s why it’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other.


  Haah… And she doesn’t get old at all. I’m kind of jealous. No one would think she’s a forty year old. If she tried, she could make herself look like a twenty year old.


  “After not seeing you for a while… you seem to have become a little softer, Katsuragi-kun.” Oinomori-san said with a pensive thought.


  “Eh… Softer?”


  “Yes. Like if you were meatier and rounder everywhere.”


  “Are you talking about my figure?!”


  It wasn’t in the emotional sense?!


  Are you saying that I’m softer not in the metaphorical sense, but literally?!


  “…Oinomori-san, even if you’re my boss, it’s sexual harassment to mention such delicate details. Isn’t it about time you go…?”


  “I-I’m joking… Really, I am… You’re as hard as ever.”


  After having a scared look for a bit:


  “I wasn’t talking about your body, but your air. Well, you weren’t that hard to begin with… but I feel that your small gestures and presence have become more feminine than before, making you more attractive as a woman.” Said Oinomori-san.


  Then stared directly at me with piercing eyes.


  “Women become more beautiful when they’re in love after all.”


  “Wha… I-I’m not in love with anyone…”


  “Fufu, don’t be embarrassed.”


  “I’m not embarrassed. In the first place… that thing about my air changing, it’s just what you want to think! You look at it that way because you think that I’m in love…”


  “Hahaha, perhaps.”


  I denied it desperately and she answered vaguely.


  “Well, Katsuragi-kun. I don’t know if you’re in love, but there is definitely someone who is in love with you, isn’t it?”


  “…”


  “So, where is the rumored Takumi Aterazawa-kun right now?”


  “…I-I think that he’s at home now… He wrote Miu in the morning… and told her he didn’t have to go to university today. Since they cancelled classes for today, he said he was going to stay home doing homework.”


  “Oh, how lucky.” Oinomori-san smiled. “Well, Katsuragi-kun, why don’t we buy some sushi?” And then, smiling wickedly, she added. “Obviously… for three.”


  ♠


  It was as if a sun ray had come out of nowhere.


  “Takkun, did you have lunch already?”


  “Not yet…”


  “Then, would you like to eat some sushi at my place?”


  “Are you sure? I’d love to, but why so suddenly?”


  “Well, some thing happened… I have a stranger here, but if you don’t mind.”


  After receiving that sudden and mysterious invitation, I headed to the Katsuragi household next door… and waiting for me there was Ayako-san, who had an awkward look and three portions of sushi that looked extremely expensive.


  And also.


  “Ah, nice to meet you, Takumi Aterazawa-kun.”


  A beautiful lady in a suit with a wild look.


  “Come on, don’t just stand there and take a seat.”


  “…Y-Yes.”


  She invited me to take a seat as if it were her own home. She ordered it so naturally that I obeyed it on reflect.


  “Well, let’s toast for our reunion and for our health and success… Cheers!” The woman standing in the sofa in front of me did a toast at her own pace and Ayako-san joined her. I also hurriedly lifted my glass from the table.


  “By the way, Aterazawa-kun, do you like sushi? Is there any kind you dislike?”


  “Eh… W-Well, I like sushi in general, even the ones that have ingredients I don’t particularly like…”


  “I see, that’s nice to hear. I don’t like sushi except the ones with salmon and salmon roe, so I’ll give you the other ones as a sign of our friendship.”


  “Eh, ah…”


  “Come on, don’t be shy. You’re young, so you need to eat a lot.”


  After she said it, she started to serve me all the sushi except for the salmon and salmon roe ones.


  Even though the sushi looked really expensive.


  Besides, she also had a childlike preference, saying that she didn’t like anything but the salmon and salmon roe sushi… But that wasn’t that important.


  The important part was…


  Who is this person?


  She has the aura of a big fish and acts with so much familiarity, but who the heck is she?


  “I-I’m sorry, Takkun… for calling you so suddenly.”


  I was confused and Ayako-san, who was sitting next to me, apologized.


  “I tried to stop her, but she didn’t want to listen…”


  “No, it’s alright, but… who is she?”


  “Uhm, she’s—”


  “Oh, now that I think about it, I haven’t introduced myself. Here you go.”


  Interrupting Ayako-san’s answer, the woman put aside her chopsticks and took out a business card from the suit’s pocket.


  Sitting, she held it out, so I got up and took it with both hands.


  Uhm, that’s how you receive a business card, right?


  “My name is Yumemi, my family name is Oinomori. I just want to live a fun life every day… Well, you could say I’m a lively woman.” Said the woman, Oinomori-san, and then resumed eating.


  Overwhelmed by the mysterious strength emanating from her, I looked at the business card and was shocked.


  “President and CEO of LightShip… Eh? President?!”


  I immediately raised my head, looked at Oinomori-san, then towards Ayako-san.


  “Ayako-san, isn’t LightShip the company you work for…?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Then, this person… is the president of the company…”


  “…T-That’s right, unfortunately.”


  Ayako-san had a complicated look on her face.


  I looked at Oinomori-san once again. I had no clue. I didn’t know the president of the company Ayako-san works for was such a beautiful and open woman.


  “Titles don’t mean anything. I’m the founder of the company, so I only do the president’s work out of obligation. I have no ties to my position. If it were for me, I’d hand the reins to the new generation right now. What do you say, Katsuragi-kun? Don’t you want to replace me as president?”


  “Please don’t joke about that. Our company works thanks to your personal connections and reputation.”


  Ayako-san, who wasn’t sure to what point Oinomori-san was serious, answered with a shocked look. Judging by the atmosphere of the conversation, it was clear that they have known each other for a long time.


  “Well. Now that I’ve introduced myself… Aterazawa-kun.”


  After eating her salmon and salmon roe sushi quickly, Oinomori-san sipped her tea and asked me:


  “Are you in love with Katsuragi-kun?”


  “Asdfgh.”


  I almost choked on the sushi I was chewing. If it had gone somewhere it shouldn’t have, I could have ended up getting asphyxiated.


  “W-What…?”


  “Fufu. There’s no need to hide it. I already heard all about it from Katsuragi-kun.”


  “Hey, Oinomori-san…! Ah… I-I’m sorry, Takkun… Uhm, you see, I talk with her a lot about private topics, so…” Said Ayako-san while panicking.


  Apparently, Oinomori-san had already found out about it.


  “So?”


  “…Well, I-I’m in love with her.”


  “T-Takkun… Geez.”


  I couldn’t do anything but nod when Oinomori-san leaned forward and asked me with a sadistic smile. I was really embarrassed. Even Ayako-san, who was next to me, looked like she was extremely embarrassed.


  “Fufu. I see. That’s terrific.”


  We both were blushing, and Oinomori-san seemed to enjoy our reaction.


  “However… you’re still young, aren’t you? Twenty years old, I believe. At such an age, I can’t believe you like a woman like Katsuragi-kun…”


  She looked at me with curious eyes.


  “Do you like mature women?”


  “Asdfgh… Cough cough cough.”


  This time I did choke. The sushi went somewhere it shouldn’t have. Although, instead of me, who couldn’t answer, Ayako-san raised her voice.


  “Wait…! W-What are you saying now, Oinomori-san?!”


  “A young man in his 20s is in love with a woman in her 30s who is 10 years older than him. In that case, there’s only one possible explanation. He likes mature women.”


  “…Uhm, so basically, you’re calling me a mature woman, right?”


  “Well, you are a mature woman, aren’t you?”


  “I-I’m not! Not yet!” Ayako-san objected desperately, but Oinomori-san didn’t stop.


  “Oh please, there’s nothing to be ashamed off from liking mature women, Aterazawa-kun. Now the ‘mature’ tag is really popular among men. It’s a fairly common fetish.


  “…Uhm. I wouldn’t say that I like mature women.” I replied, catching my breath once again. “Ah, no… maybe I do. I’m sorry, I myself don’t really know.”


  “Hmm? You don’t know? We’re talking about your own tastes here, you know?”


  “I know, but… I’ve never been in love with anyone else besides Ayako-san. So I’ve never really thought about what kind of women I like, or rather… I can only think about her.”


  “…”


  “Even when I talk with my friends, the only person that I think about is Ayako-san… I think that she’s the only woman I love— Eh? What?”


  When I realized it, the mood had somehow turned strange.


  Ayako-san was completely red, looking down, and the person that had asked me, Oinomori-san, also had an embarrassed look on her face.


  “This is… wow. Katsuragi-kun, a great man has fallen in love with you.”


  “…L-Leave me alone, please.”


  “Fufu. He’s really done it to me. I wanted to make fun of him for a bit, but he blew me off entirely. To make me speechless… You’re a great man, Aterazawa-kun.”


  I don’t know why, but it seemed that my reputation had gone up.


  “Geez, what a shame. If you were interested in older women, then I could compete with her. This oneesan can show you the true charm of an adult woman that Katsuragi-kun lacks.”


  “…Oinomori-san, you don’t have the age to call yourself an oneesan anymore.”


  “Being an oneesan is not a time of life; it is a state of mind.”


  “It’s unfair for you to call yourself an oneesan and to call me a mature woman. You’re forty two, you’re much more mature than I am.”


  “F-Forty two?!” I couldn’t help but leak my voice in surprise and to stare at Oinomori-san’s face.


  There’s no way…


  I thought she was in her 30s… no, late 20s.


  “You don’t look forty two at all. I thought you were younger.”


  “Thanks. Even if it’s just being considerate, it makes me happy.”


  “No, it’s not me trying to be considerate, really… When I saw you for the first time, I thought you were younger than Ayako-san.”


  I objected in surprise… but I realized right after saying it.


  Oh no.


  I messed up!


  I feel like I just seriously messed up terribly…!


  “…Heh.”


  I knew it.


  The awkward atmosphere from before turned cold in the blink of an eye.


  Ayako-san’s face was covered by a heavy shadow in an instant. There was some wrath in her eyes, but more than that, they were enveloped in desperation.


  “…Hmm, I see. So I look older than a forty two year old woman… I see, so that’s how you see me, huh, Takkun…”


  “It’s not like that! You also look pretty young, Ayako-san! It’s just that I… know your age… so I compared it to the age that Oinomori-san looks like…”


  “…Kukuku… Hahahaha! I feel a little guilty.”


  Unlike me, who was trying my best to fix my mistake, Oinomori-san opened her mouth and started laughing.


  And then, as if enjoying it fully, she continued in a sarcastic tone:


  “Oh, I envy you so much, Katsuragi-kun. Since I don’t look so dignified, I tend to be confused for someone younger. I truly envy you for looking older than you look. Could you teach me how to look more dignified?”


  “…! …I-I think the reason you look undignified is due to your nonsensical actions and that you don’t act your age at all.”


  “I also have a better figure. Unlike you, who are lazy, I go to the gym 3 times a week to work out my body.”


  “…U-Us single mothers are busy with a lot of chores! I’m different from someone who has divorced 3 times and lives a life of leisure!”


  “Well, the man who is in love with you literally said that I look younger than you. We can only reach a conclusion from this: Basically, I look overwhelming younger than others.”


  “…I-I see you’re having a hard time understanding! Takkun has an extreme fetish for mature women, so it’s very likely that his brain just perceived me as older, just that!”


  Due to my poor choice of words, the women started to argue.


  And I had somehow been branded as an extreme mature women lover.


  “Oh~, you don’t seem willing to back down.”


  “Of course not!”


  “Very well then. In that case… I challenge you.”


  Ayako-san got mad and Oinomori-san smiled and said:


  “Let’s solve this with a competition to see who looks younger between the two of us.”


  “A competition…? How so?”


  “Hmm, well, how about this?” The woman smiled wickedly and said, “Let’s call it… The competition of whoever dresses up with the more embarrassing outfit for her age and looks better, wins.”


  The rules were simple.


  As the name suggested… it was necessary to wear an embarrassing outfit for your age, and whoever looked better with it, won. And how would they choose a winner?


  The decision would be made by a judge.


  And there’s no need to say that I was the judge.


  …Albeit, forcefully.


  I was caught up in the middle of a duel which I shouldn’t have been involved in.


  I-I don’t want to do this…


  Even though my careless comment was what caused all of this, being the judge in this competition was difficult.


  “A-Ayako-san…”


  “It’s fine, Takkun.”


  When I spoke about to Ayako-san about the competition earlier, she said that to me with a nervous, but resolute voice.


  “I definitely won’t lose.”


  “…”


  No, uhm. I wanted to ask you to stop this dumb competition that won’t make anyone happy. I just wanted you to get your composure and reasoning back.


  But apparently, this female-only battle couldn’t be stopped anymore.


  “…Haah, why is this happening?”


  Alone in the living room, I sighed deeply.


  Both of them were changing into their “embarrassing for their age” clothes.


  Ayako-san went looking for something in her house, while Oinomori-san was planning to wear an ideal outfit for the competition that she had brought on her suitcase by chance.


  I wonder what they’re going to wear.


  “—Takkun, I’m coming in.”


  The door opened instantly.


  And when I saw what was standing there… I was left dumbstruck.


  It was a high school student.


  No… It wasn’t a high school student.


  It was a bit too adult to be called high school student.


  A blouse, blazer, and a pleated skirt… A symbol of youth, sacred garments that only teenagers should wear. And Ayako-san was wearing such clothes… She was red to her ears from shame.


  But even so, she did a few poses, probable for the sake of winning… And also, it somehow made me feel an indescribable pain seeing her.


  “W-W-What do you think? Do I look like… a high schooler?”


  “…”


  “…Hey, Takkun… Please, say something. React in some way. If you react that way… It only makes me want to go out to the street and jump in front of a car.”


  “U-Uhm…”


  While I was overwhelmed and speechless from seeing a thirty year old woman in a high school outfit, Ayako-san called out to me with a face that looked like it was about to cry at any moment.


  I didn’t want her to run out and jump in front of a car, so I hurriedly gave my impression.


  “Well, h-how do I say it… I-It’s shameful—”


  “Shameful?! Uuh… Uah… O-Of course, I knew it. No matter how you look at it, it’s shameful, isn’t it…? That a woman over 30 dressing as a high schooler is… I’m so sorry for being born…”


  “No, it’s not that! I didn’t mean it that way! I was talking about the size! it seems to be a bit tight and suffocating!”


  Ayako-san had fallen to a state of total desperation from which it seemed almost impossible that she would recover, so I hurriedly corrected myself.


  “That’s… Miu’s, isn’t it?” I asked and she nodded.


  It looked like the uniform was Miu’s. The blouse and skirt were probably a spare one. And you didn’t use a blazer this time of year, so there should have been one home, even if Miu were in class.


  “The size… Is it alright?”


  “I-It’s alright… Although I have to push my stomach in a bit.”


  “I don’t think that can be called alright…”


  “Well, what else can I do?! It’s very tight! To start with, it’s Miu’s fault for being so skinny! Why is this girl so slim?!” Ayako-san complained with a tantrum.


  She seemed to be worried about her waist, but I was a lot more worried… about her breasts.


  Those 2 bulges were pressing the shirt so much that the buttons were about to go out flying.


  A-Amazing…


  It looks like her breasts are about to come out from how tight they are in that blouse…


  “H-Hey, Takkun… Then, what do you think? Be honest… Does it look good on me? Do I look like a high school student?”


  Even though she asked me with such a desperate look, it was a very difficult question to answer.


  “Uhm, do I say it… It looks good in a certain way.”


  “A-A certain way?”


  “Well… It’s a bit unreasonable to say that you look like a high school student, it’s more like a cosplay… but as a cosplay, it looks really good.”


  “…Is that a compliment?”


  “It’s a compliment, more or less…”


  I wasn’t lying. Seeing Ayako-san in uniform… somehow, made me nervous. The feeling of immorality and taboo was so great that it made me feel dizzy.


  It was tough to see in a lot of ways… but that toughness was addictive.


  “I think you look very attractive.”


  “…Uuh. That doesn’t make me feel happy.”


  Even though she said that, she did look a bit happy.


  She didn’t seem dissatisfied with that.


  And how do I say it… She looked so cute acting like that. And the fact that she did that at her age… was just adorable to me.


  But right as I was enjoying her charm once again…


  “Oh, a high schooler.” Oinomori-san’s voice could be heard.


  It seems that she had finally finished changing and came into the living room.


  “Fuahahaha, I see, Miu-chan’s uniform. I didn’t expect you to cosplay as a high schooler… I’m surprised, Katsuragi-kun. I’m happy you take this dumb competition seriously. I’ve always liked that honesty and straightforwardness of yours.”


  Ayako-san and I looked toward the door… and we were both socked.


  Because of Oinomori-san’s appearance.


  “Wha… W-Why…?” Said Ayako-san with a shaky voice. “Why… didn’t you change clothes?!”


  Right, just as she said… Oinomori-san was wearing the same suit as before.


  She hadn’t changed at all since she went out of the living room.


  “You were supposed to change into the clothes you had brought for this competition…”


  “Hm? Ah… well, that was a lie.” She replied.


  Nonchalantly.


  Extremely nonchalantly.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “As if I would conveniently bring along strange clothes. Fufufu. On the other hand, how could you believe such a ridiculous lie?”


  “…”


  “Ah, obviously, it’s my loss. You’ve defeated me completely, Katsuragi-kun. I really didn’t think you would actually wear something like that. Yes, it looks shameful. Very shameful… Fufufu, it fits you really well… Hahaha.”


  Unable to hold back anymore, Oinomori-san started laughing.


  It seems that this duel was on the palm of her hand from beginning to end.


  From the beginning, she was just toying with us.


  After winning the battle, but losing the war, Ayako-san collapsed on her feet.


  “…I-I haaaateee yooouuuu!” She yelled in tears.


  In front of a tearful thirty year old high schooler, I didn’t know what to say.


  ♥


  I couldn’t recover after that for some time… But I thought that a woman in her 30s dressed like that was painful, so I got myself together and went back to my room in the second floor.


  “Fufu, come on, Katsuragi-kun, cheer up.”


  While I was changing clothes, Oinomori-san entered my room.


  “I came to apologize. I’m sorry about that, fufufu.”


  “Please, don’t apologize with a smile on your face!” I yelled angrily, taking the blouse off and was left with just my bra.


  Ah… your blouse is all wrinkled now. I’m sorry, Miu. I’ll make sure to iron it, so please forgive me.


  “This time I’m really angry! I won’t forgive you unless you double my salary!”


  “Sure, no problem. Double, right? I’ll make it so starting next month.


  “…Please, don’t. Kanamori-san and accounting will get mad at me.”


  “Oh, I doubt that.”


  I can’t take this anymore.


  Why do I have a boss like this one?


  Why is our company managed by such an irresponsible president?


  “Well, what matters is that everything turned out well. You could show your high schooler cosplay to Ateraza-kun. And since he has peculiar tastes, this will no doubt make him love you more.”


  “…It doesn’t make me happy that he loves me more because of this.”


  “Hmm? So it makes you happier that he loves you for who you are.”


  “That’s… J-Just a manner of speaking!” I forcefully ended the conversation.


  If we kept talking like this, I feared that she would uncover more of my true feelings.


  Even my deepest feelings which I somehow am not conscious of.


  “Fufu. As always, it was worth teasing you, Katsuragi-kun.” She happily muttered and stretched her arms. “Mhm, it was worth coming today. I could see Katsuragi-kun’s high schooler cosplay and I also met the person I wanted to see, Aterazawa-kun.”


  “…Then, did you come here for Takkun?”


  “I guess so. He’s the man that could become your husband. I needed to asses him.”


  “W-What are you saying now? We still… don’t know what will happen.”


  “Oh, right, right. Now you’re enjoying one of those moments, the being more than friends and less than lovers.”


  “Uuh…”


  Every time I said something, she teased me, so all I could do was whimper.


  Oinomori-san laughed, but then…


  “Although—”


  Suppressing her smile, she said with a sigh.


  “—I think he should give up.”


  With a cold voice, filled with scoff and mock.


  “Eh…?”


  “Since he had made you lose your composure that much, I wanted to see what kind of man he was… But honestly, I’m disappointed. He’s just an ordinary university student like the ones you can find anywhere.” Oinomori-san continued in a mocking tone. “He isn’t ugly, but he isn’t handsome either… He’s a university student, so he has no money. Besides, he lives with his parents and doesn’t have a car. I get why you said you couldn’t see him as a man. Unless you like younger men, he isn’t someone that a thirty year old woman should date seriously. If it’s just for fun, that’s fine, but I don’t think he’s the kind of man you would want to date thinking about the long term.” Laughing mockingly, she continued. “Besides… you can’t trust him at all. He’s a disappointing man with no redeeming features. The fact that he caught a cold the day of your date subtracts a lot of points too. There’s nothing more pathetic than a man that gets sick at the most crucial moments. And somehow, it’s a little disgusting hearing him talk about how he has had an unrequited love for 10 years. Sounds like some kind of stalker.” She didn’t stop. “There’s so many better men out there. If you want, I can introduce you some better ones. Someone of your caliber can get any amount of handsome and rich men—”


  “—Oinomori-san.” My mouth moved by itself. “Will you shut up before I get really mad?”


  I was also surprised… at how much my voice was trembling.


  I was angry.


  A furious wrath boiled deep inside my chest, causing my voice and body to tremble.


  “Please, take back your words right now. Takkun is a reliable man. He’s serious, sincere, kind and very responsible.” I said frowning.


  To my boss, the president of the company I work for.


  It was the first time since I joined the company that I’ve spoken to her so belligerently.


  “These last 10 years since I started to take care of Miu… You have no idea how much he has helped me.”


  In an instant, a lot of memories came to my mind.


  These last 10 years with Miu… Takkun has always been there.


  He has always been next to me, supporting me…


  “I hadn’t realized until recently… but whenever I have a problem, the first person I go to… is him.”


  During a long time, I wasn’t even aware of it.


  It was so natural that I noticed way too late.


  “I always had to leave Miu alone in the house due to work. Takkun always came to play with her… He always helped me get ready for every event and even during Miu’s tests, Takkun took them even more seriously than me…”


  There were countless examples.


  I had a lot of memories of him helping me.


  “I don’t know a more reliable man than him.”


  “…”


  “And well, maybe he doesn’t have a solid economic state… B-But that’s because he’s still a student! I’m sure that he’ll be incredible in the future! He’ll find a good job and earn a lot of money! I know it! And his face… I-I like it! Takkun is handsome! He was a swimmer, so he has a muscular body! He’s totally my type!”


  “…”


  “Besides… The fact that he’s been in love with me for 10 years… I don’t consider it disgusting. At the start I was surprised and didn’t know what to do… But now I’m really happy about his devotion; for loving me for 10 years…”


  “…”


  “I-In any case. Takkun is a wonderful man! If you keep saying terrible things about him, I don’t care if it’s you, Oinomori-san, I won’t allow it—”


  “…Pfft… Kuku… Hahahaha!”


  Yelling, I expressed my emotions, and Oinomori-san started laughing.


  “Hahaha, sure. I see. In that case—”


  With a smile on her face, she put her hand on the door.


  “—then you should tell him personally.”


  She vigorously opened the door and quickly stretched her hand, forcefully dragging in the person who was outside the room.


  “Eh… T-Takkun?!” I raised my voice in surprise.


  Takkun, who was dragged into the room, had an embarrassed expression on his face.


  “I-I’m sorry… You were taking so long that I came to check up on you since I was worried, but… well, the conversation suddenly started, and it was hard to come in…”


  “Fufufu. You’re a bad boy, Aterazawa-kun, eavesdropping a conversation between women.”


  Contrary to her words, Oinomori-san had a cheerful smile on her face.


  As if delightfully watching her prey being caught in a trap.


  “D-Don’t tell me you knew from the start that Takkun was here…”


  “I had guessed as much when I heard his steps.” She answered proudly, without a single ounce of remorse.


  She played me.


  She lied to me again.


  After hearing Takkun go upstairs, she laid a trap on me.


  She made me angry and let Takkun listen to the conversation.


  Anticipating what I would say in response.


  “Fufu. Sorry for having said such terrible things, even if they were lies. Uhm…”


  She put her hand on Takkun’s shoulder, apologizing and then she looked at me.


  “…Takkun is a serious, sincere, kind, and very responsible, wasn’t he?”


  “~~~~~~~?!”


  She’s making fun of me!


  She’s seriously making fun of me!


  Uwaaa~~! I’m so embarrassed! What did I just say?! I was so angry that I said a lot of embarrassing things!


  D-Don’t misunderstand, Takkun! That was… you know… S-She provoked me, so I had to answer back… I-It was just that, nothing else… It’s not that you’re not like that, but, uhm…”


  “I-It’s alright, I understand.”


  We were both blushing.


  “Hahaha, you both are so cute and innocent.”


  Saying that happily, Oinomori-san turned her back on us and left the room.


  “Well, I think it’s about time I get going. I’ve already enjoyed your youth and innocence more than enough.”


  “Eh… Ah.”


  “Enjoy your youth, Katsuragi-kun.”


  I thought about following her to see her off, but while I was going downstairs, she turned around as if trying to stop me and said:


  “Youth is not a time of life; it is a state of mind… So said the American poet Samuel Ullman, and that’s my motto.”


  Those words… I know them very well.


  That poem was on her office’s wall, like the company’s motto.


  And not just that famous opening, but the entire poem.


  “No matter your age, while you try to enjoy your life to the fullest, your soul won’t grow old nor will it vanish. So, Katsuragi-kun, please enjoy work and love to the fullest. You’re still too young to use your age as a pretext.”


  After saying that, she laughed in satisfaction and lively went down the stairs.


  The woman took the suitcase she had left in the entrance and left.


  Takkun and I couldn’t do anything other than to watch her gallantly leave the house in silence.


  How to say it… It was overwhelming.


  “O-Oinomori-san is incredible.”


  “…Indeed.”


  I agreed, half sarcastically, half in admiration.


  In the end, she imposed her own pace from beginning to end. She played however she wanted with us on the palm of her hand.


  Seriously… What a problematic president.


  She was shameless, arrogant and superficial with money and love. No matter how many years pass, she always has that childish and bossy personality, a person that goes out dressed in ‘impulse’ and ‘without common sense’… But despite that.


  I couldn’t really come to hate her.


  On the contrary, I was thankful to her.


  I didn’t have enough words to express my gratitude.


  After all, when I had just started in the company, I suddenly became a single mother. It was thanks to Oinomori-san that I could keep my job, who I still have to this day.


  “I’m sorry, Takkun. My boss ended up involving you in her pranks.”


  “…No, it’s no problem, t-that’s why…”


  Takkun blushed and looked the other way.


  “Hm? What’s wrong?”


  “No, well… A-Ayako-san.” He said hesitantly. “I think… you should wear something.”


  “Eh? …Kyaa!”


  I slowly lowered my gaze to check my appearance and then I screamed.


  I-I’m not wearing anything!


  I was wearing a skirt below… But on the upper side, I was only wearing a bra.


  Uwaa… There’s no way! While I was changing, Oinomori-san started to make fun of Takkun, so I had to stop halfway through and angrily object… And I’ve been like that since that!


  Just a bra!


  “Nooo… Uuh, Takkun, you should’ve told me earlier…”


  “I-I’m sorry, I couldn’t find a time to… Ah, I’ll go grab my jacket.”


  I crouched and saw him running.


  There’s no way… Did Oinomori-san plan this too?


  She knew this was going to happen and put her plan into action the moment I started to change…


  Uhh, ahh… Damn it!


  I do hate her after all!
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  A weekday afternoon…


  After my university classes, I met up with Satoya in a café in front of the station.


  I was the one who invited him, but he picked the place.


  “To begin with… Here you go.”


  After we both ordered a coffee, I gave Satoya, who was sitting in front of me, an envelope.


  “What’s this?”


  “I got sick the other day… You had to go to in my stead to that restaurant I had a reservation for, didn’t you?”


  The date which I was supposed to have last week… I was planning to bring Ayako-san to have dinner in a restaurant with a beautiful night view. A nice Italian restaurant that Satoya recommended to me. Not so high class but offers refined dinners and is popular among adult women.


  But as you already know, my date was postponed due to my cold.


  So I got in contact with Satoya during the morning and I asked him to go to the restaurant with his girlfriend in place of us.


  “Here’s the money for a dinner for 2. Take it.”


  “Uhm… No, I can’t accept it. Why are you giving it to me?”


  “Well, you went in my place, so it’s natural that I pay for it. Thanks to you, I didn’t cause any problems to the restaurant.”


  “C’mon, don’t worry about that. Rin-chan and I both enjoyed a good meal, so there’s no need to worry about it.”


  “But… It was expensive, right?”


  “It was, but… Hmm, then… If you insist, I’ll take half. It leaves a bad flavor in my mouth if I were to take everything.”


  Satoya only took half the money from the envelope and returned the rest. I thought it would be wrong to force it onto him, so I just took the envelope back.


  “You’re too earnest, Takumi. I was thinking you had invited me today just to ask me for more date tips, but I certainly wasn’t expecting this.” He said in a surprised tone. “Anyways, your date was postponed for this weekend, right?”


  “Yes.”


  I contacted Ayako-san a few times and we had arranged our new date for this weekend.


  “But this time… I’d like to discuss the date plan beforehand. She told me not to go overboard.”


  After setting a day, Ayako-san kept telling me things like:


  “Listen, Takkun… I’m happy that you’re trying so hard for me… but please don’t go overboard again. It would be a real problem if you were to get sick… again… So please, don’t.”


  “It’s a waste of money to rent a car, so you can use mine. In fact, I can drive if needed…”


  She seemed to be worried about the last time, since I ended up getting sick.


  Haah… I’m really pathetic.


  I wanted to make her happy, but I only ended up making her worry.


  “I see. Well, I can understand Ayako-san’s feelings. The harder you try, the more she’ll worry about you.”


  -…I’m so pathetic. I wanted to do my best effort to make her see me as a man, but in the end, I only made her worry about me as a son.”


  I wonder how she sees me.


  Does she dislike me? …Probably not.


  Of course, this may sound a little pretentious… but I don’t think Ayako-san dislikes me.


  I’m sure that her feelings towards me are closer to that of affection.


  It’s just that I don’t know if that affection is that for a son or for a man.


  Perhaps… Even she doesn’t know herself.


  Maybe she’s in a state of ambiguity and confusion that has already blurred the line between both and now she doesn’t know which is it…


  “Well, you don’t need to worry about that. I’m also partly to blame. I was the one who suggested you the adult date plan, and I think that the pressure was too much for you. So,” Satoya said, “this time… I got you a special advisor.”


  “A-An advisor…?”


  “Yep, the person that knows the most about you and Ayako-san in the entire world.”


  “…”


  “I was thinking you wanted to discuss your date today, so I had called her beforehand. So we also agreed to meet up here… Oh, looks like she arrived.”


  Satoya greeted someone in the direction of the entry.


  The person that knows the most about Ayako-san and me?


  Who’s that?


  Wondering that, I followed his gaze… and I understood.


  “Oh, yahoo!”


  The person that looked at us and greeted us was someone I knew very well.


  Ayako-san’s daughter… Miu Katsuragi.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “It’s been so long, Satoya-san. You’re looking as handsome as ever.”


  “Thanks, Miu-chan, you also look as beautiful as ever.”


  “Hahaha, thanks.”


  After exchanging a casual greeting, Miu turned towards me.


  “Yo, Taku-nii. We haven’t seen each other since this morning.”


  “Miu…”


  Ah, I get it.


  It’s true that this girl knows the most about Ayako-san and I in the entire world. Now I get why Satoya called her the special advisor.


  But even so…


  “Well, I’ll go grab a drink.”


  After Miu went to buy a drink:


  “…Hey.” I leaned forward and whispered. “Satoya… why did you call Miu?”


  “Because I thought that she’d be of help. If you want to conquer Ayako-san, wouldn’t it be easier to just ask her daughter to help out?” Said Satoya calmly. “Rather, I got a question for you. Takumi… why don’t you want to ask Miu-chan for help?”


  “Well, you see…” After a brief silence, I sighed and… “Well… it’s a bit awkward.”


  “Awkward?”


  “Well, you know… it’s embarrassing, right? Asking the daughter of the woman I love what I can do to go out with her mother.”


  “…”


  “Besides… if everything works out… if Ayako-san and I start dating and ultimately get married… Miu will become my daughter in law, right? If I rely on Miu too much right now, I won’t have any dignity when I finally become her father in law.”


  “…Hahaha. I see, so you have a weird pride within you.” Satoya laughed.


  Even though I was the one saying it… I think it’s a bit disgusting. I don’t even know if I’m going to be able to go out with her, and here I am selfishly worrying about what will happen once we get married.


  Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, as the proverb says.


  But.


  I can’t help but think about that.


  The woman I love has a very dear daughter.


  Contemplating a future with her daughter is the least I could do as a man that fell in love with a single mother.


  “What are you two whispering about?” Miu returned with a drink and sat next to me.


  “Well, we’re making plans.”


  After taking a sip of her caramel macchiato topped with whipped cream, she apathetically said:


  “Whatever, Taku-nii doesn’t really want my help, doesn’t he?”


  “…”


  “Haah, geez.”


  Miu let out a big sigh when she saw I was unable to say anything back because she was right on the mark.


  “Well, I understand why he doesn’t want to rely on my help. That’s why I haven’t said anything to him until today.”


  “But.” She continued.


  She looked at me with sympathy and pity.


  “When the date was ruined because of his cold… let’s just say I wasn’t happy about it. That’s when I realized that it wasn’t the moment to remain quiet.”


  “…Well, that’s thoughtful on your part.”


  She hit me right where it hurt, and I couldn’t do anything but look the other way and give a sarcastic remark.


  “Well, we’ll be relying on your help from now on Miu-chan. Let’s start our strategic reunion posthaste. About this weekend’s date.” Satoya said after clapping. “Just in case, we’ve got the old plan… but I think it’s better to forget about it it since nothing good will come out of it. Therefore, I think we should think a new one from scratch.”


  “…You’re probably right.”


  I nodded. I felt really sorry about Satoya because he was the one who thought about it… but I wouldn’t dare to use than plan again.


  I had mixed feelings about it, and also, Ayako-san had already found out about a couple things. And above all… she had asked me not to go overboard again.


  I was thankful because she was worried, but also felt pathetic; quite a complicated feeling… Anyways, the point is that I agreed with rethinking things from scratch.


  “Miu-chan, you got any ideas?”


  “Hmm, let’s see.” Said Miu thinking and putting a hand on her chin. “I listened to the idea you two thought about… but honestly, I don’t think it’s the right one for mom. Ah, I don’t mean that Satoya-san is in the wrong, I think it would have been a wonderful date with an ordinary adult woman… But I don’t think my thirty year old mom can be considered ordinary.”


  Miu’s expression became indescribably complicated.


  “I don’t know if she had any love experience in the past, but at least during the last 10 years, she hasn’t fallen in love with anyone, and well, she’s in the same love level of a middle schooler. Even this time, a date invitation was more than enough to make her lose her cool. So, if you suddenly take her on an adult and romantic date, the only thing you’ll accomplish is to frighten her.”


  “I see… I also had some doubts about that. I was making a plan for an ‘adult woman’, not for ‘Ayako-san’.” Said Satoya, with an understanding expression.


  Miu looked at me and continued:


  “And I think that if Taku-nii does something that he isn’t used to, he will only be giving the painful impression of an university student pressuring himself too much. In fact, that pressure was what made you sick, wasn’t it?”


  “That’s…”


  Well, I don’t think it’s possible to deny that.


  While I was excitedly waiting for the date, I was under a lot of pressure.


  I desperately wanted to be an ‘adult man’ worthy of Ayako-san… and I did everything possible to prepare an adult date.


  “That’s why, Taku-nii.” Said Miu.


  Looking straight at me, but with a pitiful look.


  “Just be yourself.”


  “M-Myself…?”


  “Yes. It’s better to be yourself.” She said in a light tone and took a sip of her caramel macchiato. “Since you tried harder than what you could handle and failed, you should opt out for the choice that is within your reach. Don’t try unnecessary things, just be yourself and act natural.”


  “…But I don’t want to seem lazy.”


  “I’m not telling you to be lazy… Just to act like you always do. Behave like you normally do, that’s all you need.” Said Miu.


  “In fact.” Satoya pitched in too. “Takumi and I were thinking about adjusting ourselves to Ayako-san… but perhaps all we had to was the opposite. After all, even if Takumi tries as hard as he can to act like an adult, the result won’t be favorable… In that case, the best option would be to bring Ayako-san into Takumi’s land.”


  “My land…?”


  “Fighting within your own land is a basic tactic.”


  “That’s right. It’s just as Satoya-san says. An ‘adult date’ won’t work with mom. Both will be fighting on foreign lands, and in the end, won’t get anywhere.” She took a breather and continued. “Don’t be afraid, you just have to do whatever comes to mind and that’s it. Don’t worry… There’s no other man in the world that thinks about mom than you. And she definitely will be happy with any date that you come up with naturally.”


  “Miu…”


  I felt a heat in my chest.


  Her advise had reached my heart… and above all…


  This may sound a bit pretentious, but I could feel her trust in me with every word she said, which made me feel both happy and embarrassed.


  “…Thank you.”


  “Ah, I don’t need that kind of thing. Hmm.”


  Miu shook her hand indifferently and then extended it toward me.


  “Eh? What do you want?”


  “Payment for my advisor service.”


  “…”


  “For the caramel macchiato. Oh, and I also want to eat a cake.”


  “…You’re quite shameless, you know?” I said sarcastically and took out 1,000 yens from my wallet.


  “Thanks for your patronage~” She said, taking the money and then leaving her seat.


  And then, she looked at me and continued:


  “Like I said before… my mom is a pushover. If you keep attacking her, she’ll soon give up.”


  “…Stop calling your mother like that.”


  “There are no obstacles between the two of you. And if there are, it’s just because mom made them up on her own. Everything… is inside of her.”


  A shadow suddenly fell on Miu’s face, who was smiling lightheartedly all the time.


  There was a hint of sadness in her downcast look.


  “…If your date ends up failing, then I’ve got a little idea…”


  “An idea?”


  “Ah… No. It’s nothing.”


  She suddenly raised her head and shook her hands hurriedly.


  “It’s bad to think you’re going to fail before even doing it. Really, it’s nothing, so forget what I said.”


  After finishing the conversation with a teasing tone, Miu left running to order what she wanted.
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  It’s been a week since the date was postponed due to unavoidable circumstances.


  And the date day came once again.


  After discussing it beforehand… we decided to not rent a car but to use mine.


  We agreed to meet at my house’s parking.


  9:55 am.


  I came out of the house 5 minutes earlier than the appointed time… and at the same time, Takkun also came out of the house next door.


  “Good morning, Ayako-san.”


  “G-Good morning, Takkun.”


  He looked a bit nervous and I returned his greeting with a slightly tense voice.


  “…How are you doing?”


  “Perfectly fine. I slept 8 hours every day this week.”


  “Haha… That’s very healthy.”


  Despite having a sympathetic exchange, the conversation was sort of empty.


  Probably because we were conscious of one another.


  Conscious of each other as man and woman.


  This was our first date.


  Even if we had planned one before, the tension and the anxiety hadn’t disappeared…


  “Ayako-san…” Said Takkun after a brief silence. And looking straight at me, he continued. “Your clothes today fit you really well.”


  “…”


  “And your hairstyle is a bit different from usual, it gives you a fresh look… You look… really beautiful.”


  “…W-Well, even I have dating clothes.”


  I was so embarrassed that I put on a tough attitude. But in reality, I had bought these clothes specifically for this date.


  Uuh… This is bad.


  I can’t get embarrassed over an attack like this. If I get flustered from something like this… What will happen when the date actually starts?


  “S-Should we go now?”


  “Yes. Well, then… I’ll be borrowing your car.” He bowed slightly and walked toward the driver’s seat.


  “…Are you sure you want to drive? If you want, I can do it.”


  “It’s fine, I can do it, I think. You have the same car as my mother, and I’ve already driven it a lot of times.”


  After saying that, it would be rude for me to keep insisting.


  I sat in the passenger’s seat and Takkun on the driver’s seat.


  “Then… Where will we go to today?” I asked while adjusting the seat and the rear-view mirror.


  “Uhm, well… you’ll see.” He replied mischievously.


  Is everything going to be alright? He’s trying hard for me again, isn’t he…?


  Maybe because he saw the anxiety in my face, he said:


  “Oh, don’t worry. It’s not a weird place.” And added, “You’ve been there before.”


  He looked a bit unsure of himself, but since he had practiced beforehand, Takkun’s driving was very smooth.


  In fact, he did it even better than me. He was driving and changing lanes naturally, and when we entered the highway through the intersection, he kept driving steadily and calmly.


  We drove for approximately 1 hour.


  We drove out the prefecture through the highway… and reached our destiny.


  “This is…”


  When I came out the car, I was speechless.


  More than half the cars in the parking lot… were big family cars. Many families were walking from the parking lot to the entrance.


  A roller coaster and a Ferris wheel could be seen behind the entrance.


  “An… An amusement park?”


  We were in an amusement park from outside the prefecture.


  A theme park that could be said to be the biggest one in all of Tohoku.


  And I… Couldn’t really hide my surprise.


  Where would Takkun bring me for our date? I had imagined a lot of things, but I never thought that he’d bring me to an amusement park.


  Besides, here’s…


  “I came here during spring for a welcome party that the faculty organized for new students. First years had to look for their seniors around the park and solve riddles… Well, we had quite a lively event for university students.” Takkun came out of the car, came to my side and said, “Ayako-san… You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”


  “…Yes. A long time ago.”


  When Miu was still in elementary school.


  The two of us came to this amusement park together.


  “I remember that you came here with Miu a long time ago… You also showed me some pictures. A lot of pictures of Miu having fun.”


  “But,” Takkun continued.


  “There were almost no pictures of you.”


  “…”


  That… was true.


  After all, the person who took Miu’s pictures… was me.


  If you go to the amusement park with your little daughter, it’s normal for the mother to be the one taking the pictures. As for the pictures the pictures of the two of us, I had asked the staff to take a couple of them.


  The children are the stars of the show after all.


  What’s most important is the child’s smile and it’s not right for parents to leave them behind just so they can have fun on their own.


  I never thought of it as a bother.


  As long as Miu had fun… as long as I could take a picture of my daughter having fun, that was enough for me.


  Even if I barely showed up at all on the album, that didn’t bother me.


  But…


  “That’s why I’d like to take a lot of pictures of Ayako-san here today.” Said Takkun. “During the last 10 years, in every fun event, you’ve been placing Miu above everything, right? But today… I don’t want you to think about your daughter, but rather have fun yourself. I want you to enjoy the amusement park to the fullest.”


  “…”


  I was speechless.


  Takkun… was thinking about those things.


  For 10 years, I’ve been putting my daughter above everything else… and I don’t regret it. Even though there were some hiccups along the way, I had far more nice and happy memories to remember.


  But.


  I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to do it.


  I’d be lying if I said I was bearing with it and holding back.


  Ah… I wonder what this is…


  I felt a soft warmth on my chest.


  Once more, I could see just how much Takkun had been observing me these last 10 years.


  “Uhm… I-I’m sorry. As I though… an amusement park is a bit childish, right?”


  While I was deeply moved in silence, he spoke in anxiety.


  “N-No, it’s not that… I don’t dislike it at all… I’m very happy that you thought about me. I… always wanted to have fun in a place like this, but…”


  “But?”


  “I-It’s a bit embarrassing… isn’t it? That I have fun in a place like this…” I said what I was worried about. “I’m here without a kid… Is it alright for a thirty year old lady like me to have fun in a date at an amusement park…?”


  “What? You’re worried about that?”


  “W-Women worry about a lot of things!”


  “As I’ve said before, you’re not old at all. Besides, age has nothing to do with having fun at an amusement park.”


  “R-Really?”


  “Yes. Well then, let’s get in.”


  “…Y-Yes…”


  I walked towards the entrance, led by Takkun.


  And our first date in an amusement park… began.


  When we went through the entrance, the extraordinary atmosphere became even stronger.


  There were a lot of rides that made my heart jump just by looking at them and gift shops full of merchandise. And a lot of people walking with smiles on their faces in this exciting atmosphere.


  “As expected, there are a lot of families since it’s a weekend.”


  “That’s true, but… there are also a lot of couples.”


  As Takkun said, there were a lot of couples in the park enjoying their dates.


  But… all of them were young for the most part.


  They were couples in their teens or 20s.


  I could see thirty year olds with their children, but not one who had come alone with their significant other.


  What do I do?


  As I thought… I don’t belong here…


  Yes, it was as if I was dreaming.


  This doesn’t look real at all.


  If I had told this to myself last year, I would have laughed it off.


  I would’ve never imagined being in a date with Takkun at an amusement park…


  “Ah, Ayako-san, take a look at that.”


  I was restless and nervous when Takkun turned to me.


  And pointed at… the merry-go-round.


  “There was a picture of Miu riding that, right?”


  “That’s right. Miu liked it so much that she rode it 3 times.”


  I was flooded by nostalgia remembering it, but…


  “Then… Would you like to ride it?” Takkun suggested something scandalous so casually.


  “Eh?”


  “Why don’t you ride the merry-go-round?”


  “No, no, no… Wait a minute.”


  The merry-go-round? Me?


  I am going to ride a white horse on my thirties?


  “I-I can’t, Takkun. I’m sure that… there must be an age limit for it! An age limit for older people… I think that it says that women over 30 should abstain from riding it…”


  “That’s not written there, though.”


  “But… I’m already an adult… How can I ride a merry-go-round?”


  “What’s so weird about it? Look, there are a lot of adults riding it, aren’t there?”


  “Those are adults with children. It would be different if I had a child with me…”


  “Don’t worry, no one is going to mind.”


  “E-E-Eh…”


  Pressed by a stubborn Takkun, we got in line for the merry-go-round.


  There weren’t that many people in line, so our turn came quickly.


  We crossed the fence and I got on the white horse model.


  I felt like it would be embarrassing to ride with my legs open, so I decided to sit with my legs together… No, this is also… Somehow, riding like a princess is also embarrassing. Ah, I don’t understand anything anymore… What must a thirty year old woman do in this case~…?


  “Uwaa… It’s pretty high.”


  “Are you okay, Ayako-san?”


  “I-I’m okay… I’m okay, but…”


  Is this alright? That an old lady like me enjoys such an attraction without a kid? Aren’t people going to think that I’m weird?


  “Please be careful with the movement and hold tight. Well then, I’ll be waiting for you outside.


  “Okay… Eh? …Ehh?! W-Wait a minute, Takkun!”


  He was about to leave me alone in the white horse when I suddenly stopped him as quickly as I could.


  “Where are you going?!”


  “What do you mean where? I’m going to wait outside.”


  “A-Aren’t you going to ride with me? Stay here.”


  “Eh? What do you mean? I can’t to take photos of you unless I’m outside.” Said Takkun as if it was obvious.


  It can’t be…!


  That means I’m going to ride the merry-go-round on my own?!


  “I’ll be waiting at the exit after taking a few pictures.”


  “W-Wait… I’m going to leave after all—”


  “—The ride is about to start.”


  My desperate screams were promptly interrupted by a staff member speaking into a microphone.


  W-Wait, wait, Takkun… Don’t leave me alone in this fairy tale stage!!


  I yelled in my heart… but it was too late.


  Takkun left running and soon after, the merry-go-round started moving.


  The happy music, the spinning scenery, and the white horse going up and down.


  All of this… Took a thirty year old like me to the limit.


  This dreamy atmosphere is crushing me mentally!


  Uwaa~!


  I want to get out of here~!


  I’m riding in a merry-go-round on my own. Despite the fact that I’m already over thirty years old, I’m sitting in a white horse. Despite the fact that there are only parents and children around me, here I am intruding in their space…!


  I was looking at Takkun pleading for help… but he… with his phone in hand, smiled innocently at me.


  “…Wait… Uwaa… No… A-Are you really taking picture…?!” I yelled, covering my face with my hand, but it seems like my voice couldn’t reach him due to the music. With his phone in one hand, he waved at me with the other.


  Ah… Geez…


  It looks like he’s having fun.


  What’s so fun about taking pictures of me…?


  “…”


  Uuh, aah, geez… What is this feeling?


  Somehow… I feel like a dummy for being embarrassed.


  Is it really alright?


  Even at my age?


  Is it okay to have fun to the fullest on an amusement park date?


  My heart, full of embarrassment and hesitation, started to fill up little by little by something warm…


  And when I came to, I found myself posing for Takkun.


  I was smiling and doing a peace sign enthusiastically.


  Since a capricious boy had asked me to take pictures, the least I could do was to give him this service.


  It’s not like I was enjoying it. Not at all.


  I discreetly came out of the merry-go-round so I wouldn’t attract the attention of the other families, and Takkun came running towards me.


  “Nice job.”


  “…Yes, really nice.”


  I’m so tired… Specially mentally.


  “I got some pretty good ones.”


  “Uuh… Y-You actually took them…”


  “Yes, in video.” He said.


  “At the start, I thought about taking pictures… But then I thought it would be better to film a video. Thanks to that, I managed to get everything. From the moment you hid your face, until you started to make a pose every round…”


  N-Nooooo~~!!


  I was doing my best because I thought he was taking pictures! …But a video is…!


  I wanted to scream ‘Delete it right now’, but…


  “I’m really happy. You seemed like you were having fun.”


  I couldn’t say anything after I saw him happily looking at the video. It’s not fair… it’s not fair at all… I can’t ask him to delete it when he’s showing a face like that…


  “Uuh… Geez. Let’s go, Takkun, stop looking at it and let’s go to the next ride.”


  “Eh…?”


  “…What’s wrong? Why are you making that surprised face?”


  “Well… I just thought that you had become livelier all of a sudden. And, of course, I’m very happy to see you excited.”


  “…I-It’s no use being embarrassed all the time, so I decided to have a lot of fun today. So… Let’s quickly head to the next ride.”


  “…Yes.”


  When I said that, Takkun nodded happily.


  Next ride we went to was the roller coaster.


  “Ayako-san, do you mind intense rides?”


  “If they’re too scary, then no… But I like this one. I wanted to ride it last time I came here… but at the time Miu was still very little.”


  “Yes, there’s a minimum height requirement.”


  Since it was a popular attraction, there was a large waiting line. We got in line and advanced slowly while we were being pushed by the crowd.


  “Uhm, Ayako-san…”


  In the middle of this noisy line, Takkun steeled himself and said.


  “Why don’t we hold hands?”


  “Eh?”


  “J-Just in case we get separated.”


   He extended his hand to me, trying to hold back the embarrassment. I could see through his eyes and voice how much determination he had needed to do this.


  But…


  “…N-No.”


  I put my hand away on reflex.


  And the reason: none.


  I simply was… shocked due to how sudden it was.


  I immediately started to make excuses for such a reaction.


  “It’s just that… you know… You never know who’s looking… And I don’t think that we’re going to get separated in this line.”


  “…Y-You’re right, I’m sorry.” With a clearly depressed voice, Takkun put his hand away.


  Eh?


  You’re giving up…?


  …Well, it’s understandable. After all, I was the one who rejected it. I didn’t expect him to give up so easily, though. Hmm… Had he insisted a bit more, I would have allowed him to hold my hand. Had he been more assertive like my dream the other day…


  I briefly took a glance at him.


  Takkun… was completely dejected.


  Uwaa, he’s very depressed! Well, obviously, he steeled himself and proposed it to me, but I rejected him heavily.


  Uuh… Don’t make that face, Takkun…


  Hm… Ah… Geez!


  “…Eh?!” The next moment, Takkun said in shock.


  It was understandable.


  Since I denied his request to hold hands… and now I was the one taking his.


  “Ayako-san…”


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “G-Geez, Takkun… You don’t get a woman’s heart at all.” I said.


  With the most conceited tone possible.


  “You can’t give up so easily just because you were rejected once. You have to be persistent… Because sometimes a woman’s ‘no’ can mean ‘yes’… That’s why men should be able to read between the lines…”


  “…”


  “I-I’m not telling you to assertively come at me! Generally! I mean generally!”


  …Ah, geez, what the heck am I saying? I feel like I’m something completely selfish and incoherent. I feel like I’m turning into a ridiculously problematic woman.


  I was starting to self loathe, but…


  “I see, I’ll keep it in mind.”


  Takkun smiled at me without complaining.


  He softly grasped my hand, with a delicate force.


  “…You’re too honest, Takkun.”


  “Being honest is nice.”


  “If you’re too honest, some bad person might trick you, so I’m worried now. Remember how a long time ago, the two of us went to buy a Christmas gift for Miu? When I told you that I had received a transformation item from Love Kaiser Solitaire as an award for being the client number 10,000 and you whole heartedly believed th—”


  “Actually… I already knew that.”


  “You already knew?!”


  After the roller coaster, we went around the other rides as we wanted.


  We rode the chair swing ride, a rollercoaster that goes underwater, a monorail.


  We had lunch a bit late to avoid crowds and had a light meal on the outdoor tables of the cafeteria.


  While we were enjoying the amusement park that way…


  Takkun took a photo every chance he saw.


  At the beginning, it was extremely embarrassing… ‘What’s so fun about taking pictures of an old lady like me?’, I wondered in embarrassment. But little by little, I started to get used to it as the number of pictures kept increasing.


  Or rather.


  Little by little… it become more and more fun.


  Fun.


  Very fun.


  We went around the rides, took a lot of pictures, had lunch in a place by went in by chance and later bought a lot of crepes on impulse when we saw them and walked while eating them.


  It was as if I had gone back to my teens or 20s.


  It was as if we were a student couple…


  “Being in places like these makes me want to eat crepes.”


  “I get that. Even though they taste the same as a normal crepe you can buy anywhere.”


  “I know right.”


  We stopped at a side of the road and ate the crepes we had just bought.


  I bought one with strawberry and Takkun a banana and chocolate one.


  Yup, crepes are the best!


  “Ah, Takkun, you got some on your cheek.”


  “Eh… really?”


  “The other here, here.”


  I extended my hand toward his cheek.


  I cleaned the cream off his cheek and licked it.


  “Yes, the chocolate one is also tasty.”


  “…”


  Takkun blushed…


  When I saw his face, I realized what I had done.


  “Eh, ah… S-Sorry! I did something embarrassing again out of habit…”


  “N-No! It’s okay! Sorry about getting embarrassed by this!”


  We apologized to each other.


  Ah… I did it again.


  Cleaning cream off his cheek with my hand and licking it… I used to do that when Takkun was little.


  Adults tend to do this with their kids often… but, isn’t this a common event between lovers? In that case, there’s no problem, right? No… We’re still not dating, so… Hmm.


  I felt awkward and embarrassed while we walked around the park.


  “Ayako-san, look.” Said Takkun, pointing to the crowd when we reached the plaza. “It looks like there’s a ‘Take a commemorative photo’ event.”


  “Heh.”


  “Since this is such a rare chance, why don’t we take a photo?”


  “True… Yes, let’s take a photo.”


  I felt bad for being the only one with so many pictures taken, so I thought it was a great opportunity for him to also have one.


  We went toward the crowd and were about to make the line… when we finally understood what kind of event this was.


  The gimmick was that the employees were giving out photographic accessories and took photos with a Ferris wheel on the background.


  However, most of the accessories… had the shape of a heart.


  And most of the people in line were couples. The people taking pictures right now were also a couple and were standing really close to one another, flirting while enjoying the photoshoot.


  “…Looks like it’s a couple’s event.”


  “Yes… That’s what it looks like.”


  “W-What do we do?”


  It’s impossible to participate in an event like this… No.


  It’s the opposite, not participating after having come so far is more embarrassing, as if I was too conscious about it. Uuh… I don’t know anymore. What should I do?


  “It’s okay… It doesn’t say anywhere that it’s exclusive to couples… Besides, there are people who don’t look like couples.”


  Like Takkun had said, between the many couples, there were some couples with children. There was also a group of high school boys with accessories in their hands yelling “Damn it, we’re so lonely!”


  “…Yes, looks like there’s no problem.”


  “Since it’s not that exclusive… then we, who are not a couple, can also participate. I don’t think that there’s going to be that classic romcom event of ‘So now… show us that you’re a couple’…


  Feeling a bit relieved, we got in the line.


  “Excellent job.”


  “The following people, please pick your accessories. Boyfriend goes here, and Girlfriend here.”


  “Boyfriend, please get a little closer. Girlfriend, you’re good there.”


  The staff worked quickly and efficiently to take the pictures, working as a team to handle the customers as professionally as possible.


  Slowly, the line kept going…


  And finally, our turn arrived.


  “Please pick your accessories. Uhm…”


   The employee, who was smiling with a business smile at all times, showed a hesitant expression for a moment, and then…


  “Please, sister over here and brother here.” She said.


  She looked at Takkun and I and said that.


  “…”


  My heart froze immediately.


  Ah…


  I see, of course.


  Takkun and I don’t look like a couple. No matter how young I look, I don’t think I look like I’m 20.


  But, that’s alright.


  I’m not going to get mad nor sad.


  It’s just that… they reminded me about the reality. My optimistic head that thought that this looked like a date between students cooled a bit.


  Yes. Rather, I should be happy. It’s better for them to consider us siblings. Had they thought we were mother and child… it would have been a real shocker. Although it’s possible that we would be taken as mother and child, they only called us siblings just in case.


  And right when several things went through my head in an instant.


  Hug.


  Takkun put his arm from behind.


  And then… he strongly hugged me.


  “She’s my girlfriend no matter how you look at it!”


  Said Takkun.


  He was tightly hugging me toward his chest and said it loud and clear.


  The words I heard while in his arms clearly resounded in my ears and in his chest.


  “Ah… I’m so sorry, that was very impolite on my part.” The employee bowed immediately.


  After taking the accessories, we walked towards the session’s place…


  And the atmosphere… wasn’t awkward.


  “…Even though I’m not actually your girlfriend.”


  “Uhm, well…” Takkun muttered, looking for the words to say. “I was bothered a bit by it… and it just came out. I’m sorry for saying something so selfish.”


  “I’m not angry… just surprised. Takkun, you have a surprisingly bold side.”


  “Uhm, well… You said before that I should be more assertive.”


  “…Geez… You didn’t need to put it into practice so soon.”


  Ah…


  This isn’t good.


  I wanted to act calmly, but it was completely useless.


  I couldn’t stop looking away.


  I couldn’t see his face.


  And I couldn’t let him see me like this.


  “Alright then, I’m going to take the picture!”


  After reaching the photoshoot session, a staff member pointed the camera at us.


  “Boyfriend, move a little more to the right. And Girlfriend… Uhm, could you look up a bit?”


  “…Y-Yes.”


  I tried my best to look up and smile.


  But I couldn’t smile very well.


  Not because I was expressionless or had a fake smile for the picture.


  But because I was blushing a lot, with wet eyes and a smile overflowing with happiness.


  After that…


  We took a walk steadily throughout the park, visiting the gift shop and then headed to the last ride.


  And the last place you visit at an amusement park… clearly had to be this one.


  “Wow… S-So high…” I whispered while I saw the scenery from the Ferris wheel.


  You could see the entire park from here and the people walking looked like dots. So high. It’s higher than I expected. It’s even a bit scary…


  “What a nice view.”


  Unlike me, Takkun, who was sitting in front of me, didn’t look like he was afraid of heights. He enjoyed the view below with a calm expression.


  While I was looking at his face, I wanted to tease him a little.


  I took out my phone from my pocket and took a picture of him.


  “Eh… W-What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. You had such an smiling face that I couldn’t help but take a picture.”


  “I seriously doubt that it’s fun to take a picture of my face.”


  “…That’s what I said a lot of times today. I told you so many times…”


  “No! It’s definitely worth it to take pictures of you! You’re so beautiful, expressive and cute, it’s fun to photograph you—”


  “~~! L-Let’s stop talking about that! Anyways… It’s time for my revenge! Let me take pictures too!”


  When I pointed my phone at him, Takkun hid his face in embarrassment.


  “What is it? P-Please, stop… In that case, I’m also going to take pictures of you.”


  “N-No can do… It’s my turn now! Don’t point your phone at me—”


  The moment I got up reflexively and tried to take away his phone…


  Shake.


  The gondola shook violently.


  “Kyaa…”


  I lost my balance and saw the scenery outside. My fear skyrocketed and my body lost all its strength.


  “Ayako-san!”


  When I was about to fall… Takkun extended his arms to catch me.


  And while falling, I jumped toward his chest.


  I accidentally put all my weight on him, but Takkun held me tightly with all of his body.


  “…Haa, haa… T-That was scary.”


  “A-Are you alright?”


  “Yes… Thanks, Takku—”


  I looked up to thank him and finally realized our current state.


  Close.


  We were incredibly close.


  Our bodies were in complete contact. My chest was pressing against him and our legs were completely intertwined.


  But above all, the part of our bodies that was closer than anything else… was our faces.


  Our faces were just a hair width’s apart.


  A distance in which our lips could touch at any moment…


  ““~~!!””


  We immediately separated our faces and distanced ourselves. Even though I was worried about the gondola’s balancing, we returned to our seats as quickly as possible.


  “I-I’m sorry, I… Since everything happened so fast.”


  “No… It’s alright. Don’t worry about it.”


  The gondola’s interior became awkward in an instant.


  Haah… I did it again. Why did I have to mess it up when everything was going so well…?


  After that… there was silence for a while.


  The gondola kept going up slowly and it finally reached the top.


  And here.


  “…Ayako-san.” Takkun opened his mouth. “Thanks a lot for today.”


  “Eh…?”


  “I’m really happy to have been able to have this date with you.”


  “W-What’s wrong? Why are you so serious all of a sudden?”


  “I just thought that I had to tell you. Really… I had a lot of fun. That I was able to go out with you on our own like this… It’s my entire life’s dream coming true.”


  “Dream? You’re exaggerating.” I said with a wry smile. “…I also have to thank you.” I continued. “Thanks for inviting me on this date, Takkun. I’ve had a really good time today.”


  “Really?”


  “Really, it was a lot of fun. At the beginning, I was a bit surprised that you brough me to an amusement park… but now I’m surprised at how much fun I had.”


  When I said that, he smiled in relief.


  It’s so easy to understand how each one of my actions makes him happy or sad.


  Seeing this behavior made me realize once more that he truly loved me, and I felt my face get a bit hotter.


  “Thanks to you, I had the best amusement park date in history.”


  “Wha… Y-You’re praising me too much. I didn’t do anything special.”


  “No, it’s all thanks to you. Because if you hadn’t invited me… I would have never thought about coming here. Because I… Well… I believed that I was too old for this.”


  It’s not as if it was forbidden or regulated… But I was reluctant which caused me to abstain from coming.


  I thought that I had to abstain from juvenile events that only teenagers and 20 year olds were allowed to enjoy.


  Somehow, I managed to get a job in the company I work for now, I took care of Miu, became a mother, lived a very busy life and before I had realized, I was already in my thirties…


  I became an adult.


  I had to.


  I couldn’t keep being a little girl forever.


  I couldn’t do whatever I wanted while using the convenient word ‘youth’ as an excuse.


  And I don’t think that it was the wrong way to live.


  Even if I had the chance to redo everything, I would make the same choices and live the same way.


  But…


  I didn’t even know.


  I didn’t know that I still had these feelings inside of me.


  Something like regrets.


  Seriously… It’s all Takkun’s fault.


  The existence of this young man that troubled my heart…


  “…Can I ask you out again?” He asked me.


  Looking straight at me, with a serious look.


  “I’d like to go with you to a lot of places.”


  “…”


  I felt my heart burn.


  I thought that I had resigned to all that already, but the regrets and desires which I wasn’t conscious were reignited by a new flame.


  Unable to look straight at his eyes, I started to look out the window.


  I was afraid to look down, so I looked at the sky.


  And then…


  “…Yes.” I gave a short answer.


  Just that.


  My heart was so full that I couldn’t say any more than that.


  It was a bit early for the sunset, so the sky was still blue.


  But I thought that I would have liked it if the sun had set before.


  Because if the gondola had been illuminated by the afternoon light, perhaps I could have hidden how red my cheeks were from embarrassment.


  Well, the date went like that.


  Due to my slightly embarrassing poetic final lines, everything seemed to have ended well.


  However.


  After that, an incident occurred.


  Something I never imagined could happen.


  I didn’t expect such a big incident to happen on the way home.
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  The elevator reached its destination.


  “Right there… Where the light is.” Takkun nervously pointed at the room with the blinking light. It seems that the system told you the room you picked in the entrance through blinking lights.


  We walked next to each other on the carpeted hallway, listening to the unpleasant sounds of water dripping.


  We were soaked entirely from head to toe. The inside of our clothes and even our shoes were soaked.


  When we went in the room, it looked just like an ordinary hotel room.


  “Whoa… It’s far more normal then I expected.”


  “Yeah… surprisingly so…”


  “…Takkun, have you been in a place like this already?”


  “O-Of course not! What about you, Ayako-san?”


  “Ehhh?! N-No! It’s also my first time today!”


  After an awkward exchange, we left our things in the floor.


  I used a room’s towel to clean up my clothes and bag.


  “Well then, Ayako-san,” said Takkun. “Please go take a shower first.”


  “…Eh?”


  It was probably because of my bewildered voice.


  Takkun started to explain himself hurriedly.


  “T-That’s not what I meant! Ah, well… It is what I meant, but despite what it sounds like, I didn’t mean it that way… I meant it in the way that I don’t want you catching a cold.”


  “I-I understand. I’m also sorry for misinterpreting.” I apologized in a hurry. “…Well then, if you don’t mind, I’ll go first.”


  I headed to the bathroom alone.


  Unlike an ordinary hotel, there was no separation between the dressing room and the bedroom, and everything was completely visible from the room.


  I didn’t know what to do, so I went to the bathroom with my wet clothes and took them off there.


  “…Haah…” I sighed.


  Despite my body being cold due to the rain, my face was extremely hot.


  Why?


  How did this happen?


  I thought the date had gone pretty well.


  So… Why are we together in a love hotel…?!


  Let’s go back in time a bit.


  After coming down from the Ferris wheel, we looked back at some memories… and left the amusement park before the sunset.


  We didn’t have any more plans for the rest of the day, so we were going straight back home.


  It was a bit early to wrap up an adult date, but the weather forecast said there would be heavy rain at night.


  Takkun said it would be better to return home early.


  Of course… There was no kind of development like ‘And what if I said I didn’t want to go back just yet?” Yup, not at all, there was no such thing.


  A date that ends the same day is better!


  “I’m sorry for making you drive, Ayako-san.”


  “It’s alright, don’t mind it. You did take me everywhere today, so this is the least I can do.”


  Inside the car, on the way home…


  I offered to drive us as a token of appreciation for today.


  I went to the highway through the intersection and took the main road.


  In 30 more minutes, the date would end.


  “Looks like we’ll make it there before it starts raining.” Said Takkun from the passenger’s seat.


  Dark clouds were gathering in the sky in front of us.


  “Yeah, it’s a relief. I don’t want my new clothes to get wet.”


  “Oh, so those clothes are new.”


  “Eh… Ah! C-Coincident! It’s just a coincidence that it’s new! I didn’t buy it specifically for today—” I started making up excuses, but immediately after…


  Boom.


  The sound of something blowing up resounded heavily in the car.


  And the steering wheel in my hands started to act up in a weird manner.


  “Eh… Eh? W-What was that sound…?”


  “…I think the tire blew out.”


  “Ehh?! N-No way… Eh? What do we do now then?!”


  “Please, calm down!”


  I was about to have a panic attack and then Takkun spoke to me in a reliable voice.


  “Don’t step hard on the brakes, just lower the speed and park on the side of the street. A blowout isn’t the end of the world… Don’t panic and everything will be fine.”


  “…Y-Yes…”


  Thanks to his calming voice, I somehow managed to regain my composure.


  We stopped at the side of the road and went out the car… and saw one of the rear tires was punctured. Air had gone out and the tire had been crushed by the weight of the car.


  “I wonder if I drove over something…”


  “Probably. It’s a pretty big hole… Ayako-san, how long have you been using those tires?” Asked Takkun after inspecting it.


  “Uhm… Since I bought the car, so I guess around 5 years.”


  “Then it’s already done its job. The tires are pretty wasted by now. Well, I’m happy that it didn’t happen in the highway. Ayako-san, do you have some sort of road assistance service contract?”


  “Ah, yes… It was recommended when I bought the car, and I’ve had it since then. Although, I’ve never used it… Uhm, where did I put the card…?”


  “Maybe in the glove compartment? It seems that a lot of people put everything there.”


  “Ah, that’s right! I just remembered I have it there!”


  Unlike me, who didn’t know what to do, Takkun was really calm and gave me instructions smoothly.


  I got in contact with the service, but…


  “…Yes. I understand…”


  “What did they say?”


  “…It seems like they’ve received a lot of calls today… They won’t be able to come immediately. We’ll have to wait around 1 hour.”


  “I see…”


  The sun was setting, and the dark clouds were gathering in the sky. If we waited for an hour, the area would see itself flooded by heavy rain.


  Ah… Why did this happen…? Despite having such a fun date, I can’t believe an accident like this happened at the last minute.


  “Ayako-san.”


  I was dejected when Takkun got close to me.


  “Maybe I could try to fix the tire?”


  “…Eh?”


  “Well, not fix it, but rather change the tire.”


  “C-Change it…?”


  “There should be a replacement on the trunk for situations like these.” He said and opened the trunk.


  And when he turned the carpet… there was a mysterious space.


  There was a pretty thin tire, a jack and other tools there.


  “What a relief. Lately, many cars come with a repair kit as standard equipment, but not with a replacement tire… The hole is pretty big, so you could hardly patch it up.”


  “Eh? Eh? What’s this? This… had a space below? Why is there a tire here…? Eh? I didn’t put it here.”


  I got in a small panic when something I wasn’t aware of, came out of the space I didn’t know existed, in a car I had been driving for years.


  “Depending on the car, some come with a replacement tire and a toolkit in the trunk. Well… A lot f people tend forget. Although, they teach this to you at driver’s school.” Said Takkun with a wry smile.


  Now that I think about it… I think I learned something like that at driver’s school… maybe.


  Argh… It’s no use. I can’t remember it at all.


  After all… It’s been over 10 years since I got my license.


  “Good.”


  He took out the tire and the tools from the trunk and placed them near the punctured tire.


  “Takkun… Can you fix a tire with such a big hole?”


  “Well, I think that I can at least change it.”


  “A-Amazing…”


  “It’s nothing special. It’s just changing a tire.”


  “But… You don’t even have your own car. So, how do you know how…?”


  “I’ve been changing tires during winters for a long time. For both my mom’s and my dad’s cars. They charge you 2,000 yens per vehicle at a mechanic to replace them, so I did it instead to earn some money.”


  Oh… Now that I think about it, he may have done that.


  I’ve seen Takkun work with tires at the Aterazawa’s household’s parking a few times.


  “This is the first time I’ve changed it using a replacement tire… But I think I can handle it. I’ve been practicing.”


  “Practicing?”


  “Uhm…”


  When I asked him, he made a ‘I messed up’ face for a moment and then started talking.


  “For the date we were supposed to have last week, I had prepared for all sorts of accidents… Including a punctured tire…”


  “Y-You even thought about that?”


  “…Haha… Sounds absurd, doesn’t it? And due to preparing for all sorts of accidents like this one… I didn’t sleep enough and got sick.” He smiled mockingly at himself and put the jack under the car. “But it looks like it’s going to be useful, so it’s alright.”


  “Takkun… I-Is there something I can do to help? I’ll do anything, just tell me.”


  “Thanks. Then, could you use your phone’s lantern app to help me see? It’s getting a bit dark.”


  “Sure.”


  I turned on the lantern app on my phone and lighted up the area for him.


  Takkun skillfully handled the tools and lifted the car to change the tire. While I watched him work, the expression on his face looked very reliable to me.


  The replacement tires are only for emergency use and it’s not recommended to drive long distances with them.


  So after changing the tire, we headed to an auto repair along the national highway.


  We were in a local city.


  There were a lot of these kinds of workshops near the intersection.


  We entered one of them and had them check the car… and told us the punctured tire was in such a bad state that we had to replace it. They also told us that it was about time to replace the other tires as well, so in the end, I decided to replace them all with new ones.


  It looked like the work would take until noon tomorrow.


  We left the workshop and walked along the highway to the bus stop.


  Unfortunately, none of the rental cars were available, so we had to walk.


  “Tomorrow, I’ll bring you to the auto repair again. I’ll borrow my mom’s car.”


  “That would be really helpful, thank you.”


  The sun had already set completely.


  We walked by the path illuminated by the stores, gradually accelerating as we went.


  We couldn’t take it easy.


  Because it was starting to rain.


  And the nearest bus stop… was still a while away.


  “I’m sorry, I should have brought a better umbrella.”


  “It’s fine, don’t worry. Rather, I’m the one who should apologize for forgetting my umbrella…”


  “No, there’s no need to apologize. After all, we were supposed to return before it rained.”


  The weather forecast said that it would start raining at night, that’s why I didn’t bring my umbrella. So now, the 2 of us were under the disposable umbrella that Takkun brought with him.


  We were under the same umbrella… But it didn’t feel romantic at all.


  There wasn’t enough space for both of us.


  If the rain got heavier as forecasted, it would be impossible to cover up 2 adults with such a small umbrella.


  We hastily ran towards the bus stop… However…


  “…Ayako-san, are you alright?”


  “I-I’m fine… Well, maybe not… I’m sorry… The shoes I came with are hard to run in…”


  “Then don’t run too fast.”


  “B-But the rain—”


  And as soon as I said that…


  Zaa zaa.


  The rain got heavier instantly.


  Like a full bucket being knocked over, the rain hit the asphalt strongly.


  “Uwaa… W-What a heavy rain.”


  “It’s raining a lot… Ayako-san, let’s take refuge over there for now.”


  Under the torrential rain, we ran toward a roofed place.


  The gusty rain was so intense that the small disposable umbrella wasn’t enough to protect me from it. Takkun tried his best to incline the umbrella to my side… and that gesture make me really happy… but the rain slid down the umbrella and fell over me, heartlessly drenching my newly bought clothes as if it couldn’t care any less about the boy’s kindness.


  When we reached an empty store’s eaves with a big “Looking for tenants” sign, we were both completely soaked.


  “Haa, haa… What a heavy rain. I never thought it would rain so hard…”


  “Me neither…”


  “Takkun, here. Dry yourself up with this handkerchief. Although it may not be of much help…”


  “Ayako-san, please use it on yourself first—…?!”


  Halfway through, Takkun started blushing and looked elsewhere.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Uhm… Ayako-san, your clothes…”


  “Eh… Kyaaa!”


  When I looked down… The upper side of my outfit was almost see-through.


  The white cloth was glued to my skin and my underwear was almost visible.


  This is bad…


  It was bad enough that my clothes were see-though… but the bra I had right now made it worse. Because today… just in case, in the unlikely chance that something would happen, I was wearing my lucky underwear…


  “Uuh… I-It’s not what you’re thinking, Takkun! I-I don’t always wear this kind of black underwear… I just happened to wear it today by chance…”


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “Huh? Uh… A-Anyways, please use this.”


  I panicked and he softly put his jacket over me.


  “It’s wet, but I think it will help cover you a bit.”


  “T-Thank you.”


  “But… What can we do now…?”


  Takkun looked at the sky.


  The torrential rain kept falling from the dark night sky.


  “…Doesn’t seem like it’s going to stop any time soon.”


  “According to the forecast, it won’t stop until tomorrow morning.”


  “Oh no… Then what should we do now? We can’t even take a taxi because we’re so drenched… Ugh…”


  I suddenly felt cold and shivered. My clothes and underwear seemed like they were taking even more body heat from me.


  “Are you alright, Ayako-san? Are you cold?”


  “No, I’m more worried about you than me. It will be an issue if you catch a cold again. We need to take refuge in a warm place…”


  We started looking around… And realized almost at the same time.


  We had found the ideal place.


  We were at a local city.


  And near the intersection… there were a lot of love hotels.


  ““…””


  The atmosphere turned strange immediately. The sign with the hotel’s name and the room prices shined with a striking pink color that left us speechless.


  I get it.


  I get it in my head.


  In the current situation… a hotel is the most adequate place to be in. You can take refuge and take a shower. You can dry your clothes with a hair dryer, and you can stay there until tomorrow morning.


  There simply was no better option.


  But… The fact that it was a special hotel that encouraged certain activities made me quite uneasy.


  Uuh… Why…? Why?!


  Why does it have to be a love hotel?!


  Even if we were to go to an ordinary hotel together, I’d we overly conscious of it… But in a love hotel, I’m not going to be able to think about anything other than that…


  “A-Ahaha… Surely that’s not a good place to stay at… right?”


  I laughed it off, trying to do something about the awkward silence, but…


  “…Let’s go.” Said Takkun.


  With a slightly red face, but with a serious look.


  “I don’t see any other option… So please.”


  “B-But…”


  “Please! I promise I won’t do anything…!” He said with complete sincerity and lowered his head.


  If he asks me like that… I have no choice but to accept.


  And so.


  We had no choice but to go to a love hotel to take refuge from the heavy torrential rain.


  Even though it was Takkun’s suggestion, I knew there was no hidden meaning behind it.


  He simply was worried about me, and I also wanted him to not catch a cold again.


  We both were thinking about the other and acted in the most rational way possible.


  I understood it rationally.


  But.


  A part of me couldn’t accept it… That ended up warping my thoughts and made my heart beat faster.


  Since we entered the love hotel, my heart has been beating like crazy.


  “S-Sorry about the wait.”


  After taking a shower, I got dressed and came out of the bathroom.


  In the bedroom, he was drying out my clothes with the hair dryer. After taking off my clothes in the bathroom, I left them out and he dried them carefully.


  “Thanks, Takkun. I’ll handle the rest, so you go take a bath.”


  “Sure… But it’s still a bit wet—”


  Takkun turned around and stayed frozen in place.


  Probably… because of my appearance.


  I was wearing a white bathrobe provided by the hotel.


  I didn’t have a change of clothes, so I had to wear this. My underwear was soaked, so I was wearing nothing underneath the robe…


  “…S-Stop! You’re staring too hard! Stop looking so much, Takkun…”


  “Huh..? I-I’m sorry. It’s just that… it was a bit too stimulating…”


  “~~! I-I had no choice! I didn’t have anything else to put on!”


  Ah, geez… This is so embarrassing. My face is burning. Despite it being an unavoidable situation, I’m standing in front of Takkun, only wearing a thin bathrobe with no underwear.


  It’s almost as if I’m naked…!


  “Well… Guess I’ll go take a shower.”


  “Yes. I’ll go call Miu. You know, uhm… to tell her I won’t go back home today.”


  “…O-Okay.”


  Takkun also replied awkwardly to my awkward words, and after grabbing a bathrobe, he went into the bath.


  “…Haaah.”


  Left alone, I sat in the sofa and sighed deeply.


  “W-What do I do…? I can’t believe I’m going to sleep with Takkun…!”


  And… In a love hotel to boot!


  How and why did I end up in such a delicate situation?!


  E-Everything’s okay! Takkun said he wouldn’t do anything… Yes! I trust him! Everything’s okay, everything’s okay, nothing’s going to happen, nothing’s going to happen…”


  I was so nervous that I was talking alone.


  “…Ah, right. I have to make that call.”


  I took out my phone.


  I dialed and Miu answered immediately.


  I took a deep breath to calm down and then explained the current situation so she wouldn’t misunderstand… Of course, I didn’t say anything about the love hotel.


  “—Yes, I’m sorry. So have dinner alone tonight. I there there’s fried chicken in the fridge… —N-No, it’s not like that! What are you saying now?! —I said it’s not like that! There really was no helping it! —We’ll only stay 1 night! —I-I-I-I-It’s not like that… What are you talking about?! —It’s a very common hotel! Extremely common! So common that it’s surprising! The name?! The hotel’s name is… Uh… Ah, my battery is dying, I’m so sorry! I have to hang up! Bye!”


  I forcefully ended the call.


  Phew… It looks like there’s no way to lie to her… I think. Hmmm, ah, I don’t know anymore. I don’t want to think about it. Anyways, I told her I wouldn’t be back today, so let’s say it went well.


  “Uhm… What’s next…? Oh right, I need to dry up Takkun’s clothes. He prioritized my clothes and here I am neglecting his.”


  I took out the hair dryer, and along with my clothes, I started to dry up Takkun’s clothes.


  While I was doing this… he came out of the bath.


  Of course, dressed up in the same bathrobe as me.


  Most likely without underwear, just that thin white cloth…


  “…Ayako-san, aren’t you also staring too much at me too?”


  “~~! I-I’m not staring!”


  When he embarrassedly said that, I looked the other way as soon as I could. Uuh, geez. I couldn’t help but stare. His chest was lightly exposed, so it was hard to resist…


  We were almost naked…


  “I’ll help you dry it.”


  “…O-Okay.”


  We kept drying our clothes together, but I couldn’t look straight at him… And Takkun was completely red and silent as well.


  Ugh… This atmosphere isn’t good.


  I was too nervous… and I felt like everything was spinning.


  In an attempt to change the mood somehow, I looked around the place… and found something.


  Eh?


  Uwaa…


  W-Why is there something like that here…?


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Ah, well… I found this…”


  Confused, I grabbed a bottle from the sink.


  It was about the size of the palm of my hand…


  And in the label, there was ‘LOTION’ written in big letters.


  “A-Ahaha… As expected from a love hotel. They even have that kind of lotion here.”


  “Uh… Ah, no.” Said Takkun, as if hesitating to say it. “That’s… Obviously a lotion, but…”


  “…Huh?”


  “It’s probably not the kind of lotion you’re thinking of…”


  “…Eeehhhh?!”


  I was dumbstruck, as if I had been hit in the head with a hammer.


  I checked the label in a hurry, and in the backside, where the detailed list of ingredients was written, the smalls letter said ‘moisturizing lotion’ in Japanese.


  Uwaa.


  I-I was put to shame once again! Completely! I committed a terribly embarrassing mistake!


  I was so ashamed that I fell in despair, but…


  “…Pfft.” Takkun started laughing. “No, sorry. I’m not laughing… I’m not laughing… Ku… Fufufu.”


  “Wha… Y-You don’t have to laugh that much!”


  “Sorry… but it’s just too funny. How could you mix it up like that?”


  “Ugh…! How could I not get that mixed up?! Look at where we’re at!”


  “Even if it’s a love hotel, they wouldn’t put a lubricating lotion in the sink.”


  “Y-You don’t know that! Maybe there’s a love hotel somewhere in the world that has lubricating lotions in the sink…”


  “Yeah, it’s possible… Kuku… Ahahahaha.”


  “Uuh… You’re laughing too much… Dummy…”


  Takkun laughed until he couldn’t anymore, and I sulked like a little girl.


  For better or worse.


  After the lotion incident, the atmosphere became a bit more relaxing.


  I was still embarrassed, but I could somehow have a normal conversation with him.


  When we finished drying our clothes, we ordered room service and then spent the rest of the night watching TV.


  …Since it was a love hotel, I thought that they would only broadcast AVs, but there were also regular programs. (TLN: AV = Adult Videos.)


  We talked while watching all kinds of shows and series, completely forgetting where we were.


  But…


  The calm atmosphere soon reached its end.


  “…Let’s go to sleep, it’s getting late.” Said Takkun with a nervous voice some time past 11.


  “Yes…” I nodded, but was left speechless after that.


  We both looked at the bed.


  A big double bed that took up an entire corner of the room.


  Yup, this was a love hotel.


  So, of course… there was only 1 bed.


  That was something we were aware of before coming here.


  But all this time, we tried to ignore the problem, and now…


  “Ayako-san, please sleep in the bed.” Takkun broke the awkward silence. “I’ll sleep in the sofa.”


  “There’s no need to. Rather… I can’t let you sleep in the sofa. If I did, I’d feel so bad with myself that I wouldn’t be able to sleep.”


  “But…”


  “Please.”


  After that, we kept arguing, but in the end, until we reached an agreement.


  After lightly preparing the bed, I opened up the panel at the head of the bed… Or rather, struggled with it until I found which button was for the lights.


  “Well then, good night.”


  “G-Good night…”


  We said good night to each other and went to sleep.


  Me in the big bed and Takkun in the small sofa.


  “…”


  And of course… I couldn’t fall asleep.


  Not just because I was nervous to stay at a love hotel, but also because I was worried about him.


  I took a glance at him.


  He was all huddled up in the narrow sofa with his legs folded. He seemed to be very uncomfortable and moved his body around a lot.


  “…Can’t sleep?”


  “Ah… Sorry, was I making a lot of noise?”


  “No, you weren’t making noise, but… I thought you would have a hard time falling asleep.”


  “I-I’m okay. It’s possible to sleep here… and well, worst case, I can spend the night without sleep.”


  He said that happily as well. He was clearly worried about me. I was really happy about his kindness, but more than that… I felt bad for him.


  “…Takkun.” I suddenly said. “When we were in front of the hotel, you told me, didn’t you? That you wouldn’t do anything.”


  “Uh… Y-Yes.”


  “We stayed here because it was an emergency… and not… well, not because you had some hidden intentions, right?”


  “O-Obviously!”


  “…Yes, I also believe that. You don’t have any hidden intentions. You didn’t lie to me either when you said you wouldn’t do anything.”


  “That’s why,” I said.


  Feeling my heartbeats accelerating a lot, I lifted the blanket a bit.


  “Let’s sleep together.”


  After that, we started arguing again, but in the end, Takkun gave up and laid down next to me in the double bed.


  Of course, we didn’t sleep stuck together like lovers would. Even though we were sharing the same bed and the same blanket, each one of us was laying down at a corner of the bed.


  The bed was big enough for 2 people to sleep on it without their bodies touching one another.


  But even then…


  My heart was beating too fast and it didn’t seem as if it was going to settle down anytime soon.


  “~~”


  What do I do, what do I do, what do I do?


  I’m sleeping, I’m sleeping with Takkun…!


  Agh, how did this happen…? Well, it was me who invited him. I know it’s weird for me to be flustered despite me being the one who invited him, but… Uh… Ah…


  Of course I trust Takkun. I believe in him, but… But there are moments in which men can’t control themselves! Their heads rationalize, but their bodies don’t follow!


  And besides… Takkun… Is in love with me.


  So, from his point of view, he’s sleeping in the same bed with the woman he loves… And in such a situation, a man may not be able to hold back…!


  And on top of that… It was me who invited him.


  Even if his lower part of his body goes out of control… I have no right to complain.


  And thinking it well… Right now, we’re not wearing underwear, so it’s even more dangerous.


  What was I thinking? Inviting a man to bed dressed like this… and if something goes wrong, I can’t pretend I’m the victim.


  Well, if something happens… It happens.


  No… That doesn’t mean I want him to attack me or anything!


  It’s just that… Well… If his lower half gets out of control, I wonder if I have the right to say no… If I was a teenager, it would be something else, but a thirty year old like me, inviting him myself to the bed, rejecting him saying “I didn’t mean it that way” if he gets closer… I wonder if that excuse would really work…


  His lower half…


  Takkun’s lower half… Uwaaaa! This is bad! I just remembered! I’ve vividly remembered what happened when I visited him the other day!


  The symbol of a ‘man’ pushing up his pajama and rising violently towards the sky…


  Uuh… No, no, stop thinking about that… Agh, the image doesn’t go away. Now that I’m conscious of it, it won’t leave my mind…!!


  “Ayako-san…”


  “H-Hyah?!”


  Takkun’s voice brought me back. My head was filled with lewd images, so I screamed with a weird voice.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  After desperately deleting the image from my mind, I tried to answer back with a calm voice.


  “Takkun… Is something wrong?”


  “No, I simply couldn’t sleep. Were you also awake?”


  “…Yes. Fully awake.”


  “Same as me.”


  “Ahaha… It’s hard to fall asleep, isn’t it…?”


  When I looked back, Takkun was looking the other way, so I also turned around once again.


  With our backs to each other, we started talking.


  It was still raining outside the window, but as expected from a love hotel… there was great soundproofing so you almost couldn’t hear the sound from the rain.


  That’s why.


  Even if we spoke softly… We could hear each other clearly.


  “Now that I think about it… We used to sleep together.”


  “That’s right. Along with Miu.”


  “Yeah, the 3 of us together…”


  I don’t remember it at all, but I think it happened a few times. When Takkun came to play at our house and Miu got sleepy after lunch, the 3 of us took a nap together.


  “…It used to be normal. I could calmly sleep with you.”


  But… everything is different now.


  Sleeping together made me really embarrassed.


  “Haah… A lot of things have been like that lately.”


  Now that I’m fully conscious of the things I used to do normally.


  Feeding him, holding hands… They were things I could do naturally when Takkun was little, but I can’t anymore.


  And not just because Takkun had grown up… but rather a more important reason.


  Because I was aware of his feelings.


  Because I knew how he saw me.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “E-Eh? Where did that come from?”


  “It’s because of me, isn’t it? I’ve caused you a lot of problems with my confession.”


  “It’s not your fault, Takkun. Everything is just because of me…”


  “Satoya also said it. Confessing is like a bomb that can blow up a relationship. And actually… I think it is. We… can’t go back to what we used to be anymore.”


  “…”


  Yes, I guess that’s true.


  We can’t go back to what we used to be.


  To just being neighbors that got along really well.


  No matter how hard we try, nothing will go back to what it was.


  “…I’ve been regretting it all this time. Confessing I mean. If I hadn’t done it, our relationship could have stayed as it was before…”


  “But.” He continued.


  With a depressed voice, but full of determination.


  “Now… I’m happy to have confessed.”


  “Eh…?”


  “Due to my confession… I managed to meet an Ayako-san I didn’t know about.” His voice sounded really happy. “You got very flustered and embarrassed after my confession… And I feel guilty about it… But at the same time, I thought that you looked really cute.”


  “Wha… Y-You thought that?!”


  “Sorry, that’s what I truly thought…” He said, apologizing, but not denying it.


  I-I don’t know what to think anymore…!


  That I look cute when I’m flustered and embarrassed…? W-What the heck?


  I don’t know if I should be happy or angry about this…


  “Thanks to my confession, I could see a lot of new faces of yours that I hadn’t seen before… and above all, you started to look at me… Even if just a little… You started to be conscious of me as a man. And that… made me really happy.”


  “Takkun…”


  Our relationship had changed drastically since his confession.


  As if a bomb had suddenly dropped on top of us, everything changed completely.


  But not everything turned for worse…


  “I-I’m also happy… partly…” I said on reflex, although at the end I didn’t sound too convincing. “After your confession… I started to think about a lot of stuff… I had a really hard time… But, you know? I don’t think it would have been better if you had not confessed.”


  “…”


  “Since I’m very dense… I had never noticed your feelings until you confessed. If you had not… I would have never noticed.”


  Far from noticing his feelings, I was trying to hook him up with my daughter.


  Looking back now… I think I was very cruel.


  I never noticed the feelings of the man who fell in love with me, and rather, tried to support him in a romance with another woman.


  “That’s why… I’m happy that you confessed to me. Thanks to that, I could finally notice your true feelings.” I said. “Thanks, Takkun, for being brave enough to confess.”


  “Ayako-san…”


  “And despite that… I-I’m sorry… for still not answering… Due to my indecisiveness… we’re still in a limbo.”


  “No, don’t worry about that. Like I said before… I’m plenty happy with the current situation. I’ll gladly wait for your response.”


  “…”


  Ah, you’re such a good boy, Takkun.


  No.


  It’s rude to call him a good boy… He’s a good man.


  An amazing man.


  Today’s date, how he handled the tire incident, and the way he behaved once we got into the love hotel… he was always so cool and reliable, and above all, respectful.


  I could feel his love for me more and more… And that’s why, I felt attracted to him more and more as well.


  “…Yes.” I said.


  With my back turned to him, as if I was speaking to myself in the void.


  “If I were younger, would I have made up my mind faster?”


  That… There was no reason to even ask that. It was more than obvious. I couldn’t help but think about that.


  “If we were the same age… If I was a university student like you, I wouldn’t be thinking so long about it, I wouldn’t be struggling this much, and everything would be easier…”


  If I was younger.


  If I was a girl.


  If… I didn’t have Miu.


  I think that I’d probably be going out with Takkun.


  After all… There was no reason to reject him.


  I would have said yes to his confession and we would have become a happy couple that everyone would envy.


  But… The current me can’t do it.


  The ‘adult’ restriction kept me from doing so.


  —You’re still too young to be using your age as an excuse.


  That’s what Oinomori-san told me… But it’s impossible.


  I’m not young.


  I’m not young anymore, Oinomori-san.


  I’m not at an age where I can just let loose from my feelings and fall in love… Besides, I have Miu, my precious daughter.


  Ah…


  Just thinking about these ‘ifs’… made me feel pathetic. I didn’t even want to imagine something like ‘If I didn’t have Miu’… That’s like thinking of her as an obstacle… and I was angry at myself because of that.


  Or rather.


  I wonder if I will think about things like this from now on.


  The deeper my relationship with Takkun became, the more I thought about Miu…


  “Hmm, I don’t know…” Said Takkun after a pause.


  He was answering my self-deprecating monologue.


  “I’ve never thought about it. About what would have happened… if you were younger.”


  “Eh? Really?”


  “I thought about the opposite actually. What if I was older and more mature, I wondered if I would have been a man that was fit for you. But… But not once I’ve thought about how it would have been if you were younger.”


  “After all.” He continued.


  “I fell in love with you… Because you’re Miu’s mother.”


  “…”


  “I was attracted to you when you took responsibility for Miu, your sister’s daughter, and raised her with a lot of love and care. That’s why… If we were the same age… If we had met as classmates from university… Perhaps I wouldn’t have fallen in love with you.”


  “…”


  “Ah, no, I mean, I think you would have been really attractive as a university student! But, uhm… How do I say this…”


  “…”


  I couldn’t say anything back to Takkun, who was explaining himself in a panic.


  Because…


  I was fighting back trying to hold back my tears.


  Oh…


  I see, that makes sense.


  Why was I so worried about such a trivial thing?


  The man who said that he loves me as I am now… Is Takumi Aterazawa.


  The young man that has been next to me for the last 10 years and has supported me more than anyone else.


  And also… The one who has been looking at me more than anyone else.


  This isn’t just a sudden manifestation of feelings of love. He knows everything about me, accepts me how I am and even says out loud that he loves me.


  I was very ashamed of myself for treating Miu as an obstacle, even for a moment.


  Takkun… Never saw it like that.


  He never saw my daughter as an obstacle or someone in the way, but rather as a part of my life.


  He’s trying to accept everything about me…


  “…Fufu.” After holding back my tears, I laughed naturally. “So, after all, you do like mature women.”


  “Ehh? No, I didn’t mean it that—”


  “Fufu, I’m just teasing you.”


  Laughing, I slowly turned around.


  At the other side of the bed, I saw his wide back.


  It’s not that I have a fetish for backs… But when I saw it, my heart started to beat faster.


  My face got hotter and my head felt empty.


  “H-Hey, Takkun.” I said, feeling my heart beating strongly. “Doesn’t it… feel a bit cold?”


  “Eh… A-Are you okay? It does feel a bit cold. I’ll call the front desk and ask for more blankets…”


  “N-No, no! It’s not that bad!”


  His answer was more sincere that I expected, so I hurriedly stopped him and continued.


  “It’s cold… but just a bit. Probably… b-because of the gap. Since there’s a space between us, the blanket keeps moving and the cold air gets in… S-So…” I said.


  Even I didn’t know why I was saying this.


  “Can I get closer?”


  “Eh…?”


  “A-As a measure for the cold environment, I think that both of us could sleep better if we were closer. Really, that’s all… I have no other intentions…”


  “I… d-don’t mind.”


  “…R-Really? Then… Excuse me.”


  I slid down the blanket, getting closer to him.


  My heart was about to blow up, but even then, I kept getting closer to him…


  Of course, even though I said we should get closer, I didn’t mean to cuddle directly.


  Just our hands and feet were touching a little.


  But even a small contact like that, made me feel his body heat… And my body got incredibly hot.


  
    
      

      
    

  

  “…It certainly feels warmer to be closer like this.”


  “Yes… Ah, but, Takkun, don’t turn. Just stay like you are.”


  “Why…?”


  “Because…”


  I can’t let you see me.


  I can’t let you see the face I’m making right now.


  The face of a woman that’s so happy to the point that it’s embarrassing.


  I put my hands on his back.


  His big, wide and warm back.


  It was a weird feeling.


  My heart was beating very fast, but I felt calm.


  This warm calmness enveloped my mind and body.


  Before I had realized, I fell asleep slowly, feeling very happy.
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  The next morning…


  “Takkun, you look pretty tired… Did you not sleep well?”


  “…I guess so. After all, I was barely able to sleep.”


  “I see. It’s hard to sleep in an unknown place, isn’t it?”


  “Well… It was mainly because of you.”


  “…Eh?”


  “You move around too much in your sleep, Ayako-san.”


  “N-No way! D-Did I hit you?!”


  “No, you didn’t hit me… but you seemed to be hot during the night and were taking off the blanket.”


  “Eh…?”


  “When you were taking off the blanket, you only had the bathrobe on you, so I didn’t know where to look…”


  “Eh? Eh?”


  “In the end, I spent the entire night covering you up with the blanket.”


  “T-There’s no way… W-Wait a minute! What do you mean with ‘I didn’t know where to look’…? What kind of state was I?! What kind of unsightly view was I exposing?!”


  “D-Don’t worry! I managed to control myself and not take pictures!”


  “Don’t ask me to not worry and then say that!”


  After we had that nice exchange, we went out the room, paid for our room on the machine in the entrance of the love hotel.


  Just in case, we went out separately and met up later, then we got into the bus together.


  The rain had stopped completely.


  After returning, just as Takkun promised, he borrowed Tomomi-san’s car and took me to the workshop.


  After picking up the car with replaced tires and returning home… I finally realized that everything was over.


  It was a hectic date, but somehow, it reached its ending.


  Or it should have been that way, but…


  “…Hehehe.”


  “Hey, mom… It’s a bit disgusting, so stop laughing by yourself.”


  At night. I was cooking dinner in the kitchen when I heard Miu’s disgusted voice, who was sitting down in the living room’s sofa.


  “Eh…? W-Was I laughing?”


  “You were. You have been ever since you came back… Was your date with Taku-nii that fun?”


  “Wha… N-No, it’s not that… What are you saying now? I only laughed because I remembered something funny, it has nothing to do with Takkun…” I started making up excuses in a hurry… but it was 800% a lie.


  In fact, I’ve been thinking about Takkun the entire time.


  Remembering what happened yesterday… or rather, remembering the date we had until this morning, I was brimming with happiness.


  It was as if I was in a dream and I couldn’t return to reality.


  And those happy moments seemed to reflect on my face. Ah… Right. It’s certainly disgusting. I’ve been smiling alone the entire time…


  “Well, your returned next day morning on your first day, so I guess it’s normal that you’re so happy.”


  “L-Like I said, nothing like that happened…”


  “Mom… If I have a sibling… Can I choose the name?”


  “You’re being too hasty! Besides, I’ve already explained you it to you a lot of times, but we haven’t done anything like that yet—”


  “Yet?”


  “~~?! N-No, it’s not like that! It was a manner of speech! A-Anyways, nothing happened!”


  I desperately tried to prove my innocence.


  And Miu started to laugh.


  “But that means that things are moving on, huh. Have you already made plans for the next date?”


  “Well… Yes.”


  “Huh… I see. Where will you go next time?”


  “I don’t know yet… Takkun will tell me when he chooses.”


  “Hmm? I see. You should pick the next date’s location.”


  “W-Why? Wouldn’t that be weird?”


  “Why would it be weird?”


  “Because,” I said. “He’s the one in love with me.”


  After saying that… Huh?


  I felt something was wrong…


  Somehow… I felt as if I had said something extremely arrogant.


  And it wasn’t as if it was some misunderstanding.


  Because I, after all, can’t invite him on a date.


  If I did… It would be as if I was saying I liked him. As if I would accept his confession. So inviting him myself… was so embarrassing that I couldn’t do it.


  That’s why it was normal for him to ask me out… Huh?


  That was normal?


  Was it okay to think something like that was normal?


  Suddenly, Oinomori-san’s words came to my mind.


  — Katsuragi-kun, you don’t have anything to worry about. He’s the one thinking really hard about what to do, you just have to wait and let him court you.


  —You always have control in that relationship


  —It’s a wonderful situation if you think about it. You don’t have to do anything; you can just let him do the heavy lifting. It’s a wonderful situation if you think about it. You don’t have to do anything; you can just let him do the heavy lifting.


  —It’s like playing with the young man’s heart you have on your hands. In a certain way, I think that this is a situation many women wish for.”


  I rejected those words.


  I couldn’t act in such a dishonest way.


  I wanted to fight his feelings directly without running away.


  I had denied it fully… And despite that…


  What was I doing right now?


  I had had so much fun in our first date that I was now looking forward to our next date, wondering where he would take me.


  This wasn’t any different from “playing with the young’s man heart” like Oinomori-san had said…


  This is strange… Why?


  Even though I was only trying to fight his feelings directly…


  “Hmm. I see.”


  While I was lost in thoughts all alone, an indifferent sound came out.


  “God… In the end… The date was a failure.” Said Miu, sounded disappointed and dejected.


  Failure?


  What did she mean failure?


  Our date couldn’t have been more of a success.


  “Argh, that’s enough. Stop it already, I’m done with all of this.”


  Despite my confusion, Miu muttered with complete indifference.


  Then, she got up the sofa and walked towards me.


  With a calm pace, she got closer to me.


  “Mom, I guess that after all, I’m not going to support you anymore.” Said Miu.


  And then she looked straight at me with clear eyes.


  “I’ll go out with Taku-nii.”


  At first, I didn’t understand what she said.


  My head couldn’t understand the words.


  But little by little, I started to understand.


  And her eyes, that looked like they were seeing right through me, didn’t allow me to escape from reality…


  “You spent all the time denying things. For an old woman like you, Taku-nii’s pure love is just a drag, right? In that case… That’s fine, you don’t have bother anymore. Since you don’t like him… Then I’ll keep him. I’ll make Taku-nii happy.”


  “…W-What are you saying…?” I said with difficulty.


  Miu kept getting closer to me, one step at a time.


  With a strong will in her eyes and her lips curved as if trying to provoke me.


  It was the first time.


  This was the first time I saw Miu act this way in 10 years.


  Before me, there was a daughter I didn’t recognize at all.


  “Oh, now that I think about it, you were always going on about Taku-nii and I dating, weren’t you? Didn’t you say that it was your dream for the 2 of us to get married?”


  “…”


  “You should be happy, that dream will come true!” Miu smiled.


  Very widely.


  “Hey, mom.”


  She stood in front of me and spoke.


  As if she was challenging me, trying and testing me.


  And looking in the deepest part of my heart.


  “You’ll support me, won’t you?”


  My daughter asked me… No.


  It was a declaration of war.


  And I…
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